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ABSTRACT
There has been an increase in the 
offering of professional doctoral 
programmes internationally (Kot and 
Hendel, 2012; Taylor, 2023), and this 
has been mirrored in the Republic of 
Ireland, with the rise of the Doctor 
of Education programme being one 
such example. However, reflective 
research from professionals engaged 
in Doctor of Education programmes 
in the Irish context is somewhat 
limited. This paper offers insight into 
the professional doctoral space and 
its contribution to teacher education 
specifically. A collaborative, self-
study methodology was employed 
to support reflection on, and analysis 
of, key insights from our engagement 
as three doctoral candidates who 
have also occupied different teacher 
educator roles in our professional lives. 
Premised on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 
concept of community of practice, and 
Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner’s 
(2015) work on boundaries of practice 
within landscapes of practice, the 
findings shed light on the development 

of one’s role as teacher educator and 
researcher in a community of novice 
doctoral researchers, the relationships 
and interactions that occur within the 
community and the gradual sense of 
belonging to the community through 
dialogue and collaboration with others. 
The paper concludes that the spaces 
provided for sharing and collaboration 
by the structure of the professional 
doctorate enabled the development 
of relationships within the community, 
which supported role development 
as teacher educator and encouraged 
confidence building as doctoral 
researcher. Recommendations include 
providing dedicated opportunities 
for professional doctoral candidates 
to share their learning and 
experiences with peers throughout 
such programmes and for doctoral 
candidates to utilise the challenges 
encountered over the course of their 
programme as opportunities to learn 
and expand their understanding of 
their professional role.
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INTRODUCTION
Recent decades have seen an increase in 
the number of professionals undertaking 
doctoral studies and a rise in professional 
doctoral programmes internationally (Kot 
and Hendel, 2012; Jones, 2018; Sarrico, 
2022; Taylor, 2023). The Republic of Ireland 
is no different in this international trend, 
with Doctor of Education courses being 
one example of an array of professional 
doctoral programmes on offer across 
the jurisdiction. Irish educational policy 
is sparse in its reference to the value of 
professional doctoral programmes to 
the teaching profession or the broader 
educational landscape. However, many 
universities and Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) have individualised 
requirements regarding the undertaking 
and completion of doctoral study for 
those employed to work in Initial Teacher 
Education (ITE). For those working in 
schools and in the teacher induction or 
teacher professional learning spaces, 
the Teaching Council of Ireland refers to 
further study and research as beneficial 
to supporting both teacher practice 
and reflective practice but does not 
specifically document the contribution of 
doctoral study to the profession (Teaching 
Council, 2016). 

There are currently three Doctor of 
Education programmes in the Republic 
of Ireland that give doctoral candidates 
the opportunity to engage in research 
in areas of professional interest. Teacher 
education is one such area, amongst 
myriad others, that doctoral candidates 
within these programmes may opt to 
focus on. Teacher education in Ireland 
is aligned with the general international 
consensus of the ‘three I’s’ (Teaching 
Council, 2011), namely, ITE, teacher 
induction and in-career development. 
Each of us occupy, or have occupied, roles 
in all of these phases at various stages 
throughout our professional careers. The 
premise for this study arose from these 
varied professional experiences, along 
with the shared experience of specialising 
in teacher education within a doctoral 

programme. This paper stems from a 
broader study on reflective practice and 
doctoral research in teacher education, 
involving us, the three doctoral candidates 
who are joint authors of this paper, and a 
HEI-based teacher educator and doctoral 
programme leader.

Professional experiences and interests, 
although central in connecting research 
and practice within Doctor of Education 
programmes, are not sufficient in 
isolation when studying at doctoral level. 
For example, engaging with doctoral 
study requires the learning of a new 
language and the development of a 
researcher identity (Burnard et al., 2018). 
Yet, developing confidence in this space 
can be a challenge, sometimes leading 
to a sense of discomfort en route to 
developing one’s identity as researcher, 
particularly if and when presented with 
ideas or perceptions different to one’s 
own (Loxley and Seery, 2012; Donaghue 
and Adams, 2025). While there has been 
some research completed on Doctor 
of Education programmes in Ireland to 
date (see Loxley and Seery, 2012), the 
purpose of this paper is to expand this 
research base in the first instance, while 
also contributing to broader international 
discourse on self-study, teacher education 
and doctoral research.

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) contributions 
of legitimate peripheral participation 
and communities of practice were 
central in conceptualising the study. 
Particular attention was given to their 
considerations of the layered nature of 
communities of practice, the relationships 
and interactions between those in the 
community and the evolving role of the 
individual. For example, their contribution 
to the understanding of the roles of novice 
or ‘newcomer’, ‘young master’ and ‘old 
timer’ within a community are influential 
in interpreting one’s developing sense of 
self in relation to others in a shared space 
(Lave and Wenger 1991, p. 56). However, 
cognisant of the study’s focus on doctoral 
candidates who also hold professional 
roles as teacher educators, the later work 

of Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 
(2015) was also considered. The bringing 
together of individuals who occupy 
various other roles in various other 
communities within a broader landscape 
is a complex endeavour. Boundaries of 
practice between those holding roles in 
different communities are ‘unavoidable’ 
but ‘hold potential for unexpected 
learning’ (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-
Trayner, 2015, p. 17). For such learning 
to take place, one must encounter or 
cross the boundary between one practice 
and another, to ultimately ascertain 
the relevance of these practices to one 
another. While this boundary crossing can 
cause tension, it can also prompt reflection 
on the self and one’s community, to better 
interrogate assumed practices within one 
community and compare them to those 
of another. 

Interaction, communication and 
dialogue are, arguably, central to the 
concept of communities of practice, 
boundaries between communities and 
the encountering and crossing of such 
boundaries (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 
‘Dialogicality’, as termed by Bakhtin 
(1984), is a useful consideration in this 
regard. When applied in this context, it 
refers to the notion that other people, 
or other perspectives, are required in 
order to generate meaning or reveal 
insight in an ongoing, reciprocal manner, 
where understanding is constantly 
shaped and reshaped through dialogue. 
Akkerman and Bakker (2011) offer a 
further contribution, proposing dialogical 
mechanisms associated with border 
crossing. Four mechanisms of learning 
at the boundary are referred to, namely: 
identification, the recognising of distinct 
identities within the group; coordination, 
the negotiating of ways of working 
together; reflection and transformation. 
Furthermore, Buchanan et al. (2023) 
highlighted the importance of voice, as 
well as boundary crossing, in offering 
opportunities for participants to share 
information as well as access and offer 
support to one another, which increased 
participant resilience. These are important 
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considerations in conceptualising how 
communities of practice may operate and 
the key features of effective communities 
in light of the study herein. 

METHODOLOGY
The study employed a reflective, 
collaborative self-study approach and 
received ethical approval from Maynooth 
University’s Ethics Committee. This 
methodology has been used by teacher 
educators across jurisdictions over many 
years to focus on better developing their 
understanding of their roles and practice 
(Loughran, 2005; Bullock and Ritter, 2011; 
Allen et al., 2016; Bowles et al., 2023), 
signalling its usefulness for the intended 
purposes of this study. As mentioned, 
the findings reported herein, which focus 
specifically on our perspective as three 
doctoral candidates, stem from the larger 
collaborative self-study, which involved a 
HEI-based teacher educator and doctoral 
programme leader.

Data collection and analysis were layered 
processes, which began with informal, 
individualised reflection. This took a 
variety of forms, from reflective logs and 
research diaries to memos and drawings. 
When it was decided to formalise these 
reflections as the basis for data collection 
for this study, individual reflections were 
transcribed and documented digitally as 
reflective logs. Our individual reflections 
were subsequently brought into 
collaborative conversation to analyse and 
reflect on key insights arising from the 
reflections to support sense-making of 
the data. This is summarised in Figure 1.

Vanassche and Kelchtermans’ (2015) self-
study in teacher education characteristics 
was used to ground the research, as 
summarised in Figure 2. The initial focus 
was on our individual practice as teacher 
educators, both current and aspiring, as 
well as our developing roles as doctoral 
researchers. The principles of privileging 
the use of qualitative research methods 
and collaboration with others came to the 
fore in the latter stages of the research, 
when reflective logs were brought 
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Figure 1. Visual summary of the methodology employed 

Figure 2. Characteristics of 
self-study in teacher education 
(adapted from Vanassche and 

Kelchtermans, 2015)

Figure 3. The development of 
key findings and insights during 

the data analysis phase of the 
study

into community with one another and 
collaboratively analysed. This was done 
through a process of coding, categorising, 
and subsequently, exploring emergent 
themes in the data. A summary of this 

process is visible in Figure 3. Validation 
was based on trustworthiness arising 
from the research process and shared 
accountability to one another. 
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Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning and 
reflective cycle was used to conceptualise 
the reflective ways in which the data were 
generated for this study. We engaged in 
the identification and consideration of key 
moments and experiences throughout 
the doctoral process, where our roles or 
professional identities were challenged 
or illuminated through interaction with 
others in the doctoral space. We then 
reflected on these experiences and tried 
to make sense of them in the context of 
our continuing engagement with doctoral 
study. This was augmented by Brookfield’s 
(2017) critically reflective lenses of 
autobiography, colleagues, students and 
theory, which were used to examine 
reflections from various perspectives to 
support their analysis and the drawing of 
conclusions. Individual reflections were 
analysed collaboratively from multiple 
perspectives in discussion, to support 
further analysis and sense-making of the 
data. Through doing so, emergent insights 
from the data were identifiable. These are 
explored below.

FINDINGS AND 
DISCUSSION
The findings suggest that as doctoral 
candidates, we traverse multiple 
communities of practice and encounter 
boundaries of practice as teacher 
educators completing doctoral study. 
The various roles within the different 
spaces we occupy professionally are 
alluded to. However, we also occupy a 
shared community as novice doctoral 
researchers in teacher education. This 
is consistent with Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) contribution of transitional 
states within communities of practice, 
mentioned earlier, where various roles 
from ‘newcomer’ and ‘young master’ 
to ‘old timer’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991, 
p.  56) might be visible; in this case, 
based on the spaces we occupy within 
teacher education in one instance, 
and as doctoral researchers in another. 
Boundary encounters (Wenger-Trayner 
and Wenger-Trayner, 2015) are evident in 
how we reflect on our own professional 

role and practice as teacher educators 
and the role and practices of others in the 
community, through the consideration, 
critiques and borrowing of practices 
and insights from one another. Given 
the nature of the study as a reflective 
self-study, the findings are presented 
as three key insights. Each insight is 
considered in terms of the reflection and 
learning prompted by the encounters 
with others within the community. 
These insights highlight some of the key 
dilemmas, boundary crossing encounters 
and new learning arising from engaging 
collaboratively in the doctoral space.

Insight 1 – Finding Our Feet: 
Developing Knowledgeability
Reference to the initial days of the Doctor 
of Education programme and finding our 
feet in the initial encounters with doctoral 
research revealed some memories of 
‘discomfort’. These were not only about 
who we were in our professional roles but 
who we were as novice researchers within 
teacher education and how that was 
validated or voided by the professional 
role and experiences we each brought 
into that space. Examples were evident in 
Mark’s reflections:

The first day of the Ed.D. was a 
whirlwind, but I remember so many 
aspects of it vividly… the most 
significant thing that stood out to me 
that day was the varied backgrounds 
from which the cohort was 
comprised... I questioned how I, in my 
role as class teacher, fit amongst this 
cohort of individuals and what I could 
bring to the course from the school 
and classroom perspective. 

I wondered how I, as a classroom 
teacher, could contribute to this space 
but soon realised that… having a 
school perspective on some of the big 
ideas and concepts related to teacher 
education was a valuable contribution 
to the group. 

Mark’s Reflective Log

Encountering challenges and uncertainty 
in the early days of doctoral research 
is to be expected (Burnard et al., 2018; 

Donaghue and Adams, 2025). However, 
the bringing together of individuals with 
a shared passion, in this case, teacher 
education, but with widely varied 
experiences within the field of practice, 
added additional complexity. The excerpt 
from Mark’s reflective log above suggests 
not only discomfort in developing his 
researcher identity, but discomfort in 
his professional role and the individual 
contributions he felt he could make to this 
research space.

Arguably, this insight acts as an example 
of the experience of being a ‘newcomer’ 
to the community (Lave and Wenger, 
1991). Despite the fact that the three 
of us were new to doctoral research, 
there were also feelings of uncertainty 
regarding the professional roles we held, 
due to variation in our experiences as 
teacher educators. In Mark’s case, he 
had varied experiences of working in a 
part-time capacity in teacher education, 
while maintaining a full-time classroom 
role. Meanwhile, both Patricia and 
Gráinne had occupied full-time roles in 
the in-career teacher education space, 
while Patricia had also worked in ITE in 
a full-time capacity. Mark’s reflections 
suggest a questioning of self when 
engaging in a community of practice with 
knowledgeable others who were working 
in teacher education full-time while he 
balanced the dual role of teacher and 
teacher educator, depending on the 
space in which he worked (White, 2019). 
‘Knowledgeability’ of practices outside 
one’s own practice is important for those 
encountering or spanning boundaries 
(Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 
2015). However, the development of this 
community of doctoral candidates may 
well have been Mark’s first encounter 
with the practices of other teacher 
educators who held roles in different 
domains within the broader teacher 
education landscape in Ireland and thus 
required the learning of new perspectives 
and practices. It is also evident here that 
our identities within this community 
of teacher educators was not fixed 
and linked explicitly to our experience 
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or knowledge of teacher education in 
its broadest sense, but rather, shifted 
and changed depending on the aspect 
of teacher education practice being 
discussed. While Mark may have felt like a 
‘newcomer’ to the in-career or ITE phases 
of teacher education, he had much to 
offer to a discussion on the school-based 
elements of teacher induction or ITE. This 
changing and manoeuvring was visible in 
all three cases.

Insight 2 – ‘Dialogicality’ as a way 
of exploring the landscape
Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of ‘dialogicality’, 
and the notion of interaction with other 
people and perspectives as shaping 
understanding, became evident over the 
life of the community, particularly through 
the exploration and discussion of chosen 
readings as part of taught modules within 
the programme. Patricia documented an 
example of how particular moments of 
dialogue with others sparked learning 
and contributed to her understanding as 
doctoral researcher and teacher educator:

One example here was when we 
read teacher education biographies 
on Australia, Canada and Finland. I 
found that while my understanding 
was informed by my reading, it was 
expanded and developed as a result 
of the dialogue with my peers, around 
differences and similarities in each 
jurisdiction… We were learning from 
each other, from different sectors 
– primary, post-primary, 3rd level 
and the policy space. We all brought 
something to the group, and we were 
all open to learning from one another.

Patricia’s Reflective Log

Similarly, Gráinne recorded instances 
of dialogue with others as sparking new 
learning for her practice:

It was interesting to hear other 
perspectives from different sectors. 
For me, there were defining moments 
where you might hear something and 
think ‘I’ve never thought of it in that 
way before.’ So it really challenged 
thinking, sometimes adding a layer 
of complexity… other times providing 
absolute clarity… being part of 

these conversations really deepened 
my understanding of the multiple 
perspectives and it gave space that 
allowed for negotiation, space to 
challenge beliefs and assumptions but 
also allowed time for that dialogue 
and shared meaning making.

Gráinne’s Reflective Log

There is evidence here of Akkerman and 

Bakker’s (2011) dialogical mechanisms 

at play at the boundaries of practice 

as teacher educators, but also at the 

boundary of teacher educator and 

doctoral candidate, where formal 

doctoral tasks influenced professional 

practice and understanding as teacher 

educator. Of note in the above examples 

are the mechanisms of reflection and 

transformation, where the expansion 

of thinking based on interactions with 

others is visible. 

Patricia’s and Gráinne’s excerpts indicate 

that crossing of boundaries holds 

potential for unexpected learning, where 

‘the meetings of perspectives can be 

rich in new insights…’ (Wenger-Trayner 

and Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 17). As 

conversations became more connected 

and dialogue deepened, we started to 

understand each other’s contexts and 

practices within the landscape of teacher 

education in greater detail, consistent 

with the notion that dialogue is essential 

in understanding how we learn in teacher 

education (Karlberg-Granlund and 

Pastuhov, 2024). However, the reflections 

also reveal that part of that learning 

came with challenges. Given the different 

professional spaces we occupied, the 

reflective log excerpts demonstrate 

how meeting at these boundaries of 

practice offers the opportunity to develop 

knowledge and perspective, aligning 

with Bakhtin’s notion of ‘dialogicality’ 

through Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011) 

dialogic mechanisms. 

Insight 3 – Spontaneous 
collaboration or structured 
collegiality? Exploring 
motivations, commitment 
and accountability to, and in, 
the process
The reflections provided insight into the 
ways in which we interacted in order 
to develop our practices as teacher 
educators and doctoral researchers. These 
interactions were complex and comprised 
more and less formal interactions with 
one another. Patricia noted:

…we met online on Friday afternoons 
and again at some point during the 
Saturday in-person days. Rose led the 
discussion, or had planned items for 
consideration, but what evolved over 
the course of this journey has been a 
less formal, more discursive, person-
led community.’ 

Patricia’s Reflective Log

The doctoral programme provided the 
formal, organised structures to engage as a 
group, which supported the development 
of accountability to each other and to 
the programme leader. However, the 
data also indicates that it was in our 
informal, unstructured and spontaneous 
interactions that our commitment to 
one another could be seen, in support of 
developing each other’s practice.

We created purposeful spaces for 
creating, sharing and innovating 
together… We had a shared Team 
where we could deposit relevant 
articles and insights with one 
another. We regularly engaged in 
Zoom and Teams calls, organised by 
and for ourselves, with the focus on 
discussing, critiquing and learning. 
We had a WhatsApp group, that had 
both personal and research aspects, 
where we shared, problem-solved and 
innovated together.’ 

Mark’s Reflective Log 

Like Mark, Gráinne also alluded to the 
less formal aspects of our engagement 
with one another. However, she reflected 
on how these interactions within the 
community specifically impacted on 
her practice:
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…this community of practice has 
allowed me to share my passion 
for teacher education with like-
minded educators who have similar 
values such as respect, integrity and 
collegiality… this small community 
has offered the opportunity to voice 
my thoughts, concerns… but also 
offered critical support which has led 
to greater personal and professional 
resilience on this journey, which can be 
a challenging one at times.

Gráinne’s Reflective Log

These excerpts indicate that our shared 
interest in teacher education sustained 
our engagement in the community as 
novice doctoral researchers, despite the 
challenges faced on our journey. This 
idea of feeling ‘connected by common 
experience’ or shared interest during 
doctoral study is consonant with the 
literature (Brown, 2021, p. 767). The 
boundary encounters and crossings 
we made at different junctures likely 
supported our commitment to one 
another and the recognition of valuable 
personal and professional learning 
opportunities from one another. Through 
doing so, it seems that we deviated away 
from notions of ‘contrived collegiality’ 
(Hargreaves, 2019, p. 610), to authentic 
participation in the community of 
doctoral candidates researching teacher 
education. Participation was at various 
levels over the course of the programme. 
However, the excerpts above suggest that, 
through the development of less formal 
structures with which to interact with 
one another, we developed confidence in 
our dual roles as teacher educators and 
doctoral researchers while developing a 
knowledgeability of one another’s practice 
in order to move away from the novice 
roles we initially held. The development 
of generosity towards one another was 
visible in the data and was exemplified in 
Patricia’s reflective log when she referred 
to ‘reading an article for Gráinne, to see 
if it was any good’. This is noteworthy 
in considering the authenticity in our 
interactions and commitment to one 
another throughout the process.

It appears that despite our differences 
in experience as teacher educators, 
our shared repertoire, experiences and 
interests as doctoral researchers and 
teacher educators more broadly was 
influential in why we worked together in 
the way we did (Brown, 2021). There is an 
evident generosity towards one another, 
which is visible in the ways we share with 
and support one another. It is hypothesised 
that the convergence of these factors 
allows for the structured opportunities 
and spontaneous collaboration to 
enhance each other in a cyclical manner, 
reframing an ‘either or’ scenario to an 
‘and’ scenario, with both the structured 
and the spontaneous enhancing one 
another for our overall development as 
teacher educators and researchers.

CONCLUSION
The study reveals some of the many 
considerations faced by those possessing 
various roles in teacher education 
while also engaging in a professional 
doctoral programme focused on teacher 
education. Despite commonalities and 
shared professional experiences, we 
faced discomfort, on occasion, when 
encountering boundaries of practice in the 
broader landscape of teacher education 
and variation in levels of experience within 
the community. However, communication, 
dialogue and interaction proved beneficial 
to exploring the broader landscape 
and developing our knowledgeability 
of the landscape from researcher and 
teacher educator perspectives outside 
of our own individualised practice. These 
boundary encounters and crossings, while 
uncomfortable at times, held potential 
for learning and growth. The nature 
of the structured components of the 
Doctor of Education programme proved 
beneficial to developing relationships 
within the community of practice, which 
ultimately, extended beyond the confines 
of the course structures into less formal 
processes, which supported learning 
throughout the course. Yet, the findings 
indicate the importance of generosity and 
commitment to one another in the course 

of our interactions together, suggesting 
two key components at play in ensuring 
our effective collaboration. 

There are a number of implications arising 
from the findings. First, due consideration 
must be given to how teacher educators 
respond to instances of discomfort or 
a questioning of professional identity 
when engaged in doctoral research. 
Acknowledging this discomfort and using 
it as a springboard for learning and insight 
into the practice of teacher education 
more broadly is beneficial. In addition, it 
is important for programme leaders of 
professional doctorates to deliberately 
create an awareness for doctoral 
candidates that they may move between 
‘novice’, ‘young master’ and ‘old timer’ in 
their engagement with the professional 
doctoral space (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 
Normalising the potential that those 
encounters with discomfort hold to support 
the developmental process of being and 
becoming a doctoral researcher in teacher 
education can support candidates with the 
potential dilemmas they may face. Finally, 
the merit of including explicit opportunities 
for professional doctoral candidates to 
engage in dialogue about their experiences 
and practices during the course of their 
studies should be appraised. This study 
highlights the impact that providing space 
and time for dialogue and boundary 
crossing through interaction with others 
had on the three candidates. Exploring 
this in the context of other professional 
doctoral programmes would be a 
worthwhile endeavour. Further research 
expanding on this study and examining the 
less formal interactions in communities of 
practice for teacher educators engaged in 
doctoral research would be worthwhile, to 
explore this notion in greater depth. 

At the time of publication, we are still on 
our doctoral journeys, researching within 
teacher education. It is likely that there 
are many more insights to be encountered 
in the coming years as there is continued 
development of both our research and 
teacher education roles and identities. The 
process is ongoing. n
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