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Creating a Free Space for Professional Development through 
Collaborative Self-Study
Nina Aakernes , Torill Hammeren Møllerhagen , Hanne Berg Olstad 
and Rosaline Schaug

Department of vocational teacher education, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
This article explores how collaborative self-study, initiated by 
experienced challenges and insecurity in new roles, contributes to 
the professional development of teacher educators. We document 
how four vocational teacher educators created a free space for self- 
development in a self-study process of dialogue and collective 
reflective inquiry. This study was initiated during the 2019/2020 
academic year as we facilitated a school-based mentor course for 
vocational high school teachers. We analyze personal reflective 
journals written during and after mentoring sessions, group meet-
ings, and throughout the process. Drawing on the self-study tradi-
tion within educational research, we examine the dilemmas, 
challenges, and opportunities this experience presented for our 
roles as teacher educators. The results indicate that investing time 
in group meetings established an atmosphere of mutual trust and 
developed the self-study group as a free space. Furthermore, we 
show the value of collaborative self-study as a tool for individual 
and collective self-understanding and professional development 
for teacher educators. Our experiences indicate that a self-study 
group must be self-selected to achieve an open and trusting pro-
cess. Furthermore, the study shows that creating free space in 
academia is possible but highlights a need for academia to recog-
nize free space and self-study as integral parts of the work culture.
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‘I am totally dreading this!’ (Hanne)

This introductory quote from Hanne’s journal reflects our shared experience of insecurity 
and doubt in our new professional roles as facilitators of a school-based mentoring 
course. These mutual feelings of uncertainty became the starting point for our self- 
generated self-study group. The ambiguity between confidence and uncertainty when 
teacher educators move away from the confidence of established practices can cause 
tension (Berry, 2007). We identified this tension as a contradiction between our self- 
images as experienced teacher educators and the frustration and insecurity we experi-
enced after taking on new facilitator roles.
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Our contradictory feelings were reinforced by our experience within the rigid working 
culture of academia. In our experience, academia offers limited space for showing 
insecurity and lack of control in changing situations.

This article documents a self-study process where we went from being a planning 
group, grappling to gain ownership of our new roles as facilitators, to developing a self- 
study group into a free space built on mutual trust. We examine how the self-study 
process allowed for both personal and professional awareness and growth by focusing on 
improving our practice in our new roles and gaining a better understanding of the teacher 
educator profession (LaBoskey, 2004; Zeichner, 2007). Furthermore, we investigate the 
possibility of establishing space for critical reflection over experienced tension in the 
teacher educator roles within an academic working culture. We address the following 
research question: How can teacher educators create a free space for professional devel-
opment through collaborative self-study?

Research Context

As learning is processed through experience (LaBoskey, 2004), our background and the 
study context are essential for understanding our actions, interactions, and professional 
development. Thus, we start with a short account of who we are and the study’s back-
ground and context which shaped our understanding and the choices made.

We are four vocational teacher educators with 4–11 years of experience in the depart-
ment of vocational teacher education at Oslo Metropolitan University in Norway, teaching 
vocational student teachers. The vocational teacher education program builds on stu-
dents’ vocational or professional qualifications and work experience. It prepares and 
qualifies the student teachers to teach in vocational education and training (VET) pro-
grams in high schools. In Norway, VET is part of the formal high school education system 
offering 10 VET -programs leading to 180 different trade or journeyman’s certificates. 
Approximately 50% of high school students undertake VET- programs, generally combin-
ing two-year school-based programs and a two-year apprenticeship.

Although our backgrounds in vocational education differ, we have all worked for many 
years as vocational teachers in high schools before becoming teacher educators. In 
addition, we have all acted as school-based practice teachers for vocational student 
teachers. Only two of us have experience working together as colleagues at the university.

Vocational teacher education in Norway is a collaboration between universities and 
high schools offering arenas for teaching practice. Student vocational teachers have a 
minimum of 60 days teaching practice in high schools. School-based practice teachers are 
experienced vocational teachers responsible for mentoring and assessing students in the 
teaching practicum. Our roles as teacher educators includes following up on students’ 
learning and progression in their teaching practice by collaborating with school-based 
practice teachers in high schools.

However, national and international studies have indicated a need for more coherence 
between education on campus and teaching practice (Canrinus et al., 2015; Hammerness 
& Klette, 2015; Hiim, 2017; Schaug & Herudsløkken, 2019; Zeichner, 2010). Thus, 
Norwegian teacher education has focused on enhancing coherence between the two 
learning arenas (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2017). In addition, it is 
recommended for school-based practice teachers to be certified mentors. However, 
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studies have revealed that schools lack practice teachers with mentoring competence, 
which affects the quality of students’ teaching practice (Helseth et al., 2019).

To improve coherence between teacher education and the practical arena, our depart-
ment collaborated with a practice school to educate their teachers in mentoring to obtain 
the recommended certification. The mentoring course took place in the 2019/2020 
academic year. The course had a new approach in that it was school based, creating a 
safer and more flexible learning environment for high school teachers. The four authors 
along with eight colleagues were group facilitators on the study course.

However, two aspects affected the start of the mentoring course and our roles in it. The 
first aspect was that late in the project process, project leaders were directed by the 
university body to use an existing curriculum rather than developing their own. The 
curriculum they were given did not cover the full intention of the mentoring course, 
nor was it a curriculum they or we were familiar with. The second aspect was that the start 
date of the mentoring course was brought forward due to some adjustments in the school 
schedules. This gave little time to discuss the curriculum or the facilitator roles in any 
detail as a group, resulting in us having no ownership of either of these aspects at the 
onset of the mentoring course.

With this background, Torill took the initiative to start a group to collaborate on the 
course content; therefore, the starting point for our collaboration was co-planning and co- 
reflection. We worked on gaining ownership of our individual and collective roles and the 
course curriculum, developing our own course content, and sharing and testing it in 
practice.

A feeling of isolation in the project and being the ‘only one’ who felt frustration and 
lack of competence created a certain insecurity in us as individuals, which further 
exacerbated our frustrations. However, through informal small talk, we discovered that 
we all were experiencing different degrees of insecurity, such as frustration, irritation, 
inadequacy, dread, lack of competence, and a lack of joy and expectation for the 
mentoring course.

Nevertheless, the situation was complex; although we felt insecure, we felt a strong 
loyalty to the mentoring project and wanted it to succeed. We agreed that we needed to 
find a way to embrace our new roles and learn from the process we were now involved in. 
This mutually perceived need was the common ground (Kitchen & Ciuffetelli Parker, 2009) 
on which we progressed from a planning group to a self-initiated self-study group. As 
such, our interactions, choices we made shaping our practice, and the understanding we 
developed during the research process (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009) in our self-study 
collaborative group occurred within this context.

Teacher Educators’ Professional Self-Understanding and Development

Teachers’ and teacher educators’ professional identities should be considered an ongoing 
process where the development of professional self-understanding is based on the 
relationship between the sense of self, the context, interactions with others, past and 
current experiences, and what is understood as essential in their work (Beijaard et al.,  
2004; Olsen & Buchanan, 2017).

Teachers’ professional self-understanding can be defined as their self-interpretation 
and understanding of themselves as a teacher (Kelchtermans, 2009). This is achieved 
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through a dynamic and continuous process where the teacher or teacher educator 
attempts to understand themselves as a teacher by making sense of their experiences 
because of interactions between them and changing contexts (Kelchtermans, 2009). 
Professional self-understanding consists of five elements: 1) self-image, 2) self-esteem, 
3) job motivation, 4) task perception, and 5) future perspective (Kelchtermans, 2009).

How the teacher educator thinks, defines, and identifies with the different roles over 
time will also affect their professional self-understanding. Although most teacher educa-
tors identify as teachers of teachers, the role is complex and multifaceted as it includes an 
autonomous research role, an expectation of expertise in the practical field, and mastery 
to undertake tasks and projects as determined by the university (Bouckaert & Kools, 2018; 
J. Loughran, 2014; Smith, 2011). Furthermore, the teacher educator’s role is often vaguely 
defined in terms of tasks and responsibilities, and lacks definition and clearly stated 
expectations (Berry, 2016; Smith, 2011).

Thus, teacher educators can experience a feeling of being thrown in at the deep end, 
being alone in the different roles, and being unsure of how to meet the expectations the 
university demands (J. Loughran, 2014). There are indications of teacher educators’ 
professional development being ignored and inefficient, leading to fragmentation 
where teacher educators lack collective aims and beliefs (Smith, 2010). A situation 
where universities just assume that those employed as teacher educators know what 
the role entails, and therefore are offered little support (Berry, 2008), can lead to stress, 
tension, and vulnerability.

Furthermore, teacher educators’ level of autonomy in their job can also lead to feelings 
of uncertainty, anxiety, and of not being good enough due to the unstated expectations 
from academia (J. Loughran, 2014). When teachers’ and teacher educators’ beliefs are 
questioned, or expectations differ from or contradict the teachers’ task perception, 
knowing which role and activities are necessary and meaningful to do a good job will 
profoundly affect their self-esteem, self-image, and, consequently, their job satisfaction 
(Kelchtermans, 2009). In turn, this can reduce the teachers’ and teacher educators’ con-
fidence in their abilities, leaving them vulnerable, isolated, self-reliant, and lonely.

Self-Study in Teacher Education

Through tensions, anxieties, and challenges encountered in demanding situations, tea-
chers and teacher educators can create meaning, growth, and greater self-understanding 
(Chang et al., 2016). Through engaging in self-study, teacher educators can intentionally 
and systematically inquire into their practice with a view to improving it (J. J. Loughran,  
2004; LaBoskey, 2004) and develop as critically reflective practitioners. Thus, self-study 
allows for further professional development and increases confidence to take on new 
professional tasks (Latta & Buck, 2007).

As self-study researchers, we understand educational theory as living, as it is based in 
practice (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009). Educational theory is in continual development, 
always evolving, as practice is always changing. Thus, self-study is not about finding a 
single truth (Zeichner, 2007) nor is it about exposing an unchanging reality or making 
claims about knowledge separated from the practitioner (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009). 
Conversely, ‘As practice grows and changes, our understanding grows and changes, and 
our theories grow and change’ (p. 4).

4 N. AAKERNES ET AL.



Self-study is not well-known in Norway nor within the field of vocational education. As 
researchers formerly involved in pedagogical action research projects (Carr & Kemmis,  
1986; Stenhouse, 1975), we feel familiar with the epistemology of self-study, focusing on 
the improvement of our practice through critical and systematical examination and using 
our experiences as foundations for research and knowledge development (Dinkelman,  
2003; LaBoskey, 2004; Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009).

As teacher educators, we claim authority over our own experiences as grounds for 
identifying questions of interest for research and knowledge development (Cochran- 
Smith & Lytle, 1993), highlighting perspectives and understanding the research setting 
from our practitioner/researcher point of view. Thus, this study had the potential to allow 
us to uncover, understand, and develop our practice (Berry, 2007; Pinnegar & Hamilton,  
2009). However, self-study research also implies a commitment to contribute to the 
improvement of teaching practice (Zeichner, 2007) by sharing our findings beyond our 
immediate context. Thus, our experiences should be made available for other teacher 
educators, such as through conference papers and journal articles (Kitchen & Ciuffetelli 
Parker, 2009).

Collaborative Self-Study

In self-study research, collaboration is essential (Bodone et al., 2004; Hamilton & Pinnegar,  
2013) and is ‘a defining characteristic of self-study’ (Kitchen & Ciuffetelli Parker, 2009, p. 
108). A review of collaborative self-study shows that collaboration can take different 
forms, and the nature of the collaboration influences the process and knowledge devel-
oped (Bodone et al., 2004). However, continuous learning and action as well as individual 
and collective development are central to all forms of collaboration.

Through a cyclic process of reflection, planning, and action, which supports critical 
reflection, collaborative self-study contributes to professional development (O’Dwyer 
et al., 2019). Continuous dialogue throughout the process allows for the development 
of openness and trust. Development of a group that feels safe and promotes critical 
inquiry requires a willingness from the participants to invest time to sustain the group 
(Kitchen & Ciuffetelli Parker, 2009). Therefore, it is important to emphasize that time 
investment is crucial in creating conditions necessary for collaborative self-study (East & 
Fitzgerald, 2006).

Furthermore, it is essential during a group process to spend time to get to know one 
another and talk beyond the task at hand (East & Fitzgerald, 2006). Not using time for such 
conversations prevents an authentic and energized group process from emerging. 
Moreover, if group members focus purely on the tasks and are nervous about not meeting 
deadlines or the results not being accepted by academia, this creates barriers to authentic 
group processes (East & Fitzgerald, 2006).

Self-study involves honesty, allowing individuals to be themselves and be comfortable 
with a sense of vulnerability (J. J. Loughran, 2004). Self-study includes vulnerability 
(Bullock & Bullock, 2020), as we make ourselves vulnerable by studying our own practice 
(Berry & Russell, 2016). Therefore, creating a safe, trusting space through collaborative 
self-study makes sharing and investigating vulnerabilities safer. Thus, by focusing on the 
group process, group members prepare the ground for the development of trusting 
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relationships and collaborative reflection, which leads to exploring the participants’ 
vulnerabilities (Diacopoulos et al., 2021).

The process of revisiting, reconsidering, and reframing the group members’ under-
standing in group meetings can contribute to a growing professional understanding 
(Freidus et al., 2005). Developing open-mindedness and the ability to see a problem in 
different ways are essential aspects of becoming a reflective practitioner (Schön, 1987,  
1995). Thus, collaborative self-study, where teacher educators invest time and build trust 
in one another, can support the participants’ growing self-understanding and profes-
sional development.

Collaborative processes of co-planning and co-reflection have the potential to foster 
professional development and change of practice (Martin & Dismuke, 2015). Willingness 
to invest in dialogue, open communication, and joint reflection lead to development of a 
collaborative space (Martin & Dismuke, 2015), supporting risk-taking and moving out of 
one’s comfort zone. Such collaborative space is similar to a Self-Study Community of 
Practice (SSCoP; Kitchen & Ciuffetelli Parker, 2009). While collaborative self-study can 
involve two or more persons, SSCoP is defined as ‘groups of at least four members 
committed to working together to study their teacher education practices’ (p. 108). 
Essential characteristics are that participation is voluntary and happens on common 
ground. Establishing a common ground for sharing dialogue requires a space in which 
community members’ voices are heard and valued (Kitchen & Ciuffetelli Parker, 2009). We 
find parallels between these scholars’ elaboration on the need for space and our under-
standing of the essential aspects of the concept of free space.

Free Space

Our understanding of free space is based on Kessels et al. (2011) and Critical Utopian 
Action Research (CUAR), which refers to a tradition within the Scandinavian action 
research milieu (Bladt & Nielsen, 2013; Tofteng & Husted, 2014). The philosophical 
approach to free space presented by Kessels et al. (2011) was derived from the Greek 
word ‘schole.’ Originally, ‘schole’ or school was a retreat where people could experience a 
form of personal development through dialogue and collective reflective inquiry into the 
meaning of their behaviors and values.

Kessels et al. (2011) indicate that organizations should create free space for employees 
by giving them time to retreat from their daily work to talk and reflect together on their 
work situations and challenges. They argue that dialogue is important and that reflection 
and critical analysis of our words and thoughts are best with others, especially good 
colleagues. Furthermore, participating in such conversations deepens the level of under-
standing and agreement. In addition, Kessels et al. (2011) state that misunderstandings 
and conflicts can be avoided when colleagues participate in reflection and dialogue in 
free space, making the most of personal contact, warmth, trust, and openness.

Free space is essential for organizations to develop and is the first and most 
important condition for change (Kessels et al., 2011). Organizational free space is full 
of anticipation, excitement, discovery, and reconciliation, and has the potential to 
create new thoughts, perspectives, and energy, and to erase stress and generate 
insights (Kessels et al., 2011). Moreover, Kessels et al. (2011) relate the concept of 
free space as the root of all mastery and consider virtue to be central to the Socratic 
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quest for meaning. Furthermore, they claim that regularly standing still and reflect-
ing on what we do will improve the quality of our lives within and outside 
organizations.

Their interpretation of free space is similar to the concept as it is used in CUAR. This 
tradition emphasizes the need for free time and space and suggests that a structure must 
be built to create a democratic atmosphere of acceptance for critical input, outside 
management’s wishes and control (Nielsen & Nielsen, 2006).

Furthermore, the CUAR tradition sees free space as the creation of arenas in everyday 
life where people experience an atmosphere of trust and recognition, allowing for 
independence from social control and power structures (Schwenke et al., 2021). Bladt 
and Nielsen (2013) investigated creating a free space for inmates in jail in Denmark and 
noted that free space can be used to recognize human worth despite negative cultures 
and logic. Other studies have examined the creation of free space within schools and 
working life (Schwenke et al., 2021; Tofteng & Husted, 2014).

The underlying values for free space seem to be contradictory to the individual- 
oriented, competitive, and measurement-driven work culture of academia. As teacher 
educators, we face limited time, resources, and expectations to effectively fulfill work 
commitments, often individually. As we find similarities between the concept of free space 
and how collaborative self-study can be used in professional development for teacher 
educators, we wanted to explore the possibility of using the methodology in creating a 
free space within our organization.

Methodology and Methods

Self-study is an approach to studying professional practice settings. It is self-initiated, 
focused, improvement-aimed, and interactive (LaBoskey, 2004). Personal experiences and 
reflections are acknowledged as important because they relate to social and cultural 
contexts. We accept teacher knowledge as situated; however, critical reflection can 
provide useful knowledge for the community of teacher educators (LaBoskey, 2004).

As self-study researchers, we have used ‘whatever methods that will provide the 
needed evidence and context for understanding their practice’ (Pinnegar & Hamilton,  
2009, p. 99). Thus, to ensure our data would give us insight into our personal feelings, 
values, and experiences, and allow us to explore the rationale behind them, we chose 
reflective journals as our primary data source. We wrote our journals between October 
2019 and April 2021 during and after mentoring sessions with practice teachers and self- 
study group meetings as well as throughout the process. During the coding process, we 
added individual narratives of the process in retrospect.

The dialogue and writing process of our journals developed into a cyclic individual and 
collective reflection process and social construction of knowledge regarding possibilities 
of and barriers to professional development for teacher educators. Our written journals 
were the basis for dialogue in meetings, through which we gradually developed new 
awareness and understanding of our values and beliefs as teacher educators. This new 
understanding led to new entries in our journals, which again became the basis for new 
dialogue in our meetings. Our reflective process continued during the collaborative data 
analysis.
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Collaborative Data Analysis and Development of Themes

To enhance the reliability of the analysis, we shared and discussed the data 
(Goodnough et al., 2020) and worked together during all steps of the data analysis. 
Due to the iterative process of the dialogue and journal writing, it was difficult to 
separate the data analysis from the process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The coding 
process started in March 2021, and the initial step was a collective reading of each 
individual journal as a holistic dataset during our group meetings. From this 
reading and discussion, we started to develop new insights and derived the first 
codes, such as dread, group trust, and professional confidence. Next, we coded each 
journal employing open coding (Gibbs, 2018), deriving new descriptive codes from 
the ‘bottom up’ directly from the data (LeCompte & Schensul, 2012).

We continued working together in coding the material in several coding cycles 
(Saldaña, 2016), which were grouped into preliminary categories. For instance, codes 
such as dread, frustration, and feeling unprepared were grouped within the category of 
experienced insecurity. Through the coding process, we experienced a deeper under-
standing of our feelings of vulnerability during the mentoring course and how we 
developed the self-study group as a free space, which contributed to our increased 
security and professional development.

At this stage, we wrote new individual narratives of the process in retrospect, 
including our reflections and new understandings gained through our dialogue. The 
writing process and sharing of the narratives in the group provided deeper insights 
into our experiences during the mentoring study course and our group process. We 
continued to revisit the codes and categories to make our story and research 
findings available to the research community. Thus, coding became an iterative, 
cyclic process.

Finally, we constructed three main categories that shed light on how we developed our 
self-study group into a free space for professional development: (1) the common ground – 
frustration and questioning professional self-image, (2) investing time and creating trust 
in a free space, and (3) individual and collective professional development.

Trustworthiness in Self-Study Research

We consider the quality of self-study research as closely connected to the study’s trust-
worthiness. We lean on Mishler’s (1990) criterion for trustworthiness as the degree to 
which others can rely on a study’s concepts, methods, and inference as the basis for 
theorizing and empirical research. Establishing trustworthiness involves thorough docu-
mentation and transparency in reporting (Goodnough et al., 2020). For the work to be 
significant to other teacher educators and accessible for critical review and evaluation, we 
endeavored to collect and thoroughly analyze concrete examples of actual practice and 
meaningfully present the research findings (LaBoskey, 2004). However, the final judgment 
of the trustworthiness and value of the research occurs when the reader determines 
whether it ‘resonates with the reader and provides insight that has the potential to 
improve or enlighten practitioners’ (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009, p. 50) and whether we 
as authors have exhibited transparency and integrity in the research account.
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Results

Our group progressed from co-planning to self-study. Therefore, we present and examine 
the circumstances and the aspects essential for this progression in light of our research 
question ‘How can teacher educators create a free space for professional development 
through collaborative self-study.’ The results are presented under the following three 
categories: The common ground: Frustration and questioning Professional Self-image; 
Creating a free space built on trust; Individual and collective professional development.

The Common Ground: frustration and Questioning Professional Self-Image

“I don’t know enough about teaching mentoring skills, why am I involved in this?” (Nina)

In the beginning, we felt alone in our new roles. Hanne wrote: ‘I experience that feeling 
alone creates insecurity in how to manage my tasks.’ Furthermore, we found it difficult to 
admit our insecurity and frustration. When Nina first talked about her feelings of dread 
and lack of competence, we felt relief because we realized that others had similar 
experiences. Torill stated, ‘During our meeting, I realized it is not only about me.’ We 
also experienced being met with understanding when we started to talk about our 
feelings. Rosaline reflected on the importance of mutual understanding and sharing 
common feelings: ‘Maybe it is easier to explore insecurity when we realize others have 
the same feelings.’

Subsequently, we felt safe in admitting our negative emotions, as Torill did: ‘I feel 
uncomfortable, too much uncertainty, and so stressed.’ Thus, we gradually developed an 
understanding of our common ground through dialogue (Kitchen & Ciuffetelli Parker,  
2009), not solely for preparing for the mentoring course but also including shared feelings 
of frustration, irritation, insecurity, inadequacy, dread, and lack of competence in our new 
roles. Nina wrote: ‘I think the group’s startup was about experiencing the same uncer-
tainty, discomfort, and insecurity about participating in something we did not have 
ownership of.’

Through our conversations, we realized that the unexpected coming-together of us 
four colleagues gave us a unique opportunity to learn more about ourselves as profes-
sional practitioners and teacher educators, but also as people and colleagues for one 
another. In one of our first meetings, Nina presented self-study as an approach to gain a 
deeper understanding of our self-image, professional identity, and development. We 
agreed that self-study could offer us an opportunity to create a space in which we 
could share struggles, challenges, and develop an understanding of our new roles as 
facilitators, through collective and critical inquiry into our underlying professional values. 
Thus, the decision was taken to write reflective journals and meet regularly. As our 
meetings developed, we used our journal entries as starting points for our dialogues.

A prerequisite for me to feel safe in the role of facilitator in this project is that I understand 
what is going to happen, that I do not sit there and do not remember how to carry out the 
mentoring activities (Hanne).

This entry is highly representative of the first entries in our journals. Gradually, when we 
engaged in a reflective dialogue around the underlying emotions behind such entries, we 
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developed a shared understanding that our feelings of insecurity, vulnerability, and lack 
of control within the context of the mentoring course were due to our roles and expertise 
as teacher educators being challenged and threatened.

I am insecure, and at the same time, I think I have a lot of experience leading similar 
processes. But still, I am struggling with a bit of bad feelings. I am uncertain because I 
don’t know what we or I should do (Rosaline).

We felt tension moving out of our comfort zone as experienced teacher educators to 
being novices in the new facilitator roles, which we perceived as difficult. We found it 
uncomfortable and stressful to be facilitators without a solid foundation. Rosaline stated, 
‘This is fundamentally about my self-image, about how I look at myself and how I want 
others to see me. I do not like to appear unprofessional.’

Our free space allowed us to discover that our feelings of insecurity and lack of control 
were fundamentally threatening our professional self-image as teacher educators and 
that we needed control over changing situations.

Creating a Free Space Built on Trust

The group has been our sanctuary; we have been able to say what we feel and mean. I feel 
that we have shown understanding for each other. We have been a reflective community 
where we can learn from each other and gain recognition. It is being allowed to talk about 
one’s own insecurities. (Torill)

As Torill indicates, we experienced our self-study group as a free space and a sanctuary 
where we could be open, reflect on, and learn from each other’s feelings, insecurities, 
values, and challenges and recognize each other. The development of mutual trust was 
crucial for our experience of the group as a free space, which was safe and promoted 
critical inquiry. Nina explained the development of group trust as follows:

I feel that we acknowledged each other’s experiences of insecurity, that we didn’t just sweep 
them away with phrases such as “you will sort it out, you are so capable.” I experienced that 
we were colleagues who spent time and energy listening to each other, understanding how 
we experienced demanding situations. This meant that we developed trust in each other.

As we experienced feelings of being acknowledged and were met with trust and care, we 
began to see our group meetings as a free space where we were taken seriously when 
showing our vulnerability. For example, Hanne wrote: ‘We have been met with under-
standing and have therefore dared to be open. We have exposed our vulnerabilities 
without being branded as stupid.’

Besides our experience of being taken seriously, humility seemed to be an important 
aspect for building group trust. Rosaline reflected on humility in this way:

I think it is about recognition, but also humility. Humble people are often situationally aware; 
they listen and put others first. A humble person believes she can always learn from the 
experience of others. Humble people acknowledge that they do not know everything and see 
support as an opportunity to learn and not as a sign of weakness.

We have been humble in that we have dared to be open, acknowledging that we do not 
know everything and seeking support in one another.
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Another essential aspect of building group trust was our willingness to invest time and 
energy in listening to each other. The development of the self-study group was a time- 
consuming process; however, we saw the need and were willing to invest time during a 
busy working day. Taking the time to get to know one another and talk beyond the task at 
hand was important to develop mutual trust. We shared personal details regarding our 
families and work conditions. These conversations and time for small talk were funda-
mental in creating a free space built on trust and recognition. Torill explained it like this: 
‘We have invested time in each other, and the use of humor has also helped to create a 
good, relaxed atmosphere in the group, which has also contributed to openness and the 
development of security.’

An example of the use of humor is how Rosaline told the same story about going 
around in the revolving doors repeatedly in our meetings. At first it was connected to 
experiencing dread over the situation, however, afterwards, during the process of telling 
and retelling, it became a source of laughter and relief.

I arranged to meet Nina outside so we could travel together to the school for the first mentoring 
session. I saw her waiting outside as I entered the revolving exit door on the ground floor but as 
the door revolved around, I couldn’t find the exit. I just went around and around again. Nina 
looked at me in surprise, and eventually, I found the gap and escaped the revolving door to the 
outside. “I couldn’t find my way outside; it must be because I am more anxious about this 
mentoring course than I realize,” I said to Nina. Nina replied quietly “I am too.”

However, we also experienced contradictory feelings regarding repeating the same 
situations and feelings in our group meetings. Investing time in our group meetings 
could sometimes be experienced as not effectively fulfilling our academic work commit-
ments within the allotted time. Hanne wrote: ‘After today’s meeting, I experience that we 
are going in circles. We talked about the same as last time. For me, it’s important that we 
now move on with the analysis and figure out what such a process might bring.’

Nevertheless, in retrospect, we understood that retelling the same stories, putting new 
words to our experiences, and seeing the situation through another’s eyes made it safe to 
explore our feelings of vulnerability and examine why these feelings were threatening to 
our professional self-image as teacher educators. Torill wrote: ‘I think it’s about that our 
experiences resonated, that we recognized ourselves in what the others described.’ In our 
conversations, we have experienced the others listening, wondering, supporting, and 
willing to learn from each other. Thus, we experienced that revisiting, reconsidering, and 
reframing our understanding in group meetings contributed to growing professional 
insight and understanding.

Individual and Collective Professional Development

Something really happens when we talk together. Not only do we support each other, but 
there is possibly some sort of recognition of ourselves and me. My thoughts go back to the 
safety and recognition in the group and how my self-image has developed in relation to the 
other three. (Rosaline)

Our experience with our free space was that it offered us an opportunity for professional 
development through a profound experience of shared responsibility for our common 
good as individuals and our organization in the pursuit of mastering our new mentoring 
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roles. Rosaline wrote: ‘On my way from work today, I reflected on my development. It is 
different to meet up at the mentoring course now than the first time.’ We experienced 
that it was easier to develop ownership of the course curriculum as a group, which is 
shown through the following journal entry from Nina: ‘Things have begun to resolve, 
perhaps it is the feeling of not being alone in not understanding, but also sharing.’

An essential aspect of our development was creating a free space that allowed us to 
get in touch with our professional selves and gain a new understanding of our profes-
sional roles in challenging situations. Our free space made it safe for us to be honest, and 
to admit, acknowledge, and accept that our new roles created tension between our 
experienced uncertainty and our expected professional confidence. Through our dialo-
gue, we developed an understanding of how our insecurity was contractionary to our self- 
image as professional teacher educators. As professional teacher educators, we share a 
demand for control of changing situations.

The group process made it possible and safe to get to know other aspects of our 
professional selves, such as vulnerability and frustration. We found it acceptable to be 
insecure and to seek support, and admit feelings of loneliness, stress, tension, and 
vulnerability, and in doing so, we created an opportunity for personal growth and 
professional self-understanding and development. Our openness and recognition of our 
own and each other’s insecurities have been a vessel for our individual and collective 
professional understanding and development in our new roles as facilitators.

As the group process developed, we observed that our personal feelings, values, 
assumptions, and experiences were unique but also interconnected and influenced by 
the culture and interactions within the group. The interconnection became apparent 
during the analysis of our journals. We assimilated each other’s terms and phrases and 
found it difficult to recognize which of us had said what. This seemed to indicate that our 
collective professional development affected our self-understanding and individual 
development. Thus, there was a connection between our collaboration, our actions as 
facilitators, and the developed individual and collective knowledge.

Our experiences of feeling insecure and recognizing insecurity might help us facilitate 
more insecurity-welcome learning environments for our students. The self-perceived 
insecurity we experienced in our new roles can help us identify the insecurities our 
student teachers may feel during their teaching practice. Our experiences and reflections 
over our own and others’ insecurity can make it easier to listen to our students and 
acknowledge and recognize their voiced insecurities in the future. We see the value and 
importance of encouraging self-study and creating free space for our student teachers, 
where they can support and learn from one another in a safe environment and where 
they, as people, are recognized and accepted. Thus, we can facilitate the creation of safe 
environments where students can investigate the reasons behind their insecurities and 
gain deeper professional insight.

Our process in our free space offered us satisfaction and the joy of mutual under-
standing, positive rapport, and of working and cooperating as a team where we as 
individuals experienced acceptance and recognition. As Rosaline wrote: ‘Actually, now 
I’m looking forward to meeting Hanne, Torill, and Nina at the mentoring course tomor-
row!’ We developed a shared feeling of purpose, community, and recognition and 
appreciation of our values as professional colleagues and people. Nina wrote: ‘I really 
enjoyed working on the conference abstract together. I think the writing makes it clearer 
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what we are doing.’ These entries show how stress and frustrations were gradually 
replaced by harmony and joy. Harmony and joy could be a product of autonomous 
professional self-development achieved through our self-study process, and our collective 
development made it easier to move outside our comfort zone.

Discussion and Implications

This article has explored the research question: ‘How can teacher educators create a free 
space for professional development through collaborative self-study?’ Our process shows 
that an essential aspect of our group process was creating an environment built on 
mutual trust. The group climate made it safe for us to admit our own and acknowledge 
one another’s vulnerability. Our process allowed us to be open and use collective and 
critical inquiry to share, explore, and understand (Diacopoulos et al., 2021) why our 
feelings of insecurity, vulnerability, and lack of control in a specific context were threaten-
ing to our professional self-image as teacher educators and to our underlying professional 
values. Thus, we developed our working group on curriculum activities into a free space 
(Kessels et al., 2011), which led to authentic professional growth (Dinkelman, 2003).

However, academia can be an environment where there is little room for showing 
vulnerability, voicing your insecurities, and indicating that you cannot master ‘everything.’ 
Working alone in academia is expected; however, this can often lead to weaker personal 
development. Academia assumes that one can effortlessly take on new roles and situa-
tions. According to Bodone et al. (2004, p. 748), this ‘bureaucratic, competitive and 
measurement-driven world of teacher education can be an inclement environment for 
the study and renewal by educators of their own practice.’ Investing time in our group 
meetings contradicted our experience in academia, where our teaching and research 
commitments are narrowed down to specified hours for each of our work tasks. As 
resources are often limited, time is of the essence, and there are expectations to effec-
tively fulfill work commitments within the allotted time.

Contrary to our experience in academia, where stopping to reflect on insecurity, 
vulnerability, and lack of control receives little attention, our group process supported 
critical reflection (O’Dwyer et al., 2019) and allowed for a better understanding of our 
insecurities and feelings of lack of control. Self-study group meetings using the time to 
revisit and reflect on the same episodes to gain a deeper understanding of one’s owns 
feelings and reactions is not how resources are used in academia and can be seen as a 
form of resistance to the current academic working culture (Nielsen & Nielsen, 2006; 
Schwenke et al., 2021).

However, this study demonstrated that creating free space in academia is possible. 
Moreover, there is potential for individual and collective development and organizational 
change beyond usual academic settings. As indicated by Kessels et al. (2011), time in free 
space to reflect and listen to one another is an essential condition for change in 
organizations.

Our successful collaboration was likely due to establishing our group and creating a 
free space based on our own initiative as Kitchen and Ciuffetelli Parker (2009) and 
LaBoskey (2004) suggest. We questioned the extent to which the process in our group 
was dependent on the four of us finding each other. If we were organized into groups by 
the leaders of the mentoring project, the results would have likely differed. Our 
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experiences seem to indicate that the group must be self-selected (LaBoskey, 2004) to 
achieve an open and trusting process. However, colleagues and project leaders can learn 
from our process. Project leaders should not take for granted that everyone masters 
everything and allow time and space for conversation and reflection to create an atmo-
sphere where people feel safe.

This study revealed a need for academia to rethink its organizational approach and 
recognize free space and self-study as integral parts of the work culture. To allow self- 
establishment of such groups, organizations must invest adequate resources to help 
people develop professionally. Two principles could guide such work: Development of a 
collaborative working culture in projects and collective accountability.

Choosing a self-study research approach indicates our values (Pinnegar & Hamilton,  
2009), that other people and their experience and knowledge are valuable for themselves 
and others that can learn from them (Zeichner, 2007). We would go so far as to say that 
this is ‘life enhancing,’ as it shows that we are valuable for what we are and what we think 
and feel as people as well as professional teacher educators.
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