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The doctorate in educational leadership at XYZ University prepares leaders to make positive changes in 
their communities and organizations. An important aspect of the program requires students to complete 
a Dissertation in Practice related to a problem identified within their educational setting. Students begin 
work on the dissertation during their first semester and solidify the focus during the second semester, when 
they are matched with a chairperson. This type of academic endeavor can lead to feelings related to 
imposter syndrome, including anxiety and fearfulness related to their academic abilities. Faculty at XYZ 
University have implemented an innovative active learning experience, a poster presentation and gallery 
walk, to mitigate imposter syndrome and foster initial relationships between students and their 
dissertation chairperson. In a survey of participants, students confirmed that the gallery walk experience 
decreased feelings related to imposter syndrome and left them feeling supported and confident in their 
capabilities to complete a dissertation. 
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XYZ University’s (XYZ) EdD program in Educational Leadership focuses on preparing leaders to 
make a positive difference in the lives of their organization and community members through the 
collection and evaluation of information from their educational settings. XYZ’s three-year EdD program is 
influenced by the Carnegie Project for the Education Doctorate (CPED); an important aspect of the 
program involves the use of meaningful and interactive activities that engage students and challenge 
them to view themselves as valued practitioners. The activities provide students the opportunity to direct 
aspects of their doctoral studies and experiences, while encouraging them to build supportive 
relationships with faculty in the department and the other members of their cohort. The relationship 
between EdD students and their chairperson can be vital to their success in completing degree 
requirements, specifically the dissertation (Neale-McFall & Ward, 2015). Students beginning doctoral-
level academic programs, particularly as adult learners, typically experience some aspects of imposter 
syndrome. Building strong relationships with faculty and other students can decrease the feelings of 
imposter syndrome that may prevent students from achieving success in their program (Chapman, 2017). 

The EdD program at XYZ involves the completion of an action-research type dissertation in 
practice (DiP) supported by a faculty member within the Department of Educational Leadership. Students 
make the initial identification of their “problem of practice” (PoP) during the first semester in the EdD 
program. The PoP selected from their educational setting leads to a more developed topic for the DiP 
study, and faculty in the department with expertise related to the student’s PoP may be identified as a 
potential dissertation chairperson. To provide students with the greatest likelihood for success, a new 
assignment and accompanying activity allowing students to be directly involved in selecting a chairperson 
were developed. This activity was intended to provide students with the opportunity to feel more secure 
with the selection of their PoP and DiP topic, as well as begin to build a relationship with their faculty 
chairperson as early as the second semester in the EdD program. This activity also allowed for students to 
engage with all faculty in the department, as well as others in the cohort, and receive constructive 
feedback related to their DiP topic. 
  The qualitative study presented in this article showcases the way faculty in the XYZ EdD program 
developed and implemented this innovative assignment and activity. As part of the activity, a new 
dissertation chair selection process was utilized that resulted in a decrease in feelings related to imposter 
syndrome, as well as strengthened relationships between students and faculty. 

 
Relevant Literature 

 
With student completion rates in university doctoral programs across the US as low as 40% (Xu, 

2014; Zhou & Okahana, 2016), researchers continue to seek ways to address this concern. Research has 
identified various factors that play a role in the low completion rates, including the design of doctoral 
programs, influences from student integration (Tinto, 1988), and supportiveness of faculty and advisors 
(Ali & Kohun, 2007; Barnett et al., 2000; Hanson et al., 2020; Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Stallone, 2011). In an 
effort to address some of these concerns, the EdD program in Educational Leadership at XYZ has identified 
ways to provide support for the students from the time they are admitted through the completion of their 
final dissertation defense. The qualitative study described in this article provides the results of some of 
these efforts, specifically focusing on innovative program design, student integration, and faculty support, 
stemming from an assignment requiring students to create and present a poster for their selected DiP 
topic during their second semester in the program. 

XYZ offers an EdD in Educational Leadership that is completed in three years, including 
dissertation. Recognizing that the students are full-time practitioners, work on the dissertation 
requirement begins during the first semester, when students identify the focus for their DiP, and 
continues throughout the program. Because the EdD at XYZ prepares educational leaders to become 
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change agents in their communities, the EdD program seeks to provide students with skills to identify 
situations within their workspace that would benefit from research and a plan for change. Students 
become scholarly practitioners as a result of their participation in EdD programs, like the program at XYZ, 
that place an emphasis on collecting and evaluating data leading to positive changes in their communities. 
Upon completion of the program, students can demonstrate collaboration and communication skills, the 
ability to work with diverse communities, and relationships/networks created within the field (Boyce, 
2012; Hoffman & Perry, 2016). 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

            A variety of pedagogical techniques and learning strategies are utilized in doctoral programs to 
provide students with the best opportunity for successful completion of the degree. Students in the EdD 
program are practitioners who excel in their fields and are seeking additional tools to utilize as 
administrators and scholarly practitioners. Active learning theory offers strategies that provide learning 
experiences that are most similar to situations practitioners encounter in their educational settings. These 
learning experiences prompt students to think critically, work collaboratively, and connect learning to 
practical situations (TeKippe, 2017).   Bonwell and Eison (1991) defined active learning strategies as 
“instructional activities involving students in doing things and thinking about what they are doing” (p. 5). 
In 2003, Fink expanded the definition of active learning to include three components: (a) students 
receiving content, (b) experiences to include both “doing” and “observing,” and (c) reflection and 
discussion with others. The activities that can be categorized as active learning require students to do 
higher order thinking, as well as reflect on their own learning (McConnell et al., 2017). Students 
participating in active learning are consciously engaged in building, testing, and refining mental models 
(Joel, 2007). 
            An example of an active learning instructional practice, the gallery walk, has been shown to result 
in increased student learning and a reduction in program attrition (McConnell et al., 2017). The gallery 
walk is an active learning strategy that allows for stations to be located throughout the room and students 
stop at each location, as if in an art gallery. Researchers posit that the gallery walk strategy can be a 
welcome change to typical sedentary class work and can lead to an increase in discussion and interaction 
(McConnell et al., 2017). In the typical use of this type of learning strategy, the students are asked to move 
throughout the room; however, in the process adopted by the EdD at XYZ, students remain stationary 
next to their posters and the department faculty circulate throughout the room discussing with the 
students. This structure allows for the presentation of “practitioner wisdom” on the part of the students 
related to their identified PoP (Francek, 2006; McConnell et al., 2017), as well as an opportunity for faculty 
feedback and suggestions. Students within the cohort are also provided the opportunity to circulate 
during the gallery walk, fostering peer discussion with their colleagues.   
            Vygotsky’s theoretical work related to learning development indicates that gallery walks are a 
pedagogical technique that result in students actively learning with the support of their faculty and peers 
(1978). Gallery walks also meet Fink’s requirements necessary for categorization as active learning (2003). 
Prior to the gallery walk, students take part in a course with a faculty member where they do research on 
their selected dissertation topic. Students then take the research and create a poster displaying the 
specific aspects of their proposed study. The actual gallery walk allows for discussion with faculty and 
peers and provides students with the opportunity to reflect on their identified dissertation topic and 
focus.  
            Although the intention of active learning is to increase feelings of support related to learning 
concepts, students have reported significant anxiety in completing an active learning-based task (England 
et al., 2019). The gallery walk implemented for EdD students at XYZ considered the students’ anxiety and 
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feelings related to imposter syndrome and was designed to ensure a comfortable, collaborative 
experience resulting in the creation of supportive relationships with faculty and peers. It is this type of 
support that can determine whether or not a student will be successful in their doctorate program.  
 
Imposter Syndrome 
 

The majority of the students who pursue the EdD have already established themselves as leaders 
in their work settings and communities, indicating their level of experience in the field (Buss, 2014). 
Unfortunately, this tends to result in a substantial gap in academic efforts and participation in educational 
research settings. This gap can lead to feelings of fraud and a lack of confidence regarding their experience 
and skills as both a practitioner and researcher, a phenomenon typically referred to as imposter syndrome 
(Chapman, 2017; Clance & Imes, 1978; Crusan, 2014). Making the decision to pursue an academic 
endeavor of this level comes with significant risk and can require an identity change. Students fear facing 
judgement from both the faculty in the program, as well as their peers. Identifying a way to discuss 
academic works with professors and colleagues while receiving constructive feedback in a more 
comfortable, supportive setting is an important goal for any new pedagogical concepts implemented 
within an EdD program.   

A focus on the support provided by the student’s dissertation chair is another factor identified 
throughout the literature as having an effect on the success of the student and their sense of belonging 
in the EdD program. Kamler and Thomson (2006) indicate that dissertation writing is one of the major 
causes of anxiety for students and can lead to the self-sabotaging behaviors indicative of the imposter 
syndrome (Clance & Imes, 1978; Crusan, 2014; Gardiner & Kearns, 2012). Awareness of the possibility for 
these behaviors to manifest while seeking the EdD degree can result in a more dedicated focus on 
coaching and advising on behalf of the faculty dissertation chair (LaFrance et al., 2020). The relationship 
between the student and the chairperson is such that it can be referred to as a “high-stakes, intimate 
tutorial – possibly the most crucial educational relationship of a student’s life” (Pare, 2011, p. 59). 
 
Student Support 
 

A positive relationship between dissertation chair and doctoral candidate has been identified as 
one of the key factors associated with doctoral degree completion (LaFrance et al., 2020; Stallone, 2011; 
Storms et al., 2011). This relationship includes regular communication, constructive feedback, 
consistency, and personal connections with students (Holmes et al., 2014; Rademaker et al., 2016). 
Students want to know that their dissertation chair is committed to them as a researcher and evidence of 
this commitment can be seen through a willingness to dedicate time, patience, and energy to supervise 
doctoral students (LaFrance et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2018). Although the dissertation chair is working 
with the student specifically to advise on their dissertation research, it has been suggested that effective 
and supportive mentoring is just as important as assistance with research and content expertise (Jairam 
& Kahl, 2012; LaFrance et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2018). 

Dissertation chairs are paired with doctoral students in a variety of ways; some institutions may 
assign students and chairs, while others may allow the student to work with the faculty to identify the 
most appropriate person to serve as their chairperson. In cases where students are allowed to identify 
their own dissertation chair, there are specific criteria that students typically find desirable. Lovitts (2001) 
found that the amount of time, location of interactions, and quantity of assistance influenced students’ 
decisions and ultimately their satisfaction with the relationship. Additionally, research showed that 
students who did not complete their doctorate degree were six times more likely to have been assigned 
a chairperson rather than given the option to make their own selection (Lovitts, 2001; Neale-McFall & 
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Ward, 2015). Neale-McFall and Ward (2015) received similar results in a study regarding satisfaction with 
dissertation chair selection. Students who selected their own chairperson, rather than having one 
assigned, reported higher levels of satisfaction with the relationship. These students who described 
themselves as more satisfied selected a chairperson based on the faculty member’s work style and 
reputation related to their ability to collaborate. Students advised they were also seeking a chairperson 
with a similar work ethic, as well as a positive personality match. Specific behaviors, including patience, 
advocacy, and timely feedback, were also important in the students’ determination of a chairperson for 
their dissertation (Neale-McFall & Ward, 2015).  

In addition to the importance of the dissertation chair on student success, the relationship that 
students build with colleagues in their cohort can provide a level of support that the dissertation chair is 
not able to in their role. The other students in the program are experiencing similar situations and also 
dealing with issues related to work-life balance and imposter syndrome. The need for candidate 
socialization and support systems in doctoral programs exists due to the isolation, stress, doubt, and 
exhaustion that doctoral students experience (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Berman & Ames, 2015; Jairam & Kahl, 
2011; Stubb et al., 2011). Additionally, research has suggested that use of the cohort model results in 
improved academic performance and increased interpersonal relationships (Barnett et al., 2000; Jackson 
& Kelley, 2002). It is also noted that students’ sense of belonging increases and imposter syndrome 
decreases with the use of the cohort model to provide this additional support structure (Barnett et al., 
2000; Holmes et al., 2014; Stubb et al., 2011).  
 
Academic Poster Presentations 
 

As research has indicated, many students in doctoral programs struggle with imposter syndrome. 
In addition to the focus on the relationship with the chairperson, as well as the importance of student 
integration within the program and their individual cohort, research has also suggested that specific 
pedagogical concepts and program design can lead to greater success for students, specifically in the 
dissertation process (Casanave, 2019; Chapman, 2017; Gardiner & Kearns, 2012; Kamler & Thomson, 
2006). It is important that students learn to develop, focus, and discuss their research related to their 
identified topic for the DiP, and a poster presentation is a specific tool that can be used to aid students in 
achieving these goals. Poster presentations may be similar to a gallery walk in that both include aspects 
of active learning; however, standard poster presentations may lack the required interaction with others 
regarding the information being presented, as well as the personal reflection by the presenter. Poster 
presentations are typically seen at academic conferences, where researchers showcase information in a 
visual format in this academic setting (Akister et al., 2000; Lynch, 2018; Samuel et al., 2014). In some cases, 
it is expected that the poster can stand alone and present the necessary information regarding the 
individual study; yet, in other settings the presenter will have the opportunity to expand upon the 
information presented on the poster and answer questions about the research (MacIntosh-Murray, 2007).  

A typical poster presenting academic research represents a visual and abbreviated version of a 
research study or paper through text, graphics, color, and even speech and gestures if there is the 
opportunity for a discussion between the viewer and the presenter. The content of the poster itself may 
include standard research information with an introduction, methods, results, and conclusions (Lynch, 
2018; MacIntosh-Murray, 2007). Poster presentations reflect specific details and results of a research 
study shared both visually and orally among colleagues in an academic setting but may also be considered 
as part of the curriculum for graduate students in some academic programs (MacIntosh-Murray, 2007). 
Students in this capacity must collect and understand the knowledge associated with the research, but 
they must also be able to learn the academic language and ways of communicating that knowledge, 
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including the written, visual, and oral methods that make up academic discourse (Blakeslee, 1997; 
MacIntosh-Murray, 2007). 

The posters and the subsequent presentation or discussion with each student can be considered 
another form of academic communication, similar to conference papers, journal articles, and grant 
proposals, and a way to share this information. The academic skills required to prepare and showcase 
information in this format are immediately transferable to the workplace, while providing students with 
the opportunity to discuss their intended research with others in their field (Akister et al., 2000; Lynch, 
2018). At times, posters may be presented while research is still in progress, which can require students 
to provide the information identified thus far, but also theorize as to the final results of the study. 

Research has shown that participation in this type of educational activity has positive influences 
on doctoral student learning and engagement, which can lead to a better understanding of the process of 
conducting research, as well as the larger community of scholarly researchers (Coryell & Murray, 2014). 
The poster gallery walk activity also results in increased confidence and motivation regarding the students’ 
individual dissertation topics and their interest as developing researchers (Coryell & Murray, 2014). 
Ultimately, students who experience an increase in confidence and motivation may also show a decrease 
in the level of imposter syndrome they feel as doctoral students, leading to academic success and timely 
program completion. The study described herein utilizes aspects of both the gallery walk and the poster 
presentation to provide students with the best opportunity for success.   

 
Methods 

 
 EdD students at XYZ University are provided assignments as part of their coursework in their first 
semester of enrollment that are designed to support student agency by helping them identify the initial 
concept and available data to justify their DiP. These assignments are then utilized in the second semester 
of enrollment to guide students’ efforts in gathering research literature relative to their problem of 
practice that serves as the topic for their study. In order to further develop students’ level of comfort and 
understanding of their DiP to this point, EdD students are expected to create a poster highlighting some 
of their products from the first semester assignments. A template for the poster is provided to students. 
See Figure 1. 
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Figure 1  
Dissertation in Practice Poster Template 

 

The posters are displayed as part of a gallery walk whereby all EdD students are provided the 
opportunity to meet and learn about the research interests and expertise of the entire faculty of the XYZ 
Educational Leadership Department, as well as alumni of the program and current students further into 
their study. The faculty are expected to provide coaching and feedback to the EdD students during the 
gallery walk to help them improve and advance their DiP study. The gallery walk also provides students 
with the opportunity to practice articulating their study in an academic setting.  
 Upon completion of the poster gallery walk, a meal is served to EdD students, faculty, and guests 
to provide further collaboration and networking opportunities. EdD students are then asked to 
confidentially rank their preferences for whom they would like to serve as the chairperson for their DiP 
study from among the faculty they met and interacted with during the gallery walk. This written ranking 
is provided by each student to the EdD program coordinator. Simultaneously, faculty are asked to 
confidentially list the EdD students whom they feel they would be best qualified - based on research 
interest and expertise - to support as chairperson for their respective DiP study. This list from faculty is 
also provided to the EdD program coordinator, who compares both sets of lists to create a match of EdD 
student and chairperson that includes input from both respective parties.  Following the aforementioned 
meal, chairperson assignments are announced so that students are provided an opportunity to meet with 
their newly assigned chairperson to discuss next steps in the DiP development. Thus far the process has 
been conducted with two cohorts, and there has not been an instance where a student was not matched 
successfully with a faculty member. 



 
 

International Journal of Educational Leadership Preparation, Volume 17, Number 1, Spring 2022 
 

108 

The purpose of this qualitative study, conducted by two faculty members within the XYZ EdD 
program, was to determine if a DiP poster presentation and gallery walk, followed by the subsequent 
matching with a dissertation chair during the second semester of an EdD program, provides students with 
a sense of support and affirmation of their participation in the EdD program.  As such the following 
questions guided the inquiry:  

1.     What were the effects of preparing and presenting a poster detailing a student’s proposed 
DiP during their first semester in an EdD program? 
2.     What were the effects of matching with a dissertation chair during the 2nd semester on a 
student’s sense of belonging? 

  A convenience sample drawn from the EdD students at XYZ was utilized. In all, the population 
from which the sample was drawn consisted of 20 pre-candidacy doctoral students in their second 
semester of EdD program coursework in Educational Leadership engaged in the poster presentation and 
chair matching event.  Nine of the students were members of the PK-12 concentration of the program, 
and 11 were members of the higher education concentration. From the population, 12 students were 
female and 8 were male, while 12 students were White and 8 were Black. Table 1 provides population 
demographics by concentration, race, and gender. The participants were employed in a diverse range of 
positions, including as school-based and district administrators in PK-12 and as advisors, 
assistant/associate deans, and faculty at community colleges and universities. 
 
Table 1  
Demographics of Population by Concentration, Race, and Gender  
 

Concentration  
White  

Female  
White  
Male  

Black  
Female  

Black 
 Male  TOTAL  

PK-12 4 2 1 2 9 

Higher Education 4 3 3 2 11 
TOTAL  8  4  4  4  20  
 

Students were assured that their participation in the study was strictly voluntary, although all 
students were required to participate in the poster presentation and chair matching event as part of the 
EdD program progression.  

Data collection occurred using an anonymous survey developed using Qualtrics software. The 
purpose, informed consent, and link to the survey were distributed via email to the students’ university 
email accounts following the poster gallery walk and chair match. Survey questions were a blend of five 
open-ended questions and three Likert-type questions on a 10 point scale. The Likert-type scale questions 
inquired about the level of imposter syndrome felt prior to the poster gallery walk, the level of imposter 
syndrome felt immediately following the poster gallery walk, and the level of support and affirmation by 
faculty perceived or not perceived by the participant as a result of the poster gallery walk and chair 
matching process.  

The open-ended questions inquired about the effects of the feedback received from faculty during 
the gallery walk; how students felt about their planned study and their standing in the program following 
the gallery walk; positives of the poster development assignment, gallery walk, and chair matching 
process, if any; recommendations for improvement of the poster development assignment, gallery walk, 
and chair matching process; and any other details the participant wanted to share and had not in the 
previous survey question responses. See Table 2. 
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Table 2  
DiP Poster Development, Gallery Walk, and Chair Match Survey  

    
In reflecting back upon the DiP Poster development, Gallery Walk, and Chair Matching: 
 

1. Describe the effects of the feedback you received from EdD faculty on your planned study, if any.  
2. Describe how you felt about your planned study and your standing in the program following the 

DiP Poster Gallery Walk. 
3. Using the sliding scale provided, where was your level of “imposter syndrome” prior to the DiP 

Poster Gallery Walk, with 1 being the lowest level of feeling like an imposter and 10 being the 
highest level of feeling like an imposter:  

4.  Using the sliding scale provided, where was your level of “imposter syndrome” following the DiP 
Poster Gallery Walk, with 1 being the lowest level of feeling like an imposter and 10 being the 
highest level of feeling like an imposter:  

5.  Using the sliding scale provided, describe the level of support and affirmation you did or did not 
feel as a result of the DiP Poster Gallery Walk and the chair matching process, with 1 being the 
lowest level of support & affirmation and 10 being the highest level of support and affirmation:  

6. What were the positives of the DiP Poster development, the Gallery Walk experience, and the 
chair matching process for you, if any? 

7. What aspect(s) would you recommend be reconsidered or revised from the DiP Poster 
development, the Gallery Walk, and the chair matching process, if any? 

8.  Please share anything else you would like to add that you have not addressed regarding the DiP 
Poster development, the Gallery Walk experience, and the chair matching process. 

 

Responses were anonymous to induce greater forthcomingness, particularly given the 
positionality of the researchers as the participants’ instructors in the EdD program. Of the 20 pre-
candidacy doctoral students who made up the population, 12 (60%) completed the survey. Average time 
for completion of the survey was 10 minutes 48 seconds. 

Using content analysis, we examined the survey data collected from the 12 pre-candidacy EdD 
student participants. Open-ended student responses were analyzed using open coding (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). Codes were developed and then expanded to create broader categories, which in turn were 
analyzed to find patterns for theme identification (Mertler, 2019). The Likert-type scale question 
responses were analyzed using descriptive statistics, with emphasis on measures of central tendency and 
variability (2019). 

Responses to the open-ended questions and the Likert-type scale questions were triangulated to 
support findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Field notes from in-class observations, student assignment 
submissions leading up to the development of the DiP poster and gallery walk, and student feedback 
regarding these assignments were also compiled and analyzed to cross-check with the survey responses 
to ensure credibility of our interpretations (Merriam, 2009). As the instructors, semester-long 
engagement with the students allowed for the development of a high level of trust with us in the dual role 
as the researchers (Mertler, 2019).   
 

Results 
 

 Descriptive statistics were calculated and analyzed for the Likert-type scale questions within the 
survey. See Table 3. For question #3 regarding feelings of imposter syndrome prior to the poster gallery 
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walk, with 1 being the lowest level of imposter syndrome and 10 being the highest level of imposter 
syndrome, the mean for the 12 participants was 7, the median was 8, and the mode was 8. The range was 
1 to 10. The standard deviation was 2.73.  

For question #4 regarding feelings of imposter syndrome following the poster gallery walk, with 
1 being the lowest level of imposter syndrome and 10 being the highest level of imposter syndrome, the 
mean for the 12 participants was 4.42, the media was 5, and the mode was 5. The range was 1 to 9. The 
standard deviation was 2.19.   

For question #5 regarding the perceived level of support and affirmation following both the gallery 
walk and the chair matching process, with 1 being the lowest level of support and affirmation and 10 being 
the highest level, the mean was 7.83, the median was 9.5, and the mode was 10. The range was 1 to 10. 
The standard deviation was 2.95.   
 
Table 3  
Descriptive Statistics for Likert-Type Scale Survey Questions #3, #4, #5 
 

Question Count Mean Median Mode Max Min S.D. 
 
#3 Imposter Syndrome Prior 

 
12 

 
7 

 
8 

 
8 

 
1 

 
10 

 
2.73 

#4 Imposter Syndrome Following 12 4.42 5 5 1 0 2.19 
#5 Level of Support & Affirmation 12 7.83 9.5 10 1 10 2.95 

 
For the open-ended survey questions, when asked about the effects of the feedback received 

from faculty during the gallery walk regarding their DiP posters, students felt the coaching and feedback 
received was helpful and reassuring. One student indicated that “after the gallery walk, I knew I was on 
the right track with my study. I gained confidence that I was working with the best sources and received 
suggestions for further research studies to consider.” Other responses were similar, noting that the gallery 
walk “gave me a chance to reflect on current ideas, brought various perspectives to the table that I had 
not considered, stretched my thinking regarding my topic, and gave me practice to verbalize my research 
process.” Two students found that their study was too broad based upon faculty feedback and accordingly 
narrowed the focus of their DiP.  

Four of the 12 students indicated that they wished there had been more time for the gallery walk 
to allow for more rich, deeper discussions. The gallery walk was just over an hour in length. These students 
felt that, in order to provide feedback to all students present, there was not sufficient time for faculty to 
have more expansive conversations or for students to ask additional questions to faculty members.   

When students were asked about how they felt about their planned study and standing in the 
program following the DiP Poster Gallery Walk, 10 of the 12 students felt positive as a result of their 
participation. Students described how they felt following the gallery walk: 

“better prepared”    “valued”    
 “respected”     “having a sense of accomplishment” 

“energized”     “excited moving forward” 
“confident”     “having better clarity and overall focus” 
“charged up”     “exhilarated” 
“focused”     “invested” 

Several students indicated they felt reassured following the gallery walk, with one accurately capturing 
the concept, saying “I thought I had a good idea [for a DiP topic], but that was confirmed by my discussions 
with several faculty who I had not previously worked with. Their excitement and encouragement was very 



 
 

International Journal of Educational Leadership Preparation, Volume 17, Number 1, Spring 2022 
 

111 

rewarding for me.” Of the negative responses, one reiterated that they wished they had more time with 
faculty, while another student “still felt nervous and unsure” following the gallery walk. 

Students were asked about the specific positives of each of the DiP poster development, the 
gallery walk, and the chair matching process. With respect to the DiP poster, students were appreciative 
for having specific instructions and a template provided so that they could “focus on the content” rather 
than formatting. Additionally, several students indicated that the task of developing the poster required 
them to organize and focus their thinking around their DiP. “I felt significantly more invested in my own 
research study as the poster process forced me to make key decisions regarding the direction to take the 
DiP,” one student shared. Another student added that their poster has been hanging on the wall by their 
workspace since the gallery walk to help inspire them to stay motivated to complete their DiP study and 
their EdD coursework. 

Regarding the gallery walk, students were pleased that they were able to meet more of the faculty 
to get to know them and their research interests better. Given that the students had only been enrolled 
for two semesters in the program, their exposure to the majority of the faculty had been limited to brief 
introductions through the admissions process or orientation to the program. The DiP poster gallery walk 
allowed for more meaningful and purposeful interaction that provided insight to the students about what 
potential chairs had to offer them in pursuit of the DiP study. Students also indicated that the gallery walk 
provided them with the opportunity to practice communicating their vision for their DiP and showcase 
their ideas for their studies. Finally, the gallery walk also uplifted students who doubted themselves prior. 
“The [DiP] process and gallery walk made me feel scholarly and recognized as a contributor to the 
education community.” One student indicated that the gallery walk was a “validation of my capabilities” 
and another remarked that “I felt positively affirmed and confident when professors engaged and showed 
interest in my study.” Several students indicated that they were quite nervous to receive feedback but 
ultimately felt reassured and more confident in their next steps for their studies after taking in and 
applying the changes suggested by faculty.  

For the chair matching process that followed the gallery walk, students noted their appreciation 
for not having a chair simply assigned or having to search out a chair for their dissertation study on their 
own without any guidance or support. “Understanding that I had a voice in the process left me humbled 
and honored with chair matching,” one participating student shared. Another said, “I am specifically 
appreciative of the intentionality in matching the chair” and that they appreciated the opportunity to “get 
a feel for who's interested and personalities would be a good match.” Ultimately, students by and large 
seemed pleased with the matching process for their DiP chairperson. 
  Students recommended several areas for improvement. Most frequently, more time for the 
gallery walk was mentioned so that there was an opportunity for more interaction and more depth in 
those interactions. Additionally, one student suggested dedicated time to view and discuss their peers’ 
DiP posters and provide or receive feedback, indicating that they valued the constructive criticism and 
ideas of fellow practitioners. Further, including current and former EdD students who had been through 
the DiP poster gallery walk process was recommended to provide additional practitioner feedback and 
encouragement. Building upon the idea of supporting student voice and agency, a suggestion included 
having dedicated time for students to question potential chairs about their communication and feedback 
style.  
 When asked in closing if there was anything else they would like to share about the DiP poster 
development, the subsequent gallery walk, or the chair matching process, several noted the impact on 
their imposter syndrome. One student shared: 

This process was a big step in moving through the imposter syndrome continuum. Please know at 
times I still ask myself ‘am I really doing this?’ as I still have recurring moments of imposter 
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syndrome...but the support from faculty and classmates [demonstrated at the gallery walk] have 
provided me with the inspiration and drive on the tough days to keep pushing forward. 

Similarly, another student emphasized the value of the entire process by noting, “I believe this process is 
critical to the overall experience of the program; I left feeling hopeful and excited about moving forward 
with my DiP and with my chair.”   

Final critical feedback again related to needing more time for the gallery walk, though couched in 
positive regard for the experience. “The night was fun and exciting. It was a celebration - and felt it. With 
more time and opportunity to connect with all faculty members, it would have been perfect!” 

 
Discussion 

 
The present study was conducted in order to determine whether the addition of a DiP poster 

gallery walk during the second semester of an EdD program would aid in students’ overall success. The 
gallery walk process also allowed for the students to be directly involved in the selection of their 
dissertation chairperson. Specifically, the study was designed to evaluate whether the approach used had 
a reductive effect on perception of imposter syndrome, increased the likelihood of a positive initial 
relationship between the student and their selected chairperson, and ultimately, led to a more successful 
dissertation process. This innovative use of a poster presentation forum deviates from the typical idea of 
a research poster forum, but the findings herein showed that the structure and function of the event 
achieved the anticipated results.   
         As indicated throughout the literature and showcased within our own program, students entering 
and participating in a doctorate program in education experience some level of imposter syndrome. 
Unfortunately, this can lead to additional anxiety, a decrease in academic performance, and possibly 
leaving the program altogether. The students in our program are practitioners, as well as adult learners, 
who may not have participated in a graduate-level academic setting since the pursuit of their master’s 
degree. The individuals selected for admission to the program are required to have a significant level of 
expertise and experience in the field of educational leadership, typically more than seven years working 
in the field and perfecting their leadership skills. As a result, these students more than likely completed 
their previous degrees many years earlier. The students have been adding to their practitioner skills and 
serving the people of their respective communities, but most positions in the field do not require 
extensive research and writing skills, like what is required in a doctorate program. 
         Identifying the PoP for the DiP is an important part of the first two semesters in the EdD program 
at XYZ. This decision and initial data collection can directly impact student success, specifically related to 
the DiP. Students at this point in the program have identified the PoP, presented their initial study idea to 
their supervisors, and gathered relevant literature to support the focus of the study. It is important that 
students create a solid foundation as the structure of the EdD program curriculum requires them to add 
to the DiP each semester. The opportunity to present their prospective study to faculty members and the 
members of their cohort plays an important role in solidifying their topic selection, as well as providing 
them with a safe space to collect initial feedback that can strengthen their overall study ideas. As 
previously indicated, the relationship with the chairperson has an impact on the student’s success, and 
this event creates a collegial setting where students can discuss ideas with faculty, share a meal, and begin 
to build a relationship with their chairperson. 
         Based on the results from the student survey, we were able to implement recommended changes 
to the next poster gallery walk. These changes included additional time to discuss the posters and engage 
with faculty and peers. Students were provided with additional preparatory assistance that we hoped 
would lead to a more comfortable, engaging experience. If there were any aspects of the experience that 
students described as leading to additional anxiety and increased feelings of imposter syndrome or 
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dissatisfaction with the process, we take the recommendations of the students very seriously and sought 
to address any identified concerns. 

 
Conclusion 

 
         As practitioners ourselves, we have been in similar situations and understand the students’ 
hesitancy and concern related to their academic abilities and taking on something as intense as a doctoral 
program.  It was our hope that the DiP poster development, the gallery walk, as well as the opportunity 
to be directly involved in the selection of dissertation chairs, would help lessen aspects of the imposter 
syndrome experienced by the students and lead to increased satisfaction with the program. We also 
sought to find innovative ways to assist students in their efforts to achieve the level of academic success 
required to successfully complete the doctoral degree program. 
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