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Abstract 
To counteract the notion that teachers are not researchers, three clinical 

faculty members working in a public university in the United States joined 

with two undergraduate teacher education candidates to participate in a phe-

nomenological collaborative self-study to examine how our different lived 

experiences within collaborative undergraduate research informed our re-

searcher identities as teacher educators and as developing teachers. Data 

sources included: researcher journals, written responses to mirrored prompts, 

meeting notes and transcriptions of critical friend conversations. Data was 

analysed using cyclical coding across all data sources. The article highlights 

collective inquiry spaces sites as safe spaces for both teacher educators and 
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undergraduate candidates to co-construct researcher identities; f. Further-

more, developing efficacy as researchers brought undergraduate communi-

ties out of the shadows to create a sustainable socially cohesive community 

of practice around research.   

 

Keywords: collaborative self-study, critical friends, preservice teacher edu-

cation, teacher educator identity, teacher identity, undergraduate research,  

 

 
1   Introduction 
Hamilton (2005) reminds us that the traditional view of teaching has long 

held that teachers are not researchers and that some feel the role of know-

ledge generation lies outside the identity of teaching. This is also true for 

teacher educators. Rice et al. (2015) cite Luna et al.’s (2004:69) work that 

uncovered teacher educators’ ‘painful feelings of being imposters in 

academia’. These feelings are rooted in traditional assumptions that teachers 

are ‘passive recipients of others’ expert knowledge rather than knowers in 

(their) own right’ (Luna et al. 2004:69). These views have a profound impact 

on teachers and teacher educators’ views of themselves as researchers and 

their capacity and potential to use their practical and conceptual knowledge 

of teaching to generate knowledge for the field of teaching. These traditional 

assumptions about the role of teachers can be an impediment to the develop-

ment of teachers and teacher educators as researchers.  

 

 

2   Barriers to Developing Research Identity  
Teacher educators often make the transition from classroom teacher or 

school administrator to a university faculty member with little to no training 

(Goodwin & Kosnick 2013). It is a steep uphill climb to develop the compe-

tencies necessary to negotiate the multiple roles of a teacher educator suc-

cessfully: university teaching, research and clinical supervision across hybrid 

spaces within the university and in p-12 school buildings (Martin et al. 2011). 

Murray and Male (2005) found that it can take three years for new teacher 

educators that came out of the classroom to establish their identities as 

researchers. It is not surprising then that the transition from an identity of 

classroom teacher to an identity as researcher is often associated with 
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feelings of self-doubt and vulnerability (Kirk & Lipscombe 2019). While 

universities may have research support groups for new faculty members, 

teacher educators may still see themselves as outsiders in these groups. These 

self-perceptions of identify are influenced by the ways classroom teachers 

and their roles have been defined and named by the public and systems in 

which they work.  

Hamilton and Pinnegar (2015) document that this self-doubt is 

further compounded by the ways in which teachers and teacher educators 

have been ‘named’ by others. Government policies and society’s perceptions 

of teachers influence the ways in which teachers define themselves and the 

roles they play. For example, the implementation of scripted curriculum at 

some schools implies that curriculum is better constructed by experts rather 

than teachers themselves and many alternative certification programmes 

suggest that anyone can be ‘trained’ to teach. In higher education this percep-

tion continues; in academia, schools that prepare teachers can be considered 

professional programmes, rather than academic fields of study. Gee (2000: 

102) explains that one part of identity formation is institutional identity. 

Often teacher educators have formed their professional identities based on 

society’s views of what a classroom teacher is or should do. Job descriptions 

for teachers traditionally do not include or describe duties related to research 

or teacher inquiry. As classroom teachers move into university roles, their 

own professional identities are not in alignment with the institutional identity 

of a professor. Bullock and Ritter (2011) found that moving from a classroom 

teacher to an academic requires reconstructing a professional identity that 

conforms to institutional demands. 

This struggle to develop researcher identity is further compounded 

by institutional hierarchical structures and positionality inherent in university 

structures and traditions. While teaching is the fundamental backbone of 

universities, research and the development of new knowledge ares at the 

centre of a university’s reputation and therefore a faculty with high research 

productivity is highly valued (Ng & Pemberton 2013). This is a complete 

change in institutional identity for a teacher educator who comes into 

academia from an institutional culture that values teaching and learning 

above all else. At research-intensive universities, Dinkelman (2011) ques-

tions how many education faculty members would actually claim the title of 

teacher educator. He proposed that within the university hierarchy, the closer 

one identifies publicly with the practice of teacher education, the lower one’s 
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status as a researcher. These perceptions of teachers and teacher educators as 

practitioners, as opposed to intellectuals, disrupt the identity development of 

teachers and teacher educators as generators of new knowledge. These 

barriers, however, do not just exist in higher education but begin in teacher 

preparation programmes and transfer into classroom teaching.  

Northfield (1993; 1994a; 1994b), a teacher-researcher-scholar, 

maintained the value of teachers contributing to our general knowledge of 

teaching. Hamilton (2005) provides a review of Northfield’s work in 

Australia on the teacher as researcher over his career. Northfield believes that 

teachers should develop as researchers in preservice teaching and early in 

their careers. He encouraged classroom teachers to research as part of their 

jobs with a focus on their own teaching and students in order to improve the 

profession instead of trying to meet expectations of the academy. In other 

words, teachers should conduct their research in their own practice, in their 

own classrooms, and at their own schools and communities. In this space 

they are perfectly positioned to make important contributions to improving 

practice and student learning. He saw a reciprocal relationship between the 

development of Teachers as Researchers and the development of teacher 

educators as Researchers, using their prior knowledge as teachers to focus 

their research on improving what is happening in classrooms. He felt both 

teachers and teacher educators share the same goals: improved teaching and 

learning.  

We begin to wonder if barriers to developing a researcher identity, 

for teacher educators or teacher candidates, could be rooted in a lack of 

identity development and experience as researchers in preservice teacher 

education programmes and in teacher classroom practice? We build on the 

work of Butler et al. (2014) and Williams, Ritter and Bullock (2012) that 

demonstrate that teacher educators need a process or space to reconceptualize 

themselves and reconstruct new identities as university teacher educators and 

researchers. As teacher educators, we had a deep desire to help our teacher 

candidates and ourselves to reconceptualize our identities as teachers and 

teacher educators as generators of new knowledge. We argue that joining 

teacher educators with teacher candidates in collaborative inquiries, situated 

within the context of their own practice (Lieberman & Miller 2008), can 

contribute to the development of an inquiry stance about the practice of 

teaching and simultaneously build both skill and identity as researchers for 

both teacher educators and teacher candidates. We agree with Hamilton and 
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Pinnegar (2015:16) that, ‘As members of a new community our participation 

with each other can help reconsider, adjust, and redesign our identity 

making’. Figure 1 outlines our process situated within a community of 

practice for developing both teacher and teacher educator research identity 

beginning in preservice teacher education.  

 
Figure 1. Joint development of teacher and teacher educator 

researcher identity 
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3   It begins with Inquiry Stance 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2001) explain that taking an inquiry stance is a 

professional positioning towards knowledge and practice that is active, not 

passive. Additionally, inquiry stance has been connected to the development 

of a more empowered professional identity (Snow et al. 2018; Wolkenhauer 

& Hooser 2017). We join with Fenstermacher (1978) in pushing back against 

indoctrinating teacher candidates to simply behave in prescribed ways, but 

instead to provide teacher candidates with opportunities to think critically 

and reason soundly about their teaching. Inquiry stance as a mindset opens 

the door for developing researcher identity.  

Empowering teacher candidates to question teacher practices 

through research may reconstruct their own understandings of what teachers 

are and what teachers do. We believe that through collaborative participation 

in a community of research practice, teacher educators have an opportunity 

to model inquiry stance in action and teach the research skills and processes 

necessary to carry out inquiries to teacher candidates. Within this research 

community, the teacher educators take on the role of ‘research facilitator’, 

helping to guide the collaboration process. They have an opportunity to try 

on the role of facilitator, thus reconceptualizing their own research identity.  

Over the past three years, we have been cultivating the capacity for 

rigorous research opportunities within our undergraduate population. These 

undergraduate teacher candidates are enrolled in a four-year teacher prepara-

tion programme that is committed to the development of an inquiry stance 

towards teaching (Carter et al. 2019), but has no direct courses or electives 

in research methods. In order to unravel the complex weavings of learning/ 

teaching that can come out of participation in undergraduate research, as 

Butler et al. suggest (2014), we joined together as a community of practice 

(Lave & Wenger 1991). We engaged in a collaborative self-study (Kirk & 

Lipscombe 2019; O’Dwyer, Bowles & Chróinin 2019; Bullock & Ritter 

2011; Hamilton 2009) to examine the question: How do our collaborative 

experiences within an undergraduate research community inform our 

identities as teacher educator and teacher candidate researchers? 

 
4   Theoretical Frameworks and Literature 

4.1   ‘Teacher as Researcher’ Identity Development 
Identity development is complex and there are a variety of elements which  



Legitimate Generators of Knowledge 
 

 

 

95 

include the combination and interaction between personal and professional 

identities (Wink et al. 2008; Beauchamp & Thomas 2009). Wenger (1998) 

describes identity as the negotiated experience of self, which involves 

community membership and has a learning trajectory. Wenger’s description 

of negotiating identity contends that this is not something that happens in 

isolation, but in a community with the support of others. Dinkelman (2011) 

documents that developing identity as a teacher and as a teacher educator is 

difficult, as there is little support or attention to identity development as 

teacher educators transition from classrooms to higher education. He goes on 

to document the difficulty of developing teacher educator identity as a 

researcher pointing out that the teacher educator’s main work is practice 

focused. This central focus on teaching professional practice can create a 

chasm between ideals of being a classroom teacher and a teacher educator 

researcher. It requires the power of both the individual and the community 

to build a bridge across this conceptual chasm.  

Unfortunately, in order to gain credibility as a researcher, some 

teacher educators try to create a distance between their former self as teacher 

and their current self as a teacher educator researcher, and in the process 

widen the chasm. Murphy, McGlynn-Stewart and Ghafouri (2014:245) have 

found that teacher educators do not always ‘see how our previous and current 

roles in education could both influence and support our endeavours as writers 

of research in the field of teacher education’. Instead, teacher educators may 

feel the need to ‘filter out teacher/consultant/instructor lenses’ in an effort to 

increase the validity and rigor of their research. This is a problem that begins 

in teacher education programmes, which pay little attention to the identity 

development of teacher candidates as researchers.  

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009:185) warn teacher education pro-

grammes not to ignore the development of teacher identity. While it may be 

unintentional, the exploration of one’s identity within teacher preparation 

programmes may not always be an explicit part of the plan for teacher 

development. Teacher identity, however, is complex. Not only do teacher 

candidates need to be supported in remaking the identity of a professional 

teacher, but in order to begin to uncover their own authority as knowledge-

makers, teacher education programmes will need to support teacher 

candidates in their development of teacher as researcher through 

involvement in undergraduate research.  

Undergraduates in teacher education programmes are not always  
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exposed to research methodology courses, and may carry out tasks of 

research without owning the process with potential to be agents of change 

(Price & Valli 2005). Without this experience, teacher candidates may not 

have the tools for conducting valid research or see the value research holds 

for transforming their own practice in the future. Teacher education 

programmes may not always emphasize the long-term benefits for the 

teacher as a developing researcher (Slobodzian & Pancsofar 2014). The 

complexities inherent in preparing teachers to engage successfully in the 

work of teaching, while simultaneously attending to rigorous accreditation 

standards, narrows what can be taught. Hamilton and Pinnegar (2015:XXIV) 

highlight that teacher education curriculum is an international problem. What 

gets taught and what is excluded due to time constraints is a tension felt by 

all. ‘Across countries that task is the same – prepare teachers in knowledge 

of and skills for teaching and to orient them to take up the needed dispositions 

to be strong teachers’. We believe that engagement in undergraduate research 

can help teacher candidates to reinvent their conceptions of what a ‘teacher 

is and does’ and therefore could have a significant impact on identity 

development and practice. 

 

 

5    Socially Cohesive Communities of Practice 
Studying our own practice in community with our undergraduate teacher 

candidates provided us an opportunity to learn from all our collective 

experiences while facilitating the research process, methods, and skills with 

novice researchers. Just as teacher candidates ‘are simultaneously teachers 

and learners – growing into their identities as professional educators – so are 

teacher educators’ (Snow et al. 2019:255). We see our community as a 

‘social container that helps foster mutual development and support our 

aspiring practice intentions’ (McAlister 2016:3). 

The learning that occurs within a community of practice is often very 

individualized and realistic. Engaging in research at this level, within an 

undergraduate programme, allows for change within one’s learning and 

‘follows that learners’ perspectives on work will be different, and their 

comprehension of the practice will change across the process of learning’ 

(Lave & Wenger 1991:69). Legitimate participation in practice is defined as 

having access and opportunities to be involved in the community at a holistic 

level, rather than just one aspect of the activities or processes. In our process, 
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all members of this community worked collaboratively and were legitimated 

participants in all aspects of our research, from conceptualization of the study 

through the writing process. 

Socially cohesive communities of practice hold much promise for 

the concurrent development of research skill and identity. Wenger (2004) has 

found that a community of practice has the potential to play a critical role in 

the development of research, as it has social structures that focus on 

knowledge and explicitly enable the management of knowledge to be placed 

in the hands of practitioners. Parent, Kansky, and Lehr (2016:16) tout the 

ability of communities of practice to create spaces to break down hierarchical 

structures present in universities that can foster ‘inclusivity-oriented 

undergraduate research mentorship training’. Jones (2010) has found that 

university-based communities of practice are powerful settings for parallel 

development of research expertise and pedagogical knowledge. We agree 

with these researchers and believe that transformational and reciprocal 

growth flourishes when unusual relationships are formed by transgressing 

/blurring oppressive/imagined institutional boundaries/ binaries. 

 
 

6   Undergraduate Research 
Undergraduate research provides multiple layers of value to institutions of 

higher education. In a thorough literature analysis identifying the relative 

frequency of reported benefits of the undergraduate research experience, 

Seymour et al. (2004) found these – and others – to be the most common: 

increased student interest in the discipline; increased persistence; enhanced 

career preparation, including greater readiness for research and professional 

careers and professional socialization; clarification, confirmation, interest in, 

or choice of a career path; and increased skills, including working 

collaboratively, communication, and leadership. These results provide a 

worthy incentive to consider both faculty and student involvement in 

undergraduate research because of the positive implications of these benefits 

on any developing professional. 

It is well documented that engagement in undergraduate research 

provides benefits in student cognitive growth (Seymour et al. 2004) and stu-

dent retention (Gregerman et al. 1998). However, there exists an inconsis-

tency amongst scholars on the worthiness of faculty mentoring and scholar-

ship in the undergraduate research experience (Rogers 1995). These per-
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ceived realities about the worthiness of faculty involvement in undergraduate 

research implored us to explore the benefits of the undergraduate research 

experience empirically in connection to the reconceptualization of teacher 

candidate and teacher educator identity.  

 
 

7   Methodology: Phenomenological Collaborative  

     Self-Study  
The study takes place at a four-year university, teacher education programme 

in the north-western United States that provides opportunities for inquiry and 

critical reflection throughout the programme (Carter et al. 2019; Snow et al. 

2019). To examine our own experiences in developing as teacher educators 

and undergraduate researchers, three university teacher educators joined with 

two undergraduate teacher candidates to participate in a phenomenological 

collaborative self-study (Kirk & Lipscombe 2019; O’Dwyer, Bowles & 

Chróinin 2019; Bullock & Ritter 2011; Hamilton 2009). Collaborative self-

study is well connected to our research purpose, as it enables critical 

reflection and provides a conduit for layers of critical friendships to examine 

self-reflections that surface (O’Dwyer et al. 2019). Collaborative research 

and self-study in which students engage in research with more experienced 

mentors have been shown by Kirk and Lipscombe (2019) to be a research 

methodology that has the potential to develop research capabilities, while at 

the same time developing researcher identities. Our collaborative self-study 

took place through the generation of data over time as we built trust through 

critical friendships (Hamilton 2009).  

Stolle et al. (2019:23) define a critical friendship as ‘a friendly 

(meaningful, trustful) relation so that you, if needed, can give a hard 

critique’. Aligning with Jones (2010), we believe that constructive criticism 

by peers provides opportunities to reflect. In creating a critical community 

of practice, we ‘developed shared understandings of the complexities of 

teacher education and collaboration as we engaged in reflective discussion 

focused on relating our research and collaboration to our practice’ (Murphy 

et al. 2014:240). We sought to establish three characteristics of successful 

critical friendships as identified by Stolle et al. (2019): vulnerability, 

reflection and scepticism. In this space we were able to use our critical 

friendship to challenge and debate each other’s accounts of our personal 

narratives, by first challenging each other’s stories with critical questions 
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with a trusted peer, building towards vulnerability within the whole group 

(Hamilton 2009; Hernandez et al. 2010:7).  

 
 

7.1   Participants 
The participants are two Clinical Associate Professors; James with ten years 

of experience in higher education and Sara with eight years’ experience; and 

one Clinical Assistant Professor, Lydia, with seven years’ experience in 

higher education. We all moved into higher education after successful 

careers as classroom teachers and one as a principal. Our identities as 

educators were first formed as public-school teachers, this at times causes 

conflicts with our roles in higher education (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey 2009). 

We all teach education courses, supervise teacher candidates in schools, and 

two of us have taken on administrative roles. James began working 

underground with undergraduate researchers outside his workload in 2017-

2018. Lydia and Sara were inspired to join him in 2018-2019.  

Sara has a 10% research load as part of her contract. She has been 

fully supported and mentored in research by two full professors and 

publishes work well above her 10% contracted requirement. However, she 

still struggles to gain respect from many of her tenure-track peers as a 

researcher. James and Lydia have no contracted research work. They have 

participated in collaborative research with tenure-track mentors, but conduct 

research and publish outside of their assigned contract workload and annual 

evaluations.  

James and Lydia have been named as an Aligning Stakeholders and 

Structures to Enable Research Transformation (ASSERT) Fellow. This is a 

cohort faculty development programme for faculty from all ranks and various 

academic units towards transformational research. James and Lydia applied 

for an Internal Seed Grant through their College to fund their work with 

undergraduate researchers. The project was denied, with indications that the 

research proposed would likely not bring funding to the University and/or be 

sustainable in a long-term model. 

We collaborated with two undergraduate researchers (UGRs), 

Jadelyn and Meghan, who voluntarily chose to participate in undergraduate 

research outside the requirements of their degree programmes and work 

requirements. Jadelyn and Meghan have been participating in undergraduate 

research since their freshman year. They have already presented at two 
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national teacher education conferences, have taken up leadership roles in the 

Teacher Education Ambassadors – a student organization at the university 

that focuses on service and building community as teacher candidates – and 

worked alongside James and Lydia to create our newly formed 

undergraduate research group the Undergraduate Collaborative for Research 

in Equity and Access in Teaching (UCREATe). 

 

 

7.2   Data Sources & Analysis 
To combat any surface tensions that could have emerged in our hierarchical 

structures, we began within the safety of individual memory work (Samaras 

2011). We wrote narratives in a journal of our past experiences with research 

and our individual journeys that led us into our current positions. These 

narrative journal entries continued through the project to capture our indivi-

dual experiences of a research project that spanned the 2018-2019 schoolyear 

and into the Fall of 2019.  

In addition to our personal narratives, three rounds of mirrored 

survey prompts were created to address our research questions and complet-

ed by all participants. Each participant was free to tell their own narrative in 

their own style. The survey prompts had mirrored or married questions that 

were tailored for undergraduates and faculty. For example, clinical faculty 

members wrote to the prompt: What does it mean to be a clinical faculty 

member? While teacher candidates responded to the prompt: What does it 

mean to be a teacher?  

In order to establish the trust required for critical friend conversa-

tions (Hamilton 2009), we created a Critical Friend Group (CFG). We first 

addressed our hierarchical roles as a barrier by first having the clinical faculty 

participants read and respond to one another’s journals and prompt respons-

es, and having the UGRs respond to one another. In these groupings we had 

already established trusting relationships and there were no hierarchical 

structures in play. We read our peers’ journals and prompt responses looking 

for dissonance in their narratives. After reading the responses of our peers, 

we each prepared two critical and probing questions for each of our group 

members to surface or probe places of disagreement in their stories. We met 

in our non-hierarchical groups for round one of a CFG and recorded our 

responses to the probing questions posed by our peers.  

Figure 2 outlines the study design and data collection process. 
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Figure 2. Building trust in a critical friend group towards developing; 

vulnerability, reflection, and skepticism 
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After practising our process with those we were most comfortable  

with, for round two of our CFG conversations we worked across groups. 

Faculty read UGR journals and prompts, and UGR read faculty journals and 

prompts. We prepared questions across groups and met for a second CFG 

conversation. This same process was repeated in 2019 - 2020. Data sources 

included researcher journals, written responses to prompts, meeting notes, 

and transcriptions of CFG conversations.  

Data analysis began with each participant reading their own data set 

and creating memos. Next, they were assigned a member of their hetero-

geneous group to read their partner’s data sources to look for codes that 

emerged. Each group coded their responses and met in heterogeneous groups 

to discuss emerging codes. For our second focus group everyone met to-

gether to discuss and probe all data sets. We identified overlapping codes 

across our data sets and then continued our cyclical coding for all data sourc-

es (Saldaña 2016). Last, we met to chunk our overlapping codes into themes 

(Saldaña 2016). From these themes we derived the following findings.  

 

 

8   Findings  
Analysis across data sources revealed an impact on our identity development 

and actions as teacher educators and teacher candidates. Three main findings 

emerged: Shedding Old Frames and Discovery of New Identities, Connecting 

Identity and Purpose, and Finding Curious Others. Joint reflection of these 

findings in our CFGs led us to identify a more sustainable model for 

supporting undergraduate research. Below, we discuss our understanding of 

the shifts we experienced in our identities as educators, and then provide 

connections to our data. Lastly, we describe the action we took toward 

sustainability by creating a more inclusive community of practice available 

to all emerging undergraduate researchers and faculty.  

 
 

8.1   Shedding Old Frames and Discovering New Identities 
Data identified overall changes in our identities as researchers. Early data 

revealed that participant identities were steeped in our institutional position-

ing as clinical teacher educators and preservice teachers, both of which were 

not expected to produce research or generate new knowledge. Participation 

in this experience changed the way we conceptualized our roles and identities 
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as legitimate researchers. Similarly, before this study, the UGRs saw teach-

ing and researching as very separate, and originally struggled to see how their 

outside, voluntary research work directly connected to their courses in the 

teacher preparation programme. The UGRs reported experiencing a 

disconnect between learning to be a researcher and learning to be a teacher 

since the two were not connected in the programme and research work was 

not assigned value or credit within the teacher preparation programme. 

 
 

8.2   Shifts in Identity for Teacher Educators 
Each teacher educator reported shifts, or a gradual remaking of our individual 

identities. Data from focus groups, narratives and journal entries documented 

changes over time that were facilitated by our participation in our group. In 

early narratives and interactions, clinical faculty reported feeling like 

imposters as research facilitators, despite having doctorates and each having 

published research. Lydia’s journey illustrates the shift in identity the clinical 

teacher educators experienced.  

Lydia admitted, ‘“I’m not a researcher”, I wrote that … Do I know 

enough’? (FCFG R1:4). As James and Sara probed Lydia further and 

confronted her with the research she had conducted she said, ‘I’m still trying 

to find my place, I think, in this world of higher [ed]. A place where I feel 

like I fully respect myself and [am] respected by others’. James responded 

back, ‘I know and I had imposter syndrome, too’ (FCFG R1). As the clinical 

faculty members read each other’s data and met, we discovered a common 

denominator in our identity development: We all had always used research 

to solve problems of practice or defend our teaching practices. However, like 

Murphy et al. (2014:245) found, we were hesitant to ‘claim our burgeoning 

identities as writers of educational research’.  

Our CFG conversations had us confront our own conceptions about 

what counts as research at the university. We had to grapple with the frames 

others have put on what is accepted as ‘real research’. Lydia wrote in her 

narrative, ‘it seems that the particular research we are attempting to conduct 

and be made known is not seen as reputable or respectable in the research 

community’ (LJ R1:4). When challenged by James in a critical friend group, 

Lydia went on to explore the dissonance of her narratives when she talks 

about the research she had conducted in the past against the backdrop of not 

feeling like a researcher. She continued,  
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Until I begin producing what others would consider ‘truer’ forms of 

research, either in type of research or in what can bring in the most 

tangible reward for the University, I would assume that my advising 

of undergraduate researchers would continue to be voluntary and 

unappreciated (LJ R3:4).  

 

We recognized a need to build on the research skills we had 

developed to feel more competent. Books were ordered for the group and all 

participants read more about the methodologies we were engaged in. Lydia 

wrote in response to prompt 1,  

 

I must ‘know my stuff’ or they will be at a loss for a good leader. 

This is often an intimidating realization, but something that also 

encourages me to eliminate the opportunity for complacency in who 

I am as a professional (LJ 13:6 Prompt 1).  

 

Our research community became a place for us to push ourselves to 

grow into the researchers we felt we were not.  

 

I feel I would be amiss to ignore the potentiality this type of 

involvement would have not only on the undergraduate students, but 

on my growth as a professional teacher educator (LJ 30:6 Prompt 

2).  

 

James was able to articulate the reciprocal nature of our growth in 

his narrative,  

 

It has been richly rewarding, professionally, in that I am learning 

and growing alongside the students (AJ Prompt 1).  

 

However, there was still self-doubt. 

 

Within our community of practice the faculty were able to voice 

their feelings of self-doubt and memories of times they had been 

disrespected as researchers. What emerged after that was a sense of renewed 

focus and purpose. James got us back on track when he pushed Lydia’s 

desire for recognition, ‘We’re not doing it to be valued, right? We’re doing 
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it because we care about it. We’re curious’ (FCFG R1). It was only when 

we named and owned our own curiosity and self-motivation for conducting 

research when we realized that research was a part of our individual 

identities. Sara realized, 

 

I’m so curious about so many things that I just can’t not do it. I’ve 

tried to lay that down and say, just focus over here. And then another 

idea comes up that I’m super curious about and I’m like, oh, I want 

it, I want that project because I want to see. It’s just my nature 

(FCFG R1:5). 

 

James articulated what we were all feeling when he said, ‘We 

research because it is our nature to want to know’. 

Faculty confidence in our role as researchers and research 

facilitators grew as we witnessed the growth in the teacher candidates. Our 

ability to guide the research process, take on responsibility for critiquing 

methodology, and engaging in critical conversations was building our 

confidence as researchers. When we witnessed the growth in our candidates, 

there was a sense that perhaps we were not the imposters we believed 

ourselves to be. It motivated us to continue to learn and grow into our roles. 

Lydia wrote in her journal, 

 

The major external influencer for working with undergraduate 

researchers is the researchers themselves. I have been able to 

witness a shift in their professional identity, their demonstrated 

dispositions, and their depth of discussion on topics of education. 

When comparing these undergraduate researchers to their peers in 

the programme who have not engaged in research, there is a 

noticeable difference in their curiosity, their thirst for knowledge, 

and their professional discourse (LJ RI:3). 

 
 

8.3   Shifts in Identity for Undergraduate Researchers 
Discussion in our CFGs shifted the way the teacher candidates viewed 

themselves. Jadelyn said,  

 

I got involved because I wanted to learn more and be better prepar- 
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ed as a teacher, but then I just feel like there’s so much more to the 

(teaching) profession. And I feel like doing research has allowed me 

to kind of start to see the broader scope of what the profession 

entails (CCFG 1:23).  

 

Meghan added,  

 

I feel like it’s changed my professional goals a lot. People are like, 

‘Oh, that’s so cute. Like, you’re going to be a teacher.’ Everyone 

says that, but. . . it’s so much more than that (CCFG 1:24).  

 

The UGRs’ definition of a teacher shifted to include ‘researcher’ (UGCFG 

1:5). Jadelyn explained this shift in a later journal entry, 

 

I have always been curious, but by doing research I have learned 

ways to actually delve deeper into specific topics and I am learning 

how to develop specific and measurable questions and methodically 

work towards an ‘answer’ or a better understanding. This mindset 

will translate into my classroom someday with student assessments 

and working towards solving problems that my students are facing 

(JJ R1:5). 

 

Participation in our community of researchers has given all of us a collective 

purpose to stretch ourselves and develop skills that have helped us shed the 

limitations of institutional roles and reconceptualized our identity around 

this energizing work as teacher educators and teacher candidate researchers. 

 
 

9   Connecting Identity and Purpose: The Moral Imperative 
Palmer (1998) talks about identity and integrity being at the heart of 

teachers’ work. Reading our individual narratives and interactions 

reinforced that purpose, to engage in research regardless of compensation or 

recognition. Data across sources pointed to the reasons for ‘why’ all 

participants wanted to develop themselves as researchers. One reason that 

was shared by both undergraduate and faculty participants was the ‘Moral 

Imperative’ of teacher research. Sara said, ‘It [research] is at the heart of 

teaching, it is what good teachers do’ (SJ R1:2) and Lydia said,  
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My hopes for this type of reform raise every time I have a 

conversation with one of our undergraduate researchers about how 

their project is impacting their practices as a future teacher. The 

evidence exuded in these undergraduate researchers is enough to 

inspire me to continue forward toward change (LJ R1:4).  

 

The UGRs begin expanding the purpose and role of teaching. Jadelyn said,  

 

This research that we’re doing is making us realize that we need to 

do [research] as teachers and what we think other future teachers 

and current teachers should be doing (JJ R1:6). 

 

Our identity as clinical faculty and UG educators was bound up in 

problematizing teacher practice, and we talked further about the work having 

more value and meaning to us personally than other work for which we are 

responsible. James framed his work with UGRs, saying, ‘This work has to 

do with professional identity and self-advocacy’ (CCFG: 20). In his 

narrative, he foreshadowed his advocacy for this work, saying,  

 

I am hell-bent on changing the way schooling, teaching, and teacher 

education are done and I think re-creating the role of ‘teacher’ is 

integral to that (AJ R1).  

 

James is determined to provide an undergraduate research 

experience to his teacher candidates even if it means doing work he is not 

paid to do. ‘I think that ‘teacher as researcher’ is a key to all of it, and to 

changing what American society looks like today’ (AJ R1). 

Witnessing James’s experience in the process, Lydia is willing to 

stretch into the role and assume the identify a of Faculty Research Mentor, 

saying,  

 

Providing this opportunity – an opportunity to walk through the 

typically-unopened door into the world of research – for our 

undergraduate students provides them with a mind-shifting 

opportunity as a person and as a future professional (LJ R1 19:6).  

 

Her identity as a researcher was impacting her practice as a teacher  
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educator. She wrote in her journal about connecting her intersecting roles in  

research with her purpose as a teacher educator,  

 

Our sole purpose in education should be serving students, and in 

doing so to be ever-present in our work and never stagnant about 

our work. This takes curiosity, willingness, and discovery on the part 

of the teacher (LJ 30:7:4). 

 

After analysing this theme, we found that we all shared a strong 

conviction that teachers and teacher educators have an obligation to engage 

in research in order to improve practice and student learning. This shared 

belief motivated us to continue to develop into the role of researcher. 

Digging deeper into our group’s holistic narrative, we uncovered another 

more intrinsically motivating purpose.  

 

 

10   Finding Curious Others and Losing our Balance 
Our desire to engage in a community of ‘curious others’ emerged as a second 

purpose for engaging in research. Transcripts from the CFG’s contained 

multiple conversations about what Albert Einstein called The Holy Curiosity 

of Inquiry (Schilpp 1949). Both faculty researchers spoke about the value of 

‘finding curious others’ and doing this work together in a community. 

However, this desire for the synergy of the community resulted in a loss of 

work life balance. James reflected on his department faculty meetings and 

compared them with all of us carving out time to meet together in our 

community, often very early in the morning before campus life started for 

the day:  

 

Am I going to whatever Friday afternoon meeting…Or am I 

choosing to sit around with a group of young, energetic students who 

want to change the world? Are you kidding me? Totally nuts. No 

choice (FCFG R1).  

 

Coming into the work with self-doubt, the community provided a 

safe space for all to grow our skills together. The community also held 

members accountable, and remained stable and supportive when participants 

sought balance in their lives. Jadelyn said,  
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The biggest external influence on me continuing to do research is 

the team of peers and advisors that I work with. On my own I have 

all the passion and curiosity, but without a team I would probably 

never actually get any work done (JJ 30:6:4).  

 

She went on to say,  

 

I feel very accountable to the group so that I know that I need to be 

ready. And like you’re all counting on me. And so that’s why I feel 

like I’m able to continue (UGCFG R1 8:19). 

 

Each participant felt the burden of time, but the work brought us all 

joy outside the demands of our roles. Sara took on a new administrative 

position in addition to her teaching and supervision. Despite being 

overwhelmed with her new role, she found herself working through the 

weekend to be able to continue her work with curious others.  

 

I have said no to many extracurricular projects this year, but for 

some reason I can’t let undergraduate research go. Honestly, some 

days I am barely breathing. However, when I sit down with Jadelyn 

and Meghan, I am somehow in a place of safety. Our creative 

juices start to flow and I feel in flow. There is a real duality, it 

creates more work hours, here I am working on the weekend to get 

this writing done; on the flip side, it carves out a space where I feel 

some joy in my work (FCFG R1). 

 

When unpacking this theme, we noticed that the fire that fuelled our curiosity 

often led to a loss of balance. Examples of finding joy, synergy, and passion 

were almost always intertwined with accounts of poor self-care or not 

fulfilling other personal or work/school responsibilities. Conversations in 

CFG questioned if the underground nature of our work could continue. 

James talked about time as a barrier for us as faculty in his journal, 

 

The biggest barrier to working with undergraduate researchers is 

time - time in conflict when scheduling with one another; time 

outside of documented workload; juggling time with my priority of 

being with my family; time to dedicate specific focus to this work; 
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and requesting time for undergraduate researchers to volunteer 

outside of their full-time student, working, and personal schedules. 

This time to be the barrier that all other barriers result in (AJ R1:2). 

 

During CFGs (UGCFG R2) Meghan and Jadelyn admitted to 

staying up all night in order to fit in their research agendas. Meghan said,  

 

For me, I usually let taking care of myself give. So, like, I will just 

stay up, like all night long or whatever, so that I can get my school 

stuff and research stuff done. So that’s a big thing that I sacrifice ... 

my own kind of well-being.  

 

Meghan was not alone. Jadelyn admitted,  

 

My biggest barrier to doing research is probably my life ... I try to 

be involved in a lot and do well… that does not leave much time for 

sleep or mental health, which can be very challenging (JJ R2 19:6).  

 

When pressed in the CFG, Jadelyn admitted ‘I feel like I’m going to 

disappoint this research team’ (UGCFG R2 19:4:3). Jadelyn and Meghan 

wanted to find a way to invite more of their peers into this work, but were 

hesitant. ‘This is so much work, and we feel like we’re dying all the time, 

then they’re not going to want to do it. Like, that’s not a good selling point’ 

(CFG 19:4:9). 

When confronted with Jadelyn and Megan’s data, James, Lydia and 

Sara were very conflicted. They worried that they were facilitating a dispose-

tion of over-achievement which the three faculty members openly confessed 

to having. James pushed on Lydia and Sara’s sensibilities as parents,  

 

Do you tell any of your children that? Or would you tell them to find 

something that you can do well, that serves others, but also 

maintains a level of your self-care and right, self-worth? (FCFG 

R1:5).  

 

While the analysis detailed the importance of community as a 

motivating factor for engaging in research, it also revealed that our model of 

engagement was not sustainable. After reviewing these findings, the com-
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munity decided things would have to change to make the work we loved 

sustainable for both current and future members of our research community.  

 

 

11   Sustainability: The Undergraduate Collaborative for  

       Research in Equity and Access in Teaching  
At the end of round one of the CFG data analysis that took place from 2018-

2019, the research community realized that as important as this work was to 

us, it was unsustainable. Sara, Lydia, and James begin to wonder if we were 

doing more harm than good to our UGRs when we read their accounts of 

‘hitting the wall’. Initial findings inspired community action. James and 

Lydia, in collaboration with Meghan and Jadelyn, decided it was time to 

bring the work they were engaged in above ground and scale up the 

opportunity for more undergraduates. Together they established the Under-

graduate Collaborative for Research in Equity and Access in Teaching 

(UCREATe). This research collaborative was created as a space where 

undergraduate researchers could partner with faculty to pursue inquires that 

explore inequities in teaching practices and systems, and improve access to 

quality teaching and curriculum for p-12 students.  

Confident as researcher facilitators, James and Lydia began 

involving tenure-track faculty into the projects. They recruited a team of 

faculty members, both tenure-track and clinical-track, that were willing to 

serve as undergraduate advisors, with a twist. Instead of the UGRs serving 

as ‘research assistants’ to existing faculty projects, the faculty supported the 

candidates in their own self-selected inquiries. In late journal entries, Lydia 

and James’ new confidence shows when they explore their reasons for 

starting UCREATe. Lydia said,  

 

I see it providing vital opportunities for me to continue adding to my 

expertise, for me to serve my teacher candidates, and for me to 

initiate excitement amongst my colleagues about the benefits and 

necessity of undergraduate research in our teacher preparation 

program (LJ R4).  

 

James shared,  

Doing this particular work reinforces what I love about the possi- 



Sherry Dismuke et al. 
 

 

 

112 

bilities of undergraduate education and teacher preparation and it 

has enabled me to make more and deeper professional connections 

and build important relationships at my university and within the 

community (AJ R4). 

 

UCREATe provides a space where undergraduate students can 

develop into professionals who believe research is integral to their job and 

understand how to engage in meaningful research that challenges practices 

and develops solutions that supports p-12 learners. For example, as 

UCREATe leading faculty, James and Lydia initiate conversations with 

interested students that lead toward student-directed and faculty-supported 

research projects. As projects develop, students are provided opportunities 

to connect with tenure-track or clinical-track expert faculty in the topics 

being examined and/or the methodology of the study in order to support the 

students towards structured, focused, and purposeful research practices. The 

membership of other university faculty such as Library Liaisons and The 

Writing Center demonstrate the meaningful levels of support that was 

integrated into the UCREATe model – as Near Peers (Lave & Wenger 1991). 

Near Peers, like Meghan and Jadelyn, are other UGRs who have previously 

and/or are currently experiencing the research process as undergraduate 

students, and provide a first-hand perspective on the process for their peers. 

Jadelyn explained her role as Near Peer in her Journal,  

 

... I also am very excited at the possibility of contributing to the 

profession of teaching as a whole ... I feel like I am a part of 

something much bigger than myself, and that my research could 

potentially impact the way future students learn and future teachers 

practice (JJ R5).  

 

The support of the Near Peers in the UCREATe model creates a 

sustainable vision for undergraduate research at the university, where 

developing UGRs are encouraging, sharing, and enacting the curiosity 

towards becoming a teacher. 

 

 

12   Discussion 
This study recognizes that narratives told by self, not others, is a powerful  
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tool for developing identity. However, summoning the gaze of critical others 

was an important dimension for learning, and ongoing shifts of change and 

redefinition. In alignment with Hamilton and Pinnegar (2015) and Macintyre 

(2001), coherence of our shifting identities was only achieved when the 

telling of our own narratives and our new experiences as researchers, was 

challenged by critical friends. This dissonances between the narratives and 

experiences in the research community enabled each participant to identify 

and grapple with the contradictions in our stories. This wrestling with self, 

resulted in a new framing or retelling of self and professional identity 

(Macintyre 2001; Hernandez et al. 2010).  

One powerful reframing for us all was the ways in which the two 

teacher candidates reconceptualized the role of teacher as inclusive of 

researcher. Prior to the study they both struggled to see any connection 

between their research selves and their teacher education courses or future 

roles and teachers. After the study they saw research as woven into the fabric 

of teaching. A parallel reframing occurred for teacher educators as well. 

 
 

13  In the end …  
In the end, involvement in undergraduate research has had a definite impact 

on all participants’ identities. It has expanded notions of what it means to be 

a teacher and what it means to be a teacher educator. Engagement in this 

work was supported and legitimized by our involvement with each other in 

a trusting, alternate community. Collective inquiry as safe, respectful spaces 

for both teacher educators and undergraduate candidates to co-construct 

researcher identities brought undergraduate communities out of the shadows 

to create a sustainable community of practice around research. The 

collaborative, cohesive nature informing research communities highlights 

the influence that joint research of teacher practice can have on developing 

legitimate generators of knowledge.  
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