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In recent decades, various initiatives have been established to support the professional development of teachers and their school context. In some cases, they provide teachers the opportunity to combine their profession with doctoral studies. This paper explores factors that support teacher research as part of school practice and academia. It takes the perspective of teachers as a starting point and examines their experiences through the lens of the learning potential of boundaries. A review of empirical studies was conducted from various international educational contexts through an integrative literature review. The selected empirical studies (n = 13) contributed to a better understanding of the complexity of this undertaking, and three themes were generated as main factors: (1) a stimulating school culture; (2) engaging with the academic community; (3) and aligning the research design with the practitioners’ needs.
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1 Introduction

It has long been acknowledged that for teachers, conducting research contributes to professional development (Vulliamy and Webb, 1992; Jablonski, 2001; Leuverink and Aarts, 2018). In recent decades, various individual or collaborative initiatives have been established to support professional development of teachers and their school context (Sjölund et al., 2022; Zeichner, 2003). These initiatives primarily relied on a university-school partnership (Arhar et al., 2013; Aydin et al., 2018). One of the ways the dialog between a university and a school can take shape is through doctoral programs for teachers (Burgess et al., 2006; Wildy et al., 2015).

Initiatives that provide teachers with the opportunity to conduct doctoral studies go by a variety of names. Internationally, they are mostly referred to as professional doctorates (Scott et al., 2004; Wadham and Parkin, 2017). In higher education, these programs are gaining influence and becoming common qualifications for both pre-service and in-service professionals (Wildy et al., 2015). They are considered more relevant to contemporary society compared to traditional PhDs, which tend to focus more on developing professional researchers and contributing to knowledge production (Bourner et al., 2001; Jones, 2018).

More specifically, for the field of education, the degree of educational doctorate (EdD) was set up in the light of continuing professional development purposes for professionals who wish to be involved in additional doctoral studies (Burgess et al., 2006). As a professional practice degree, the EdD mostly requires that its participants possess prior professional experience, ensuring that the research is grounded in practical and real-world contexts. These participants are not limited to teachers; they often include school leaders, administrators, school social workers or psychologists, and educational researchers. Moreover, while the doctoral study can be considered a part-time position not all participants receive a financial compensation. In some cases, participants even continue to work full-time along their doctoral studies. Consequently, the implementation and participant experience of EdD programs vary significantly across higher education institutions worldwide.

In the United States, where the EdD has long been established, these programs have also faced considerable criticism (Levine, 2005; Shulman et al., 2006). According to Shulman et al. (2006), for example, the research skills learned during the program were not sufficiently aligned with the practice context and mostly failed to meet the needs of the targeted population. This criticism prompted a comprehensive redesign, culminating in the establishment of the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED) in 2007, which aimed to transform the EdD programs by better aligning them with the needs of practitioners. Although the EdD and the PhD have different purposes, the operational distinction between both programs in higher education is often very limited (Foster et al., 2023).

In the present, the success of EdD programs can differ according to the context, and it appears these programs seem to be predominantly anchored in the Anglo-world. Nevertheless, even in international terms, it remains mostly unclear what support these teachers need during their challenging dual situation (Lindsay et al., 2018). In this respect, Armsby et al. (2018) found that professional doctorate courses are usually designed by universities while the input of relevant stakeholders from the practitioner’s side is lacking. Moreover, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009, p. 112) point to the fact that practitioner research is not commonly integrated into the content of the courses taught at universities in teacher or doctoral education, as it “disrupts university culture by challenging the existence of a knowledge base for practice that has been constructed almost entirely by university-based researchers.”

In general, there seems little guidance for universities in the peer-reviewed literature to support this diverse group of educational professionals doing doctoral studies. However, it can be assumed that, particularly for teachers in this group, the challenge of combining school-based and university-based contexts is substantial at an individual level. In some cases, for example, the teachers are also expected to perform other tasks at the university, such as assisting in teacher training. These situations raise issues of practicality and methodology considering the alignment of both activities.

The main purpose of this paper is to offer an overview of factors conducive for teachers active in primary or secondary education while doing doctoral studies. It aims to map relevant research findings through an integrative literature review. The literature review will contribute to a better alignment of school-based and university-based contexts and their institutionalized traditions and practices.



2 Theoretical background

A considerable body of literature reports on or advocates for collaborations between schools and academic institutions (Lewis, 2013; Sjölund et al., 2022). Many of these collaborations are set up in light of initial teacher education, where field schools serve as training grounds for pre-service teachers to engage in authentic learning activities under the guidance of experienced teachers. However, in these partnerships, pre-service teachers seem to face a variety of cultural differences, such as contrasting expectations or demands, between the university-based program and practice in the field schools (Labaree, 2003; Smedley, 2001; Wang et al., 2022; White et al., 2022). Moreover, Beauchamp and Thomas (2011) investigated the difficulties of new teachers entering the profession after their initial teacher training and emphasized the importance of providing sufficient support during the transition. It can be assumed that in-service teachers that take on a role in both a university and a school simultaneously as part of doctoral programs encounter similar discontinuities. Nevertheless, publications by these teachers mainly focus on the results of their research. Arguably, less attention in the research output is being paid to the organizational and methodological aspects of combining two contexts. Reports where these teachers are a subject of study themselves are limited and mostly tend to focus on the motivational factors of the undertaking (Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al., 2017). To a lesser extent, literature has emerged in recent years that involves studies that serve an introspective aim of teachers during their doctoral research (Russo, 2020; Savva and Nygaard, 2021; Smith, 2022).

These studies on in-service teachers conducting doctoral research account of two units of work that hold different kinds of engagements. In schools, for example, teachers are expected to develop and provide a series of lessons during the semester while also investing time in extracurricular activities or supervising the playground. Although a considerable body of more general research (Darling-Hammond, 2017; Labone and Long, 2016; White, 2021) points to the need for supportive conditions to allow teacher research, schools seem to lack such a stimulating culture. In academia, by contrast, it can be argued that the faculty staff is responsible for conducting research as its main focus, while education is assigned a less important role (Juhl and Buch, 2019). For this reason, one of the main challenges seems to be the dual context of the teacher-researchers. While schools mostly lack a tradition of research, universities, on the other hand, excel in scholarly and innovative work. Although both contexts can be understood as highly demanding, they differ significantly (Labaree, 2003; Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 2009).

Teachers doing doctoral studies continuously need to go back and forth between schools and university settings. In doing so, they may encounter or experience various difficulties. For example, in her reflective account, Smith (2022) described the challenging situation of pursuing an EdD and indicated that embracing a suitable methodological approach is beneficial to succeed. Overcoming differences between both contexts (school and academia) may contribute to the professional development of educators during doctoral research (Burton, 2020; Jablonski, 2001) and is also believed to help to bridge the research-practice divide (Levin, 2013). In this regard, organizations or individuals positioned between research and practice are often labeled as knowledge mobilizers, research brokers, or boundary spanners (Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Malin and Brown, 2020). Although what actually happens in the space between research and practice remains generally vague in the literature, it is proposed that such organizations or individuals should have a deep contextual understanding of both research and practice (Rycroft-Smith, 2022). Considering primary or secondary school teachers doing doctoral studies, little is known about how they organize their different activities and which strategies they use to achieve their goals. How this dual situation at the individual level should take shape and which factors prove to be conducive remains mostly unclear or, at least, is not presented in an integrative way.

This paper explores active primary and secondary teachers conducting doctoral research in terms of boundaries between school-based and university-based contexts. In doing so, it draws on the influential literature review of Akkerman and Bakker (2011, p. 133) in the field of educational theory that defines a boundary in learning situations as “a sociocultural difference leading to discontinuity in action or interaction.” This delineation of the boundary concept is grounded in dynamism in a way that the potential of overcoming such a boundary in social and cultural practices is stressed. Moreover, Akkerman and Bakker (2011, p. 153) propose to shift the focus from the systemic differences across contexts to “a micro-perspective, describing who experiences a particular discontinuity in which interactions or actions. In this way, it becomes possible to study how sociocultural differences play out in and are being shaped by knowledge processes, personal and professional relations, and mediations, but also in feelings of belonging and identities.” Therefore, this paper takes the perspective of active teachers during doctoral studies as a starting point and examines their experiences through the lens of the learning potential of boundaries.

Scholars often conceptualized the dichotomy between two contexts in terms of boundaries. However, based on a literature review, Akkerman and Bakker (2011) emphasize that, in these studies, boundary as a term is not always well defined. For them, boundaries are more than just barriers, but offer the potential for learning as well. Considering the scope of this paper, these boundaries can be experienced by teachers, active in more than one context sharing the same institutionalized practices or traditions. In this respect, there has been an increase in research attention during recent years on ways to overcome such boundaries across contexts. Wang et al. (2022), for example, investigated the learning of a pre-service teacher, mainly focusing on the experiences she encountered going back and forth between the authentic learning activities at the field school and the teacher education program at the university. Their findings indicated that the recursive movement across these boundaries supported the professional growth of the pre-service teacher by fostering meaningful connections between the knowledge and experiences gained in both settings. However, they argued that sufficient communication between the field school and the university is crucial for this process to be successful.

According to Akkerman and Bakker (2011), the concepts of “boundary crossing” and “boundary objects” are mostly employed in grasping the learning potential of such sociocultural differences. In general terms, boundary crossing originates from studies focused on learning at the workplace and indicates the attempt of professionals when establishing bridges between work contexts (Suchman, 1994; Engestrom et al., 1995). Bakker and Akkerman (2013, p. 225) describe boundary crossing as “the efforts by individuals or groups at boundaries to establish or restore continuity in action or interaction across practices.” The concept of boundary objects draws on the conceptualization of Star and Griesemer (1989) and refers to resources that facilitate the connection between two, often related, sociocultural practices. For instance, Anagnostopoulos et al. (2007) employed the concept to bridge university teacher training and the actual teaching in classroom practice drawing on the creation of educational tools that can be used in both contexts, such as a subject-specific rubric. Although the literature on how this can be done in practical terms remains scarce, theoretically, both concepts (boundary crossing and boundary objects) seem to play a crucial role in narrowing the divide between a university-based context engaged in research and a school-based context focused on professional practice.



3 Research question and aim

Taking the background context in mind and informed by the theoretical framework, the following research question was formulated:

Which factors support teachers as educational professionals doing doctoral studies?

As the literature review presented in this paper is exploratory, it does not seek to build an all-encompassing model to overcome the complexity of the challenges ahead. Rather the main aim lies in setting up an evidence-informed practice for teachers involved. Considering this specific teacher’s point of view, the conclusions in this paper will mainly focus on strategies for facilitating the professional development of teachers. The findings of this study may also contribute to the growing international body of literature concerned with the learning of a diverse group of educational professionals doing doctoral studies.



4 Materials and methods

Based on the distinction of Snyder (2019) and the purposes of Torraco (2016a), the integrative literature review was chosen as the most appropriate strategy. The main reason for this is to be found in the outcome. Integrative literature reviews draw on empirical findings collected from (a selection of) qualitative studies and, therefore, provide a deep and rich understanding of an emerging topic (Elsbach and van Knippenberg, 2020). Considering the aim of this paper, the experiences of the teachers doing doctoral studies will form an empirical basis. More than a synthesis, the outcome must provide a new and informed perspective on the initial research problem. Therefore, it should transcend a rather descriptive nature. The integrative literature review allows new perspectives to be developed (Torraco, 2016b). Nevertheless, this requires a thorough theoretical insight of the researcher and, subsequently, a transparent and rigorous research methodology (Snyder, 2019). To protect against the potential bias that can occur, a systematic data analysis is needed.

This literature review follows the research methodology described by Whittemore and Knafl (2005). Their method distinguishes five key stages: (1) identifying the problem, (2) searching the literature, (3) evaluating the data, (4) analysing the data, and (5) presenting the data. While the first stage has been outlined in the introduction, the following three stages are included in the method section. The last stage is, given its importance, elaborated in a separate results section. However, regarding this presentation stage, Torraco (2016b) differentiates between analysing and synthetizing data. The former, on the one hand, is used to critically dismantle and evaluate the various aspects of a particular topic. The latter, on the other hand, is needed in order to construct new perspectives. Therefore, considering the purpose of this paper, the data analysis will be followed by a synthesis as part of the concluding discussion.


4.1 Search methods

The search was performed in two electronic databases: Web of Science (WOS) and Scopus. The databases are multidisciplinary and easily accessible in performing a structured search. Although Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) has the advantage of being a discipline-specific database, it was left out due to its limited advanced search options. Google Scholar was excluded due to its wide coverage in combination with its inherent limitations regarding the filter options. It does not, for example, allow filtering on a specific discipline, such as education.

To address the ambiguity between the EdD and the PhD in higher education, a broad search should be favored in order to manually select on relevancy of the programs in light of the research question. Moreover, this paper adopts the perspective of teachers that remain active in their school practice during doctoral studies. Therefore, the integration of their research findings, along with the interplay between their practical experiences and research outcomes, is crucial. Accordingly, the search should specifically focus on teachers who characterize their work as teacher research. Consequently, the two databases were inquired using the keywords “teacher research*” AND “PhD” OR “EdD” OR “doctoral degree” OR “postgraduate studies” OR “professional doctorate.” The actual search was conducted on September 15, 2022.



4.2 Screening criteria

The inquiry in Scopus searched within article titles, abstracts, and keywords, while the WoS search focused solely on abstracts. Moreover, the latter was limited to the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) and filtered on the category “Education Educational Research.” Subsequently, the scope needed to be further narrowed. Therefore, for reasons of academic validity, the review was limited to peer-reviewed articles only. Moreover, as it concerns a relatively young and emerging research topic, only articles published during the last decade (2012–2022) were taken into account. Finally, the language filter was set to English and Dutch. The search query identified a total of 245 papers, of which 225 were in WoS and 20 in Scopus. In this initial sample, 6 duplicate records were removed, leaving a list of 239 papers.

In the next step, due to the specificity of the topic, the abstracts of the 239 papers were screened manually. To be included, they needed to provide a clear description of the participants’ dual role as both part-time teachers in a school setting and doctoral researchers at a university. When in doubt (e.g., ambiguous descriptions), the article was included for the next stage of full-text assessment. Only articles where teacher researchers acted as participants in empirical studies were included. The screening focused on results in the context of primary and secondary education. Empirical findings of teaching activities in higher education (e.g., university) in combination with a PhD program were left out. Based on the results of Pratt et al. (2015), it can be assumed that, in these cases, research and teaching contexts seemed too close together to be assessed as relevant in light of the research question. The manual selection process did not filter on the level of teaching subjects or research topics, as the research question is focused on challenging aspects of combining two contexts. The concepts of “boundary crossing” and “boundary objects” were not used as inclusion criteria. This stage of the screening process excluded 199 records.

Finally, the full text of the remaining 40 articles was closely read. This resulted in the exclusion of 27 records. In 18 cases, the reason was to be found in the focus of the study (e.g., participating teachers were not involved in doctoral studies during their research). Nine cases were rejected as they were not empirical studies. Figure 1 provides a flowchart of the review process.
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FIGURE 1
 Flowchart of the literature review process.




4.3 Data evaluation

After examining all full texts, a set of articles (n = 13) was identified to start the evaluation stage. Almost all selected articles (n = 11) were based on a qualitative research design. Two studies relied on a mixed methods approach. To investigate the quality, the set of articles was subjected to a critical appraisal using the tool, in its totality, from the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2018). Although the tool consists of 10 evaluative questions that assess the strengths and limitations of articles following a qualitative paradigm, it does not rely on a scoring system. While these fixed response options have limitations, the tool’s structured approach can be of value to facilitate the critical appraisal process and distinguish relative research quality (Long et al., 2020). However, as all the articles have an empirical base and have been subjected to the academic process of peer review, the main aim of this critical appraisal is not to exclude certain studies based on a score, but to examine and organize which sections can be prioritized or need to weigh less during the analysis stage. Moreover, none of the selected studies contained significant inconsistencies and, therefore, offered a (small) body of relevant evidence. Table 1 provides an overview of the characteristics of each article.



TABLE 1 Overview of the set of articles (n = 13) included for analysis.
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4.4 Data analysis

The analysis was informed by the guidelines on reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2021). In general, the study can be situated in a qualitative paradigm. Epistemologically, it was guided by a constructivist stance, suited for the chosen analytic approach. This entails the researchers’ positionality shapes the meanings conveyed in the research. According to Braun and Clarke (2021, pp. 333–334), the researchers’ subjectivity—even without the support of a team—is to be considered as a resource, and the analysis “is a situated interpretative reflexive process.” Since no previous frameworks exist, engagement with the data was done inductively and performed by the author, who was, at the time of the study, active as a teacher doing doctoral studies. The concept of boundary crossing informed the analysis, providing a lens for interpreting the interaction between different contexts. This theoretical perspective helped to identify moments of transition and learning across contexts, and to understand participants’ experiences.

In their article on standards for (reflexive) thematic analysis, Braun and Clarke (2021) describe a process of six phases. In this paper, the six phases were interpreted and operationalized as follows. First, after evaluating the quality of the articles, they were read closely for a second time to familiarize with the data. This was done one at a time while highlighting relevant text fragments or making notes. Second, initial codes were developed from the results, discussion, and conclusion sections of the articles. To systematically develop an understanding of the literature, the performed analysis was an iterative process of going back and forth between the set of articles and the codes. Third, themes were generated, informed by codes that seemed to share meaning. In the fourth phase, the relationship between the codes and themes was thoroughly checked. The fifth phase involved a refinement and further development of the initial themes (e.g., renaming them). Finally, the results were linked back to the research question.




5 Results

Three factors that support teachers as educational professionals doing doctoral studies were identified from the literature: (1) a stimulating school culture; (2) engaging with the academic community; (3) and aligning the research design with the practitioners’ needs. The factors are presented in more detail below.


5.1 A stimulating school culture

In relation to the first factor, seven studies were included. These studies focus on the school context. Two subthemes were explored: a mutual understanding with the school leader; and an inspiring interest or involvement of the school team.


5.1.1 A mutual understanding with the school leader

The role of the school leader is explicitly addressed in five studies. Bakx et al. (2014) found that a significant amount of teachers involved in PhD research felt they succeeded in connecting both contexts. When asked which aspects of their school context were felt as conducive for their research, primarily cultural circumstances, for example, an open school climate, and circumstances related to school policy, such as the presence of a research culture and a facilitating role of the school leader, were mentioned. In a follow-up study, Bakx et al. (2016) gained more insight into what personal and contextual factors had an influence on boundary crossing. They found that certain contextual factors limited the teachers’ ability to contribute to school development. Among these contextual factors is the lack of support from the school leader. As a recommendation, they stress the importance of setting up an open and inquisitive school that may stimulate a research-minded school team. From this perspective, Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al. (2017) also recommend encouraging an educational research culture at schools by closely involving the school leaders. In line with this, Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2018) point to the necessity of discussing the research in advance with the school management, particularly in light of professional development and school development, while also drawing attention to other contextual factors such as work pressure and the involvement of colleagues. The cases in the study of Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2022) stress the need for appreciation of and support from the school leader when impact is desired on school development.



5.1.2 An inspiring interest or involvement of the school team

Five selected studies indicate that the interest of colleagues seems a prerequisite when teachers are involved with doctoral research in a school context. To explore which differences between a professional teaching context and an academic research context can be interpreted as challenging, Bakx et al. (2014) found that most teachers mentioned contrasting cultures on the level of social interactions. Whereas schools rely on an entire team to reach their goals, academic research in universities is a solitary endeavor. These findings that seem to stress the importance of colleagues in the school context are affirmed by the study of Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2018) and Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2022). However, in these studies, there seems to be a lack of research-mindedness among colleagues, which in its turn, may influence the overarching research culture at the school level. This lack of a research attitude in a school team is experienced as a restriction in light of potential impact on professional development (Bakx et al., 2016) or school development (Ion and Iucu, 2016). When teachers are not given enough resources, such as sufficient time, collaborative support, or access to data, their motivation to conduct research will decline. Regarding school development, Ion and Iucu (2016) recommend setting up horizontal networks among colleagues to disseminate findings from teacher research, as they found that teachers seemed to place significant importance on the perspective of peers for spreading knowledge. Looked at from a more practical standpoint, being part of a supportive school team can facilitate boundary crossing, for example, when there is an issue with conflicting work schedules due to being active in two contexts (Bakx et al., 2016).




5.2 Engaging with the academic community

This factor was apparent in eight studies. In general, all the selected studies describe the importance of support from the academic community. Two subthemes were identified: a constructive relationship with the supervisor(s); and a willingness to learn from peers.


5.2.1 A constructive relationship with the supervisor(s)

The relation with the supervisor(s) is specifically mentioned in four studies. As EdD students mostly have no prior affinity with academia, they have to be guided during their socialization. For example, Bakx et al. (2016) found that teachers require supervisory support during their changing roles from experts in schools to novices in a university context. From this perspective, the findings of Russo (2020) revealed that supervisors who possessed practical wisdom in addition to their academic experience, for instance, because they had worked in a school themselves, were respected more, which served as a motivational factor to enroll. The participants in this study indicated in their reflections that they benefited from this experience and believed that the insights gained from the relationship with their supervisor would improve their professional practice. According to Lindsay et al. (2018), beginning EdD students face specific challenges they are not used to, such as perceiving criticism as personal or dealing with a greater amount of freedom in academia. It seems paramount to conceive the research as a learning process in which the supervisor takes on the role of mentor, both on a personal and professional level. In line with these findings, the case study of Adams (2019, p. 10) described the supervisory relationship as “a continuing dialog that provided academic, practical and emotional guidance.” Interestingly, the study also provided an account of a dynamic relation, claiming that the role of the supervisor needs to be adjusted as the EdD students advance and develop in their socialization during the research process.



5.2.2 A willingness to learn from peers

Six studies reported learning from persons other than the supervisor in the academic community. These peers can be found internally (e.g., inside the university context) or externally (e.g., active in the wider research community). Considering the former category, several selected studies stress the importance of fellow PhD or EdD students that serve as critical friends. For example, these peers seem to be stimulating when specific research competences need to be developed, such as taking a reflective stance (Buss, 2020), engaging with constructive feedback (Adams, 2019), or challenging initial preconceptions (Lindsay et al., 2018). In this respect, findings indicate that forming learning networks (Ion and Iucu, 2016) or establishing research groups (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2018), for instance, to discuss or disseminate findings, seems valuable to students. Nevertheless, taking steps deeper into the research community and attempting to participate can be perceived as challenging. Although this is ascribed mainly to a lack of confidence (Buss, 2020; Kumar and Dawson, 2013), students tend to grow as researchers and become more confident during the first year (Buss, 2020). Therefore, several studies recommend engaging with others and their potential feedback outside the own university context from early on. The findings of Lindsay et al. (2018), for example, revealed that seeking feedback of different audiences by attending conferences, posting on social media, or submitting papers to journals, was perceived as stimulating. Although the participants in this study acknowledged that discussing or presenting findings can be stressful, especially when subject experts are involved, they emphasized the importance of starting this process as soon as possible. In line with this, and to facilitate the feedback of the academic community, Lindsay et al. (2018) also recommend cutting the research into smaller parts that can be submitted as separate articles.




5.3 Aligning the research design with the practitioners’ needs

This factor was apparent in four studies. In these studies, the characteristics of the research design are discussed, pointing to the fact that it seems crucial for doctoral research that it is perceived as relevant from the practitioners’ perspective. For example, in the study of Russo (2020), one of the interviewed teachers felt that classroom practice was inspirational when reflecting on relevant research questions. This response indicates there is a need to not only rely on input from academia (e.g., supervisor and peers) when designing research. In line with this, the EdD students that participated in the study of Lindsay et al. (2018) indicated that it was best to pursue attunement between the research topic and their professional classroom practice. Besides the importance of the input for the research design, relevancy has to be considered for the output as well. For example, in the two case studies of Bakx et al. (2016), the research topics were aligned with the school needs. This was experienced in both cases as beneficial for the reception of the developed educational materials. In this respect, the materials also proved to function as boundary objects, as they were picked up by colleagues. Further emphasizing the need to include the practitioners’ perspective, Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2018) showed that all teachers involved in their study experienced space for professional development. However, concerning school development, the impact appeared to be limited. The teachers, therefore, pointed out that a research design that focuses on pedagogy seems more compatible with school development than content-specific research.




6 Discussion and conclusion

This paper aimed to investigate factors that support teachers as educational professionals doing doctoral studies. Although the findings are exploratory, they appear to shed light on evidence that served as successful (components of) practices. Three main factors were generated: (1) a stimulating school culture; (2) engaging with the academic community; (3) and aligning the research design with the practitioners’ needs.

First, and in line with findings of more general research in recent years that point to the need for supportive conditions to allow teacher research (Darling-Hammond, 2017; Labone and Long, 2016; White, 2021), the importance of a stimulating school culture also seems the case in the context of teachers conducting doctoral research. However, the findings of this review show that teachers involved were often hindered by the lack of a research culture at school (Bakx et al., 2014; Bakx et al., 2016; Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2018; Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2022). In this respect, the role of school leaders counts as a supportive factor, considering their influence on contextual factors at the organizational level. Moreover, horizontal connections with fellow teachers (inside or outside the school) need to be pursued as well (Ion and Iucu, 2016). Sharing insights or ideas and disseminating products can benefit some crucial contextual factors, such as the inspiring interest of colleagues and the overarching research-mindedness of the school.

Second, the findings in this review indicate that sufficient support in the research community is deemed crucial. Although teachers conducting doctoral research often possess adequate experience as practitioners, they struggle with institutionalized practices or traditions in academia (Lindsay et al., 2018). This appears to affirm the description given by Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) in their seminal work on a contrasting university culture that is commonly not focused on incorporating practical knowledge. However, it seems possible to overcome this challenge when the socialization in academia is conceived as a considerable learning process on the personal and professional level and is guided by the supervisor as a mentor. In this respect, supervisory support seems to be more stimulating when it is embedded in practical wisdom (Russo, 2020). This possibly reflects the need for supervisors with experience from the practitioners’ side (e.g., in schools) during the initial socialization in academia. This also seems to be compatible with the findings of Adams (2019) that indicate how the role of a supervisor has to be conceived as dynamic during the process, as the needs of the teachers involved have developed since enrollment. Moreover, considering the found lack of confidence during the initial steps in academia in this review (Buss, 2020; Kumar and Dawson, 2013), an engagement with peers in the research community, for example, via conferences or submitting papers and thoughtful guidance based on the professional development needs of the teachers count as supportive factors as well (Lindsay et al., 2018).

Third, an essential condition for success seems to be the applicability of the research to the teachers’ workplace. From this perspective, the findings of this review show that research focussed on pedagogical concerns seems easier to incorporate and reach impact than content-specific matter, not only on professional development but also, to a lesser extent, on school development (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2018). These differences in impact appear to correspond with research conducted by regular full-time teachers during a professional development program (Leuverink and Aarts, 2018). Ideally, the design of the research should be discussed with the school leader and the supervisor so that practical hindrances are overcome (Westbroek et al., 2022) and alignment between academic and school goals is pursued. When there is a disconnect between both contexts, learning during boundary crossing is hindered, as Wang et al. (2022) have shown. Research output, such as lessons, programs, or tools, can function as boundary objects. These developed products seem to facilitate crossing boundaries (Bakx et al., 2016).

Almost all teachers in the studies reported challenges in participating in the two contexts. However, and in line with what Akkerman and Bakker (2011) argued, not all differences have to be regarded as hindering. To overcome the felt differences, several authors of the studies (Bakx et al., 2014; Bakx et al., 2016; Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2022) relied on the conceptual framework of boundary crossing. These studies mainly came about in the Dutch research and education context. The value of this paper lies in revealing those actions that proved to be successful during boundary crossing and, as some of these “good practices” can be considered tacit or even self-evident, making them explicit. Nevertheless, in the findings, boundary crossing activities appear to be mostly initiated from research to practice. According to Bakx et al. (2014), it is assumable that this one-sided direction points to an asymmetrical relationship coming from a discrepancy in status between both contexts. However, Russo (2020) found evidence that the classroom experiences of teachers proved to be inspirational for doctoral research. Although based on the response of only one teacher, these findings possibly testify to a two-way relationship between research and practice.

An integrative literature review can encourage the development of new ways of approaching a topic. In this respect, the insights presented in this paper have to be interpreted as a starting point for evidence-informed practice grounded in current literature and as an incentive for future reflections. Despite the diverse background of educational professionals doing doctoral studies, such as teachers, the challenges and opportunities they encounter are largely universal. The factors identified in this literature review are also applicable to other forms of teacher development and to contexts where individuals need to balance multiple professional roles or identities. These findings can provide valuable support to teachers and educational professionals navigating similar situations worldwide.

Nevertheless, more research seems needed, in various and diverse settings (e.g., teachers active in different educational levels, subjects, and national contexts), to gain more insight into the complexity of this emerging field. For example, the personality traits of the teachers involved have to be considered as possible supportive factors as well. Although beyond the scope of this review, it can be stated that personal factors, such as motivational aspects, intentions for professional and school development, level of involvement to the research, or other personality-related qualities, also influence the ability to cross boundaries between school and academia. According to Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2022), it is the complex interplay of contextual and personal factors that gives shape to professional agency of teachers involved.

To conclude, this research has two limitations. First, the exploratory nature of the research question and the limited sample of selected empirical studies (n = 13) for the review are possible restrictions. As the study was confined to findings of teachers active in primary and secondary education during the last decade (2012–2022), earlier and more generic literature (e.g., on higher education) was excluded. In this regard, the deliberate focus on teacher research in the search terms was due to the critical importance of discussing or applying research outcomes directly to (their) real-world school contexts. However, this approach may have inadvertently excluded studies labeled under broader categories. Second, although issues of validity were considered throughout the review process (e.g., selection of peer-reviewed studies, the inclusion of a validated tool for critical appraisal, and transparent and rigorous methodology), the data analysis was performed solely by the author. The reasons for this are to be found in the specificity of the topic and the limited research tradition on active teachers doing doctoral studies in Flanders.
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