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Introduction
In 2010 PhD students from within the Personcentred Practice Research Centre (PcPRC) in
the University of Ulster, Northern Ireland, set up
a Community of Practice (CoP). The aim was
to provide a forum for collaborative learning,
networking and meaningful connections. After 3
years the community has expanded and is now a
part of a large international community of practice
(ICoP) that is focused on the development of
and research into person-centred practice. The
Student International Community of Practice
(SICoP) has members from England, Wales,
Scotland, Northern Ireland, the Republic of
Ireland, Norway, the Netherlands, Switzerland,
Malta and Australia.
The following poem describes our work and our
purpose. (An illustrated version can be found on
pages 26 - 27).

SICoP and the Four Elements
by B.M.Lynch

Fire is the passion at the hearth of the SICoP
Keeping true creativity alight
Diversity is honoured, inclusive interaction
occurs
And warmth & acceptance burn bright

Water is our source, the stream of
consciousness

Using creative imagery, this
booklet illustrates a snapshot in
time of what ‘Being a member
of the SICoP’ means to the
individual members of the
community of practice. During
the ‘Show and Tell’ members
of the SICoP will use the four
elements described in the
poem to engage people in a
critically creative dialogue on the
benefits, merits and challenges
of a CoP.

That enables action research to flow
It invites wonderful imagination into our minds
And allows our knowledge to grow

Air is the element of energising space
Empowering SICoP members over time
The colours of their intellectual wisdom come
together
To blend and to merge and to shine

Earth is the platform on which the SICoP
stands
Spanning our research time and beyond
It honours the different constellations of its
participants
And nourishes a life-long bond
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Michele
Hardiman
PhD student Canterbury Christchurch University

The SICoP has provided a space for
me to grow and develop as a person
exploring my values and beliefs and
understanding what is happening around
me. Although we come from many
different countries, cultures and language
we are united in our “sameness”.

Meeting is energising and revitalising,
united in a common bond of discovery.
Unearthing new knowledge, through
safely washing away the layers to reveal
the hidden gems beneath.
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Francis
Grand
PhD student Canterbury Christchurch University

As l just started/began my PhD I’m a
new member of a SICoP and l only took
part once at a meeting so far. Starting a
PhD program means to leave one’s own
comfort zone and to enter an uncertain
area. Being a member of a SICoP is an
occasion to meet people who made the
same experience and probably had the
same problems and questions in the
past. People who probably felt the same
uncertainty and surely know how difficult
it could be.

-centredness. The SICoP offers a great
opportunity to learn how to deal with
different world views as its members
originate from different countries,
different nursing cultures and probably
different research traditions.
I’m looking forward to challenging my
own and other’s values and beliefs,
views, opinions and statements. This
actually means to learn from and with
others.

The SICoP offers an atmosphere
without competition. There are no
wrong questions. All members of the
SICoP are equal and have the freedom
to contribute whatever they want. That
was my experience at the first meeting l
attended and l already got the feeling to
be an accepted member of the group. To
share ideas and thoughts with others is a
challenge, especially when someone is of
another opinion. But isn’t that the core of
person-centredness - to recognize and
to accept differences and other views?
This is probably the main requirement
for a researcher in the field of person
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Tone Elin
Mekki
PHD student Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh

When I think of the SiCoP, I think of
inspiration, friendship, learning and
sharing, as well as creative experiences,
pushing my boundaries and excitement!
The four elements in the poems capture
and describe this far more eloquently
than I am able to do. However, I strongly
relate to the person- centred substance
underlying the poem, and for me, the
SiCoP has been the gate opener to the
‘passion, source, energizing space and
platform’ that Brighide has described
above.

conventional Western epistemological
horizon opened by critical creativity,
and experienced how we all flourished
in authentic knowledge co-production
based on multiple data set from trial,
multi- step focus groups and facilitators’’
reflection notes (72) from an education
intervention in 24 nursing homes in
Norway. Without my experiences
from the SiCoP I am sure that I would
never have been able to create the
communicative space that successfully
enabled the authentic participatory
knowledge production.

In addition, being a Norwegian and
having entered on an action research
PhD journey in a foreign country, I found
that the SiCoP members not only have
been invaluable guides to understand
all the practical and normative issues
that differ from our Norwegian system.
Together with the participating
professors, they have also inspired me to
include critical creativity in the process
of analyzing and co-creating knowledge
in participatory action research with 8
facilitators and two co- researchers.
Thanks to this, I have been energized
by the possibilities to exceeding the
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Brighide M
Lynch
PhD student University of Ulster, Jordanstown

For me, the fundamental meaning
of being a member of the SICoP is
encapsulated in the “Four Elements
Poem”. While they may appear
somewhat idealised, the concepts in the
poem manage to capture the personcentred elements that I experience each
time we meet as a group.
‘Passion’ relates to the palpable
feeling that I experience when the
student’s in the SICoP share both the
positive aspects and the challenges
they are facing during the course of
their PhD study and/or their present life
experience. Their honesty in narrating
where they currently see themselves
not only stimulates personal reflections
about my own work and ‘being’, but also
generates an atmosphere of beneficence,
where fellow SICoP members genuinely
encourage and enthuse each other in
moving forward.
‘Source’ relates to the shared domain
of action research and research into
person-centred practice which is the
key to the SICoP and the basis of the
collaborative learning that takes place.
The support and flow of knowledge in
this domain is greatly enhanced by the
participation of our three professors or
‘experts’ whose presence copper‐fastens
the authenticity of the group.

‘Energising Space’ could also be
termed ‘sacred space’ since it relates
to medium in which the presence of
the ‘other’ is honoured. For me, this
honouring is facilitated by the creative
work that SICoP members use to
express their feelings, values, beliefs
and to answer questions that have been
posed by each other, the ‘inside experts’
or ‘visiting experts’. Most often than not,
it is the ‘doing’ or ‘action’ that happens
within this space, rather than the actual
communication, that enthuses me, stays
with me and as I see it, strengthens
the collaborative relationship within the
SICoP.
‘Platform’ relates to the base and
fundamental philosophy of the SICoP.
The fluidity of our existence means that
we are not ‘tied’ by formal governance
procedures such as terms of reference
etc. We adopt the person-centred
approach that we will remain in existence
as long as our members want us to
remain. Similar to other members in the
SICoP, I constantly reflect on how we can
bed down the person-centred seed in
this ‘platform’ to ensure new members
grow and flourish in the ‘energising
space’ of the
SICoP. That said, a testimony to the
level of person-centredness that exists
within the SICoP is evident in the fact
that student members who have left the
SICoP following successful completion
of their PhD continue to offer our SICoP
members huge support, friendship, love
and laughter.
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Dr Shaun
Cardiff
Member of CoP/SICoP (2008-2014)

Being able to participate in a student
community of practice (CoP) enhanced
my PhD research and me as a person,
both spiritually and intellectually.
Before the CoP was established I had
heard about other student’s’ work on
person-centred/practitioner research
via my supervisors. However, this was
not comparable, in terms of impact,
to actually meeting them in person,
sharing narratives of being a PhD student
with each other, as well as issues on
our specific areas of interest. Not only
was I introduced to new theories and
concepts, I was also enlightened to
new approaches to the same processes
I had gone through/was engaged in.
For instance, how to establish one’s
philosophical stance.
Creating a shared vision among
initial participants helped establish a
commitment that has lasted throughout
the last four years. New members
have joined, but some have left rather
quickly too, which raises issues around
membership. Whilst we had agreed
criteria for membership, and new
members were ‘welcomed’, I became
increasingly aware of the impact
creating that initial shared vision had
had on group relations, commitment and
psychological safety. Whilst no-one was
judged for (not) attending CoP meetings,
I sometimes felt that level of critical and
creative learning was influenced by who
was present and how long they had
been a member. I have since started
to question how we welcome new
members, and how we could possibly
help them find the same levels of

commitment that initial members seemed
to have achieved. Do we create sufficient
space to ‘get to know’ new members
in such a way that they quickly feel part
of the whole group? The need for this
is justified if our aim of a sustainable
student CoP is to be realised. We
already agreed that as student members
complete their PhD they will leave the
CoP and so create space for others and
maintain an effective group size.
The CoP meetings (usually spread over
1,5-2 days), created spaces for individual
and group experimental, experiential
and transformative learning. I found the
established psychological safety to be
important for experimentation, ‘trying
out’ presentations or workshops. The
critical eye for academic accuracy was
achieved by the unobtrusive presence of
professors attached to the international
CoP, and had its advantages in
maintaining effectiveness. New food for
thought, related to our learning needs,
was introduced by inviting academic
speakers from the hosting university’s
network, which
often created conversations that flowed
on into the evening meal and drinks.
Spending the evening together was just
as important for learning and bonding
as the structured daytime activities. We
started to ‘live’ person-centeredness,
getting to know each other as individual
persons, not just PhD student’s. The
combined ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ meeting
of ‘the other’ helped create a personcentred community of practice.
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Dr Famke Van
Lieshout
Member of CoP/SICoP (2008-2013)

Although action research (AR) is well
known within the field of Education, it
does not have a long tradition in Nursing
in the Netherlands. Living out the
principles underlying this methodology,
as a facilitator of change in a dynamic
nursing context, raises different
challenges. I believe that learning, which
is key in AR, is not valued in the same
way in a nursing practice setting as it is
within an educational setting. This is also
acknowledged by findings/outcomes in
various studies of Fontys’ Knowledge
Centre ‘Implementation and Evaluation of
Evidence based Practice’, that work and
experiment with these principles.
I have experienced that sharing different
perspectives and engaging in critical
dialogues with those ‘speaking the same
language’ and recognising the struggles,
fear, as well as the joy of doing this
kind of ‘work’, has widened my scope.
Yet, besides the welcome empathy and
camaraderie amongst us about issues,
I believe there is still a need to have an
expert in the CoP to actually take the
group further and to inspire us to develop
and test out strategies in practice.
Therefore we welcome the participation
of our 3 members who are already
experts’, and we intend to invite more
guest speakers to both share their stories
and provide us with further challenge and
support.

Support systems are essential when
facilitating AR, in particular when you
are new to the methodology, and this is
something which I also demonstrate in
my findings of my PhD study.
Key of being a member of the SICOP: I
see the ever changing SICOP (student’s
& experts) as part of my system of
support as well as me being part
of other’s system of support, which
contributed to genuinely nlive/ translate
the principles in practice context that
were underlying our PhD studies.
Shortened Fragment from:
Lieshout van, F. & Williams, C., (2012).
Action Research / Practitioner Research
Community of Practice in International
Network for Doctoral Education in
Nursing (INDEN).Vol 10, nr 6. Pg 12-13.

It is great for a PhD student to have
such a group of re-search peers walking
a similar journey. I personally have
perceived this CoP as strengthening my
system of support.
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Catherine
Buckley
PHD student Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh

The community of practice (CoP) for me
has always been about parallel journeys
and parallel stories. The stories of the
student’s who are coming to the end
of their PhD journey, and the stories of
those just starting or somewhere in the
middle. One of the biggest challenges
for me, as a PhD student who does not
work in a University setting, has been not
having easy access to other academics.
The CoP has been a place where I can
obtain academic validation and critique
that I otherwise would not have access
to, coming as I do from a practice
background. This to me is the beauty
and value of the CoP and it is one of the
reasons why I value my engagement with
the group.

Supportive Friendship
Learning to trust, risking much.
Professional surge.

When I started on this journey with
the CoP my story was that of a novice
researcher with little experience
of philosophical perspectives and
theoretical reasoning. The story of
some members was similar but others
stories had progressed. While it may
have seemed that the more experienced
members of the CoP would be mentoring
and enabling the less experienced this
is not always what happened. While
the experienced members did have
valuable information and insights, the
questioning and enquiring of the less
experienced members often offered new
perspectives or challenged the thinking
or preconceived ideas of the experienced
members. It was this difference between
individuals that enabled the potential
creativity of collaborative inquiry to
occur and provided a safe space where
student’s could discuss their studies,
seek advice on challenges they were
experiencing, try out presentations or
methods of engagement and be assured
of supportive, critical and practical
feedback.

Within the group I have experienced
a set of relationships that have been
empowering and energising, there is
a sense of trust, mutual respect and
equality and all ideas are welcomed. It
is this energy and balance where the
diversity (membership is from many
different countries), of each member is
valued in an interactive and proactive
way that enables us all student’s and
professors alike engage and connect on
both personal and professional levels.
This is demonstrated not only in the
formal CoP meetings but also in the
social engagement that occurs outside
these meetings. This perhaps is where
we really get to know one another’s
real stories and where the true active
engagement and sharing occurs. I can
truly say that I have made a set of friends
that I know I can turn to if I need advice. I
also know that when I too will eventually
become a past member of the CoP these
friends will always be in my contacts list
and I will continue to engage with them.
That for me is what a community really
means. A definition of community that I
think captures this very well is as follows:
“A group or network of people who are
connected to each other by relative
durable social relationships, and who
mutually define that relationship as
important to their social identity and
social practice”(James 2012).
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Liz
Breslin
PhD student Canterbury Christchurch University

I am a relatively new member to the
SICoP group and have attended two
face to face meetings so far. I feel
very privileged to be part of this group
of nurse PhD research student’s and
expert nurse research professors. My
experience of the group is that we are
fully engaged and committed to sharing
knowledge and experience with each
others. Trust, honesty, being open, giving
and being accepted are key phases that
remind me of how the group operates in
a practical sense. I can then clearly link
these phrases to the person centred
philosophy which is inherent within the
research journey we are undertaking.
Being part of an identified community
provides for me, the potential to learn
from others and also to be part of a
collective critical dialogue within a
comfortable learning environment.

Developing friendships both in an
academic and social context with likeminded people across continents is a
key foundation for the success of the
SICoP. Also, organising social occasions
mixed with the serious academic learning
spaces provide an opportunity to expand
and learn and remember to have fun.
All of the new insights both academically
and from a practice and personal sense
gained from membership of the SICoP
have so far impacted positively on the Ph
journey I am undertaking.

I must acknowledge that also for me I
am undertaking the personal journey of
‘using a virtual network to communicate
with SICoP colleagues ‘Face book’. This
can present challenges but because of
the nature of the group and commitment
of other members within the group to
share and support the process, I feel that
I have been empowered, supported and
energised to participate.
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Step 1

Caroline
Williams

Step 2

PhD student Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh

Step 1

Step 3

Step 5

I wanted to try to capture how I see the
CoP, so I started painting. In my painting
there are two major areas of colour.
Although the two areas blend together
and there is no clear demarcation
between them, there is still a definite
difference, a definite space and this is
where the effectiveness of the CoP is
played out.

Having done that, I realised that at the
moment the installation did not capture
how I currently feel. So I moved myself
to where I feel I am at the moment –
sitting some way outside the circle. And I
wondered if that was going to get worse
as this year passes and I have not been
to any meetings for over 12 months. Am
I going to just drift further and further
away? And if I did so, would I ever
get back or would I drift off like other
members have in the past? What is there
to keep me?

My reflection on what I have learnt from
the creative work At any one time I
am in a different relationship with other
members of the CoP. Sometimes I am
inside the ‘meeting’ circle, and sometime
I am outside. When I am outside the
‘meeting’ circle then it is easy to feel
disengaged, and when I feel disengaged
that it would be very easy to drift away.

For me the CoP has created a space that
somehow feels calmer than the everyday
reality of the PhD. This space and the
associated feeling of belonging, coupled
with the generosity of fellow members
and the free exchange of information and
ideas has enabled me and my study to
grow, both in richness and in depth.

Step 2
Having completed the painting I then
added ‘individuals’ into the space and
created a definite boundary.
The boundary signifies the face to face
meetings, and I added us all inside. This
is often how I think of the CoP - the face
to face meetings with the community
itself.

Step 3

Step 4

But I am not the only member who has
at times missed meetings. Some have
missed one or two then just joined back
in. So I realised that when I am ‘outside
the circle’, exactly where I position
myself is up to me.

Step 4
I repositioned the ‘individuals’ so that
some were ‘inside’ and some ‘outside’,
and when I stood back and looked at the
installation I realised that we are all still
obviously in a circle, and all still residing
in the space that we have created.

Maintaining connectedness to the CoP
is a matter of personal responsibility. As
a member of the CoP, whether inside
or outside the meeting circle I have a
responsibility to remain open, welcoming
and engaged - to truly play my part in
ensuring that the space is maintained so
that all other members can participate
in this space, even if they are unable to
attend the face to face meetings. I feel
that as members of the CoP we all have
a responsibility to each other to maintain
the space to enable this continuous
engagement. I believe however that
becoming disengaged will always be a
potential problem if the CoP only exists
in the meetings.
Being a member of the CoP is still a
very important element in my PhD, and I
would like to think that together we can
ensure that other PhD student’s are also
able to benefit from this fantastic, every
growing, ever developing community.
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Donna
Frost
PHD Student Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh

Membership in the SICoP has offered me
a variety of spaces and opportunities;
these have meant different things to
me at different times. Meeting up with
other SICoP members, sharing our
stories, struggles and triumphs, has
sometimes felt like stepping into a
green restful glade, becoming refreshed,
reenergised and supported, better
able to continue on my PhD journey. In
these refreshing spaces which we have
created I have also been challenged
to look more closely at my principles
and assumptions, and to learn to
articulate these in ways that others can
understand and respond to. Participation
in the SICoP has given me the chance
to experiment with ideas before they
are fully formed and with facilitation
strategies while I still felt a novice.

My confidence - in my abilities as a
researcher and my capacity to facilitate
others in exploring their own expertise has been tested and has grown through
my membership in this community
of practice. Now, as I move closer to
the end of my PhD journey, the SICoP
feels more like a garden than a glade;
a garden which we have tended and
nourished and which holds new surprises
for us every time we return.
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SICoP and the
four elements
by B. M. Lynch
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The Student International Community of Practice (SICoP) has members from
England, Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, Norway, the
Netherlands, Switzerland, Malta and Australia.

