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Abstract
Background: A community of practice was established in 2020 by three doctoral nursing students 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, when in-person learning was on hold. The group members were 
intentional about using the community of practice as part of their personal and collective reflexive 
learning strategies. An expanded ‘Occasional Community of Practice’, open to doctoral students in the 
health professions, developed from the core group’s initiative. 
Aim: The aim of this article is to critically reflect on the experience of participating in a community 
of practice focused on the development of an intentional reflexive practice, and to explore how 
self-knowledge as students and novice researchers was cultivated through collective reflection and 
discussion.
Conclusion: This article contributes to the literature on communities of practice in the context of 
doctoral nursing studies. Participation in a community of practice provides a person-centred approach 
to learning and self-knowledge for novice researchers. 
Implications for practice: 

• A community of practice can create space for an intentional reflexive practice for doctoral 
researchers 

• Engaging in collective reflexive inquiry has potential to expand the perspectives and outlook of 
individual researchers

• Participation in a community of practice can transform the doctoral student experience by 
encouraging a participatory, person-centred approach that promotes student flourishing as 
novice researchers

Keywords: Communities of practice, novice researchers, person-centred learning, reflexive practice, 
doctoral students, student flourishing
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Introduction
At best, the path to completion of an online or hybrid PhD nursing programme is paved with the 
usual and expected scholastic challenges. The all-pervading Covid-19 pandemic has further intensified 
the impacts associated with learning in physical isolation, notwithstanding the convenience of 
videoconferencing platforms. To mitigate this, we, as three doctoral nursing students, established a 
community of practice (CoP) at the beginning of the pandemic as a space for informally discussing 
our respective research-related concerns. Over time, our core group interacted with and learned from 
one another through reflection and dialogue around our individual and shared research interests 
and experiences (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Born out of necessity during the 
pandemic, our CoP gradually transformed into an intentional tool for reflexivity as we participated 
in collective reflection and self-questioning about how our subjectivities and self-locations shape 
our research (Pillow, 2003; Lincoln et al., 2018). We have found that using our CoP as a medium to 
engage in reflexivity is critical to our development as researchers, especially when articulating our 
individual positionalities and social identities. For example, we individually completed positionality 
maps (Jacobson and Mustafa, 2019) and engaged in discussion in preparation for our thesis proposal 
readings. Reflexivity is key to the essential principle of connectivity in person-centred research, in 
which research is co-constructed with others with the aim of creating a research culture of human 
flourishing (Titchen et al., 2017). Using Rolfe’s (2011) framework for reflexive practice, we provide an 
account of how we have used our CoP as a space for shared learning, and have explicitly aimed to use 
it to reflect on person-centred research approaches and on learning and acting reflexively. 

Communities of practice
Communities of practice are formed by people who engage in the process of collective learning in a 
shared domain of interest, and deepen their knowledge on an ongoing basis (Wenger et al., 2002). 
A CoP can provide PhD students with a safe space for informal discussion of their research (Arber, 
2006). Trust is critical in this setting to facilitate timely and honest disclosure by researchers about 
methodological concerns arising from their participation in and engagement with data collection 
and analysis (Blanco and Rossman, 2022). A CoP can foster academic growth for student researchers 
(Lynch and Frost, 2015; Sanders et al., 2020) and contribute to the individual research identity of each 
member (Lynch and Frost, 2015). In this milieu, PhD students can support one another in improving 
their research practice (Blanco and Rossman, 2022).

Applications of CoPs in nursing
The depiction of CoPs in the literature is not always consistent with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original 
conceptualisation of a group of people who interact around a shared concern or passion. Some CoPs 
exist only for a limited duration and are not self-sustaining (Abiodun et al., 2020; Wright et al., 2020). 
The degree to which CoPs are allowed to evolve versus being a planned activity can vary (Landeen 
et al., 2017, King et al., 2017).  For example, Landeen and colleagues (2017) describe a CoP that was 
intentionally designed, by invitation only, with desired outcomes in the form of the production of a 
research project by each participant. 

Formal support mechanisms and pathways appear to be lacking for professional nurses who are 
transitioning to academia (Lanlehin, 2018), with CoP membership potentially filling this gap. For 
example, Garrow and Tawse (2009) describe a CoP designed to help novice academic nurses take the 
step from clinical practice to academia and navigate the student assessment process. CoP membership 
by nursing faculty has been proposed as a way for nurses to build professional connections in the 
research community (Lanlehin, 2018), and to facilitate teaching and curriculum development (Barton, 
2005). 

Each CoP has its own rhythm and identity, which can be the source of both strengths and challenges. 
Challenges include concerns associated with keeping the momentum going across distances and 
between infrequent meetings. For CoPs consisting of graduate students, part of the group rhythm or 
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cadence is determined by the influx of new students, and the loss of students from the group as they 
graduate (Sanders et al., 2020). Even though a CoP often evolves organically, it may be important for 
members to attend to the rules and ways of working unique to that CoP (Sanders et al., 2020), and to 
consider how to onboard new members without overwhelming them (Lynch and Frost, 2015).

Community of practice as a person-centred research approach
Person-centredness is defined as an ‘approach to practice that is established through the formation 
and fostering of healthful relationships’ (McCormack and McCance, 2017). Elements of the person-
centred nursing and practice frameworks (McCormack and McCance, 2017) have been expanded to 
describe person-centred research (Titchen et al., 2017). Sustained participation in our CoP is helping 
us to fulfil the prerequisites for person-centred research articulated by Titchen and colleagues (2017), 
which include self-knowledge and values clarification. We have gained an increased awareness of 
and curiosity about our research context, our related values and beliefs, and our relationships with 
the research process. Researcher reflexivity is paramount – as we strive to understand our context 
as researchers and, by extension, the particular contexts of our participants (Titchen et al., 2017). 
Connectivity is a key principle of person-centred research, and this is facilitated by critical reflexivity 
through which research and knowledge are co-constructed between the researcher and participant 
within a culture of human flourishing (Jacobs et al., 2017; Titchen et al., 2017). Paralleling this person-
centred process, participation in a CoP results in the formation of new relationships and the generation 
of new knowledge (Terry et al., 2020), solidifying the place of the CoP as an intentional reflexive exercise 
within a person-centred approach to research. We have found that membership helps us to flourish 
as students and as nursing researchers – to grow, develop resilience, and work towards realising our 
potential (Dewing and McCormack, 2017). 

Reflexivity
Reflexivity is an important methodological tool in qualitative inquiry (Pillow, 2003). It entails critical 
self-reflection about the subjectivities researchers bring to bear during each stage of the research 
journey (Pillow, 2003; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Lincoln et al., 2018). The researcher’s attention to 
‘politics of location and positioning’ (Koch and Harrington, 1998, p 882) can shape the research product. 
Researchers, particularly doctoral students, must also engage in activities of self-preservation; they 
may need support as they engage in emotional labour while navigating through the various liminal 
spaces in the research process (Arber, 2006). This has implications for collaborative practice (for 
example, through a CoP) as a viable reflexive strategy for PhD students. Although memo writing is 
traditionally used as a way of engaging in reflexive practice, participating in a collaborative practice is 
an innovative way of keeping true to one’s reflexive stance. To our knowledge, the literature does not 
include any descriptions of a CoP being used as part of an individual or collective reflexivity strategy.

Confessions from a doctoral nursing student community of practice 
Using Rolfe’s (2011) framework for reflexive practice, we offer the What? (description), So what? 
(theory and knowledge building), and Now what? (action-oriented) elements of our CoP and collective 
reflection.

What? A case of serendipity
We are the three founding members of a small CoP comprising our core group and a larger Occasional 
Community of Practice with a more fluid membership. Our initial meetings were prompted by the 
curtailment of in-person learning for our PhD cohort due to Covid-19, which left us hungry for 
opportunities to connect with others in our group. Although we did not set out to become a CoP, 
we soon realised that our structure was closely aligned with the model outlined by Lave and Wenger 
(1991) and Wenger and colleagues (2002). A shared practice of knowledge building organised around 
a common purpose distinguishes CoPs from other entities, such as work groups (Wenger and Snyder, 
2000; Andrew et al., 2008). The distinctive features of our CoP include our small core group, and our 
focus on using membership as a key part of our individual and collective reflexive practice.
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The core
As of this writing, we three core CoP group members continue to meet weekly for one to two hours via 
video conference.  Since our initial meetings 18 months ago, our commitment to meeting weekly has 
rarely faltered, and the rhythm of this collective practice has been a defining feature of our experience 
as PhD students to date. Meeting agendas are fluid and rotate between a focus on a specific topic 
(for example, approaches to the literature review or methodological concerns) and more general 
discussion and reflection on our progress as doctoral students. Additional communication happens 
informally on an almost daily basis through our WhatsApp group, and through impromptu one-on-one 
meetings. WhatsApp has been widely used by nursing and medical students to establish community 
and for quick communication (Abiodun et al., 2020) and we have found messaging to be an invaluable 
addition to our communication. As core CoP members, we have collectively completed several 
conference presentations, and hosted multiple events open to other doctoral students through the 
Occasional CoP.

An Occasional Community of Practice 
Meetings of the Occasional CoP are open to doctoral students in the health sciences. To date, we 
have hosted five meetings with invited experts and have further sessions at the planning stages, 
after a networking session helped us to generate ideas for meetings. We have also held five mock 
proposal reading sessions.  We are equals in the CoP as students; experts are invited by us but they 
do not determine our agenda. We have found that open sessions provide a good balance between 
the intimacy and familiarity of our work as a trio of researchers and students, and the stimulation 
of broader conversations and discussion of research ideas with a larger and more diverse group. 
Communication to the larger Occasional CoP group is through email and Twitter.

Using our CoP as a reflexive practice 
As junior nursing researchers, we strive to be transparent with ourselves and others about the 
assumptions we bring to our research. The CoP is a place where we can ‘try things on for size’, allowing 
us to consider our research choices and hear ourselves defend those choices. Feedback and dialogue 
inform our next steps. One of us (PB) referred to the CoP as ‘almost like a spoken word journal – instead 
of writing things down I have brought my questions to the group. It has broadened my thinking’.  We 
have shared resources and dialogued about ways to prepare for key elements of the PhD journey. 
Reflective conversations have influenced our research topic selection, methodology choices, proposal 
development, writing, positionality and more. We see the CoP as separate from other more formal or 
informal forums that may be provided by the PhD programme. One member (MW) expressed that ‘for 
me, the CoP is at the centre of the PhD – a constant source of connection and support that pushes me 
to grow and reflect as a novice researcher and as a student’.

So What? Lessons learned
As we move towards expanding our CoP and broadening both our membership and activity structure, 
we have referred to the learning articulated by Lynch and Frost (2015), and Sanders and colleagues 
(2020). We recognise that a CoP that is self-sustaining takes on an identity of its own, outside that 
of its original creators, and continues as a resource for future participants (Sanders et al., 2020). An 
intentional approach to the development of a CoP can provide opportunities for each member to 
participate in a safe space that fosters their passion for learning and allows the CoP and its members to 
flourish (Lynch and Frost, 2015; Sanders et al., 2020). Having allowed our CoP to take shape organically 
over the past 18 months, we feel ready to propose some guiding values and principles, drawing on the 
work of Titchen and colleagues (2017) and their depiction of person-centred outcomes: 

1. Creation of a culture that values connectivity and attentiveness to dialogic interaction between 
group members as a collective reflexive practice 

2. Commitment to the rhythm of CoP meetings, recognising that weekly meetings have enabled 
the group to sustain interest and engagement, and provided an accessible and timely forum for 
discussion  
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3. A focus on mentorship and knowledge sharing, both within the group and with the larger 
community of experts, as a way of developing our identities as doctoral researchers and building 
a network of colleagues 

4. A shared commitment to an organic evolution of the CoP – recognising that too much structure 
initially might be detrimental to the natural evolution of the group

Now What? Sustainability
Our CoP participation has helped make learning explicit that might otherwise have been assumed or 
implicit. For example, mock proposal readings helped us reflect on how we responded to questions 
and tackled potential issues of contention. Ultimately, these sessions have helped us to feel more 
confident and comfortable discussing our work. In this time of a global pandemic, membership has 
provided us with reassurance and validation as junior nursing researchers. We therefore suggest that 
membership of a CoP is a valuable – if often undervalued – activity for PhD students.

As a core group, we are committed to sustaining our weekly practice, and to thinking about how it might 
evolve after graduation, even while the larger CoP group remains as a legacy for future students. As 
we envision life ‘post PhD’, we see our core group gradually moving to the periphery of the Occasional 
CoP, and eventually pulling away to a new iteration. The work of our CoP has complemented and 
cemented our own individual learning and helped us to hone our research interests and broaden them 
to include CoP as a reflexive strategy. We anticipate that our experiences in the CoP will transform our 
collective and individual practices as we co-construct new knowledge with our research participants. 
We continue to dream of new collaborative efforts.

Conclusion
In this article, we offer a model of participation in a CoP as a person-centred approach to learning and 
self-knowledge for novice researchers, and as a contribution to the literature on CoP in the context of 
doctoral nursing studies. Our CoP has evolved from an informal source of support to an intentional tool 
for reflexivity, and we propose the use of CoP as an emergent strategy for reflexivity, particularly for 
doctoral students in the early stages of their journey. As researchers, we have used the CoP to support 
own wellbeing and flourishing, recognising that without this, we cannot attend to the wellbeing of our 
research participants. Our ongoing participation as CoP members has been valuable in making our 
subjectivities and preconceptions explicit to ourselves and to a larger audience within a dialogic space. 

Ethics
We did not seek formal ethics approval for this critical reflection. However, our writing process included 
discussions of the best ways to present our collective experience and the implications of writing about 
our process, which is sometimes intensely personal and private.
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