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INTRODUCTION 

As Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) moves into higher levels of education, including doctoral studies, 
tensions are emerging between conventional academic expectations and the epistemologies, identities, 
and forms that practitioner-researchers bring to their work. Billet (2025) emphasizes that WIL is 
required across trajectories of working lives to respond to emergent challenges, transforming 
practitioner and practice. “Authentic learning tends to be messy, unpredictable and non-linear” 
(Zegwaard and Pretti, 2023, p.5), and WIL at a doctorate level embodies deep transformational change. 
Supporting such higher-level WIL requires open, responsive approaches that acknowledge both 
ontological depth and aesthetic disruption.  

While professional practice theses frequently involve significant ontological growth and innovation in 
form, little guidance exists for understanding or assessing these dimensions. This research asks: How 
do practitioner-scholars narrate their evolving professional identities, ethical positioning, and research 
practices within their theses, and how might these trajectories be mapped to support learning and 
supervision?  The aim was to explore the aesthetic, structural, and temporal choices made by 
practitioners and to develop a framework that captures the complexity of professional becoming in 
WIL-aligned doctoral research. 

From Costley (2018) we learn how practitioner-scholars are embedded in the research, deeply engaging 
in the contexts of the practice being researched, embracing the inherent messiness and embodying the 
research outcomes. We situate practitioner-scholars as necessarily insiders who need to navigate 
unfolding and emergent journeys in the swampy lowlands (Schön, 1995) where entrenched, hard to 
reach, or under studied work is required, often involving novel methods (Mann et al., 2024). 
Practitioner-scholars need to navigate (and share) the complexities and ongoing emergence of their 
positioning embedding their emerging professional identities and accompanying shifts in knowing and 
being, including ethical becoming (Mann et al., 2025a, b) reflectively, reflexively and ontologically in 
the work. López and Tracy (2020) recognize such autoethnographic researcher development and 
transformation as an expansion of lens in quality in qualitative research. 

METHODS 

We employed a hybrid thematic–structural narrative analysis of 14 completed doctoral theses in the 
professional practice repository (Otago Polytechnic 2026). Drawing on Riessman’s (2008) distinction 
between thematic and structural approaches to narrative analysis, initial thematic attention focused on 
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patterns of reflection, moments of reckoning, and shifts in how authors positioned themselves within 
their practice. In parallel, and consistent with Polkinghorne’s (1988) view of narrative as a primary 
means through which experience is configured and made meaningful, a structural analysis examined 
how these patterns were expressed through narrative time, voice, place, and formal choices. By 
examining the interplay between narrative content and narrative structure across the theses, processes 
of professional becoming were inferred as emergent outcomes of the analysis rather than assumed in 
advance. 

We described each thesis according to the structural themes that emerged, then coalesced these themes 
into structural threads (this took some iteration). Finally, these threads formed into two dimensions of 
a Becoming framework.  

Ethical approval was not required as analysis was based solely on publicly available theses. Short thesis 
title/subject areas are used to facilitate a focus on comparing structure.  

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

Practitioner Theses 

Product Stewardship [2021]: Anchored in a well-defined sustainability project. Uses structured thesis 
form with reflective insights. Voice is unitary and grounded in practice. Less poetic, more results-
oriented. Practice is extended through applied intervention. 

Foundation educators capability [2021]: Focused on adult education. Reflective voice and ethical 
concerns around learning and power. Thesis structure supports progression of practice lens. Strong 
narrative but minimal aesthetic disruption. 

Learner mental health [2021]: Examines health leadership through reflective storytelling. Structured 
around professional milestones. Voice is clear and dialogic in places. Some aesthetic flair, mostly 
conventional form. Ethical leadership is a key theme. 

Pūrākau of whiteness [2021]: Highly poetic, philosophical, and performative. Writing is the method, the 
message, and the practice. Engages deeply with becoming, storying, and ontological ethics. Form is 
aesthetic, dialogic, and intentionally unresolved. 

Learning Design [2022]: Combines reflective storytelling with a traditional thesis form. Opens with 
familial memory and concludes with evocative hopes for the future. Utilizes fictionalised voice to 
represent ethical complexities and identity tensions. Emphasizes personal reckoning, narrative practice, 
and evolving professional frameworks. 

Tertiary teaching excellence [2021]: Blends academic rigour with deeply personal narrative. Time is 
structured through reflection on professional learning. The voice is consistent and exploratory. 
Emphasis on learning as transformation and development of a practice lens. 

Ludic spirituality [2022]: Deeply reflective and experimental, featuring clowning and poetic inserts to 
challenge academic norms. Emotion and vulnerability are central. Uses metaphoric and performative 
structures. Form and content co-create a living inquiry. 
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Communication as activism [2023]: Story is both method and subject. One chapter is fully fictional. 
Emphasizes voice and narrative technique as professional tools. Practice emerges through storying, 
meta-reflection, and ethics of care. Highly aesthetic and structured around creative storytelling. 

Becoming an Identity Activist [2023]: Deeply embedded in personal story of identity, and the purposeful 
use of that identity as a tool for change.  The use of story is both the communication and doing the work 
in terms of the change practice.  While all chapters are narrative, one is a set of fictionalized short stories. 
The literature review is in the form of imagined conversations between the author and the giants of 
literature.  

Entrepreneurial leadership [2023]: Engages relationality and bicultural practice in early childhood 
education. Balanced between structured project and reflective journey. Themes of cultural respect, 
identity, and ethics are explored. Moderate aesthetic use. 

Ketogenic therapy practice [2023]: Intentionally disrupts practice to bring forth model of individualized 
medicalized ketogenic therapy practice, drawn together as Herea [weaving together] model of people, 
process and technology. Thesis weaves professional, medical, experimental, personal storying, through 
iterative action-based cycles, positioning professionally, nationally and internationally. 

Social Justice in Leadership [2023]: Structured around a fictionalized ‘results’ chapter which gives voice 
to ethical and systemic dilemmas. Highlights strong moral drive and tension between values and 
institutional practice. Evokes future-facing concern for next generations. Relational and spiritual themes 
underpin her storytelling. 

Becoming Tangata Tiriti [2024]: An aesthetic and historical work that weaves critical settler reflection 
with ancestral and spiritual engagement. Uses an ancestor as narrative anchor, and ‘Nuku’ as spiritual 
guide. Contributes through cultural reckoning, poetic history, and ontological practice. 

Clinical governance [2024]: Critical and reflexive exploration of relational leadership in health 
governance, foregrounds insider research, academic professional voice, power, and voice themes are 
prevalent. Brief reflections throughout provide a journey of emergent ethical becoming. 

Education quality professionals [2024]: Explores practice through disability and inclusion lenses. Strong 
ethical orientation and reflexive voice. Emphasizes community-led change and shared agency. Writing 
is clear with emerging aesthetic touches. 

Example Practitioner Thesis  

Table 1 shows an Example Practitioner Thesis with the identified structural threads mapped for sections 
of the thesis.  
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TABLE 1:  Structural threads within “Becoming Tangata Tiriti” thesis. 

Dimension Overall Thesis Structure 

Time Time operates as a braided structure, interweaving ancestral history, lived professional 
time, and ethical future orientation to enable moral reckoning rather than linear 
progression, reconciles settler history with current practice and legacy aspirations. 

Voice First person voice evolves into a settled practitioner-authority that integrates personal 
narrative, system critique, and ethical positioning into a coherent professional stance. 

Place Place expands from local practice sites (of self and ancestors) to a nationally situated 
professional terrain, grounding ethical responsibility in land, institutions, and sectoral 
relationships. 

Experience Experience is organized as a cumulative professional becoming, where lived practice, 
leadership action, and reflective synthesis together constitute the contribution. 

Form Form oscillates deliberately between narrative and analytic modes, using structure itself 
as a way of holding complexity rather than resolving it into a single genre. 

Ethics Ethics functions as an organizing thread that moves from implicit value orientation to 
explicit ethical accountability embedded across the thesis. 

Emotion Emotional tone traces the labor of ethical leadership, legitimizing affect as part of 
professional reasoning and moral endurance. 

Power / Agency Power is framed as relational and ethical rather than positional, with agency emerging 
through alignment of values, identity, and action. 

Relationality Relationality provides the connective tissue of the thesis, linking past, present, and 
future responsibilities across human, institutional, and spiritual domains. 

Temporality of 
Writing 

Writing itself becomes a temporal act, positioning the thesis as both reflective artefact 
and forward-facing ethical offering. 

Forces & Fields Competing forces are mapped and held in tension, with the thesis structured as a space 
for negotiated alignment rather than technical problem-solving. 

Framework of 
Practice 

The thesis gradually crystallizes a framework of practice that remains grounded, ethical, 
and adaptable rather than procedural or prescriptive. 

Project or Lens The thesis is organized around sustained interpretive lenses rather than a discrete 
project, privileging depth of reckoning over bounded intervention. 
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Dimension Overall Thesis Structure 

Deeper Reckoning Deeper reckoning operates as the moral spine of the thesis, structuring reflection, 
analysis, and contribution as an act of accountability. Ancestral role in colonization 
confronted; systemic and personal implications explored. 

Storying Practice Storying supports sense-making and ethical reflection, functioning as a carrier of 
meaning rather than a formal methodological claim. 

Aesthetic Practice Historical narrative and whakapapa shaped through evocative literary style; Nuku 
introduced as spiritual metaphor.  Aesthetics is a structuring force of the thesis, where 
form, metaphor, and symbolism actively shape ethical and political understanding. 
Aesthetic and symbolic forms guide reflection and structure; narrative, place, and 
metaphor entwined. 

We then reduced these threads to two dimensions according to a maturity model.  

Axis 1:  Practice-as-Becoming  (Surface Action → Deep Transformation) 

This dimension captures whether the thesis remains focused on professional actions and outputs, or 
whether it becomes a living inquiry into being, a site of ethical, relational, and spiritual becoming.  
“ontological depth”  - how deeply the thesis engages with the being of the practitioner. 

Threads woven into this dimension include: 

 Project vs Living Inquiry (bounded project ↔ ongoing inquiry) 
From a discrete, predefined project focus to a living, evolving inquiry deeply embedded in the 
messiness of ongoing practice. 

 Framework of Practice (implicit ↔ embodied) 
From unacknowledged or borrowed frameworks to fully articulated, lived and theorized 
frameworks rooted in practice. 

 Professional Becoming (static ↔ transformative) 
From minimal or stable professional identity to significant ontological shift and reflexive 
transformation. 

 Deeper Reckoning (surface reflection ↔ ancestral/ethical/spiritual confrontation) 
From light personal insight to profound engagements with identity, ancestry, ethics, or 
cultural responsibility. 

 Storying Praxis (narrative inquiry ↔ story as praxis) 
From using stories as a means of inquiry to employing storytelling as a central mode of 
theorizing, ethical engagement, and professional action. 

 Contextual Responsiveness (rigid ↔ adaptive/fluid) 
From fixed project aims to ongoing adaptation and responsiveness to real-world change and 
complexity. 
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 Relational Commitments (individualistic ↔ entangled/responsible) 
From isolated self-as-researcher to research grounded in reciprocal relationships with others 
and communities. 

This dimension marks the difference between “doing practice” and becoming through practice. 

Axis 2: Aesthetic / Poetic Disruption (Conventional → Radical / Form-bending) 

This dimension explores the expressive and affective disruption a thesis performs – how it plays with 
language, structure, tone, genre, and reader expectation. It gathers threads such as: 

 Storying Practice (illustrative ↔ exegetical) 
From narrative elements used decoratively or as examples, to stories that carry the conceptual 
and analytical weight of the thesis. 

 Form (conventional ↔ fragmented, layered, poetic) 
From traditional thesis structure to non-linear, multimodal, or transgressive formats. 

 Voice (unitary ↔ dialogic/multiplicitous) 
From a single, formal authorial voice to layered, multivocal, or conversational styles. 

 Aesthetic Practice (utilitarian ↔ expressive/evocative) 
From functional presentation to aesthetic intentionality through visuals, metaphors, layout, or 
modality. 

 Audience Orientation (academic-centric ↔ community-responsive) 
From writing to/for examiners to addressing broader audiences such as practitioners, whānau, 
or local communities. 

 Time (linear ↔ cyclical/ruptured) 
From chronological structure to recursive, interrupted, or braided temporalities. 

 Place (generic ↔ place-as-actor) 
From abstract or unacknowledged space to situated, storied, or embodied place engagement. 

This dimension marks how far the thesis departs from academic convention (IMRaD; Nayak et al., 
2023) in form and affect. 

In mapping the theses to a ‘Weaving Threads’ framework (Figure 1), we expected to create a scattered 
categorization into four quadrants, but what emerged was a distinct line - transformative professional 
journeys often coincide with creative or transgressive thesis forms. 

The two dimensions - ontological becoming and aesthetic disruption - were not separate but deeply 
entwined: learners who undertook significant identity exploration frequently adopted innovative 
structures, non-linear temporalities, or multimodal forms to express their development. The mapped 
threads showed diverse strategies in voice, place-making, relationality, and narrative stance, illustrating 
how practitioner-scholars navigate the boundary between academic convention and professional 
authenticity.  Rather than just telling what happened, disruptive theses embody their content - in form, 
in rhythm, and in ethical force.  
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FIGURE 1: Practitioner Theses mapped to the Weaving Threads Framework.  The vertical and 
horizontal lines represent the required transformation between Utility and Reason, common to maturity 
models.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This research offers a flexible evaluative lens for supervisors, examiners, and program designers 
working within professional practice and WIL contexts. The Weaving Threads Framework provides 
language for recognizing and legitimizing diverse knowledge practices, supporting doctoral WIL 
candidates whose work both emerges from and contributes to complex professional environments. It 
also offers a foundation for curriculum design, thesis scaffolding, and supervisory dialogue, helping 
institutions appreciate the transformative, relational, and aesthetic dimensions of doctoral level WIL. 
More broadly, it contributes to the ongoing conversation about how WIL at all levels can embrace and 
support new forms of scholarly expression while maintaining academic integrity.  Finally, the Weaving 
Threads Framework highlights that form and becoming are intertwined. 
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