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ABSTRACT 

The emphasis on doctoral education in Europe calls for analyses of how bachelor’s 
and master’s studies in creative and practical disciplines enable graduates to carry 
on to Ph.D. level. This study offers a methodological framework to analyse the 
social and situational character of students’ dispositions to research. We investi-
gate largely practical journalism programmes that also aim to provide all students 
with premises to research work. Sixteen students were interviewed at the culmi-
nation of their studies at two universities in Finland. Through Wenger’s theory 
of a community of practice and the method of situational analysis, we analysed 
researcher identities and discourses on research in the students’ speech, situations 
and social relations in which the participation in research practice occurred, and 
development trends of participation. The results suggest that journalism practice is 
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socially and situationally prioritized over journalism research in the programmes, 
which undermines the efforts to engage students in research.

INTRODUCTION

The increasing emphasis on doctoral education in the European Higher 
Education Area (EUA-CDE 2022) calls for analyses of how creative and practi-
cal disciplines enable graduates to carry on from bachelor’s (BA) and master’s 
(MA) levels to Ph.D. level. The BA and MA levels teaching often illuminates 
a gap rather than a continuum between creative practice and its theoretically 
and conceptually anchored reflective analysis (Readman and Moon 2020). 
Academic research follows conventions and criteria that appear distant from 
creative work (Orr and Bloxham 2013: 235–36). Our study explores largely 
practical Finnish journalism programmes in which robust investments have 
been made to guarantee premises of research skills to all students both on 
BA and MA levels. Finland belongs to countries with the longest history in 
educating journalists at universities (Hovden et al. 2016). Despite the profes-
sional, even vocational curricular emphases, the programmes follow the same 
standards of BA, MA and Ph.D. theses with theoretically oriented programmes 
in humanities and social sciences in Finland.

The chosen solution to align degree requirements with the established 
thesis standards is not necessarily the only option. Scholars and practition-
ers of creative disciplines remark that standards of theory and research are 
usually defined by others than creative disciplines themselves (Candlin 2000; 
Lockheart 2018; Readman and Moon 2020). Journalism research, in line with 
other communication sciences, has been considered to depart from classical 
disciplines in knowledge production practice (Hallin 1997: 244–46; Waisbord 
2019). Like the so-called Mode 2 academic disciplines (Gibbons et al. 1994), 
journalism research has been considered characteristically heterogeneous 
and interdisciplinary, even multidisciplinary and prone to rapid changes in 
research objects (Waisbord 2019). Instead of emphasizing the principal value 
of disciplinary knowledge production and the inner development of the disci-
pline, journalism research has often bound itself to the dynamics and impera-
tives of journalistic work (Deuze 2001). At the same time, the lines between 
journalism research and its professional application are not as rigid as those 
in many other disciplines. Journalism practice, with its overall emphasis on 
facts and argumentation, could itself be seen as a form of research (Nash 2013; 
Lindgren 2014). Investigative journalism and science journalism further blur 
the line between research practice and journalism practice.

The permanence of established standards of research and theses is ques-
tioned by alternative doctorates, such as practice as research (PaR) doctorates 
(Nelson 2013) and industrially oriented professional doctorates (Lee et al. 
2009; Royal and Smith 2019). Nelson writes that alternative doctorates often 
become an issue ‘when the arts world meets the institutional academic world’ 
(2013: 16). We assume that such discussion will be relevant in journalism 
programmes internationally due to the worldwide academization of journal-
ism education (Josephi 2020). More journalism students than ever before will 
be eligible to pursue Ph.D.s.

The significance of social environments for early stage research-
ers is acknowledged for example in educational psychology (Pyhältö et al. 
2009; Frick and Pyhältö 2022). In this study, we provide a social–theoretical 
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perspective of the integration of theory, practice and research in creative and 
practical disciplines. We consider BA and MA programmes as social environ-
ments that contain comprehensive, historically developed and locally nego-
tiated interpretations of practice and research in each field. Our study thus 
offers a social and situational analysis to students’ dispositions on research 
work at programmes characterized by appreciation of creative practice. 
Drawing on Wenger’s (1998) social learning theory, referred to as a commu-
nity of practice, we maintain that becoming a researcher presumes advancing 
participation in characteristic research practices, among other researchers of 
one’s field. Wenger’s theory is useful in the arts, design and communication 
education because the theory considers research as a practice, in line with the 
overall intimacy of doing things in creative or practical disciplines.

As the research question, we ask what characterizes students’ participa-
tion in research practice in the analysed journalism programmes in Finland. 
We consider the students’ experiences to be socioculturally and situationally 
embedded in the degree programmes. Therefore, our study is not associ-
ated with individual persons but with the social and situational aspects that 
students activate in their speech.

BECOMING A RESEARCHER: THE COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE VIEW

Wenger’s learning theory addresses social negotiations of what it means to 
practice a particular domain competently in a historical and social context 
(Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 
2014; Farnsworth et al. 2016). When students engage themselves in such a 
social process, they begin becoming members of the community of prac-
tice of their domain. Indeed, journalism programmes engage students richly 
with negotiations of meanings of journalistic work through broad practi-
cal modules, simulation newsrooms built on university premises, extensive 
internships, professors of practice and regular visits by distinctive representa-
tives of journalism. However, to learn journalism research, students should 
engage richly also with the social negotiations of competent practice in the 
domain of journalism research.

Wenger (1998) and Farnsworth et al. (2016) emphasize two processes that 
constitute each other: reification and participation. An example of reification 
is a written code of journalism ethics that displays the outcome of journal-
ists’ social negotiations of ethical practice in a historical context. Similarly, 
the code of research ethics is a reification of ethically valid research practice 
negotiated by researchers. Both codes of ethics exist independently of new 
student generations. Yet, to claim ethically competent participation in either 
of the fields, students must process why and how the codes of ethics are 
meaningful to other practitioners and to themselves. These examples illu-
minate that mere access to practice journalism and research would not be 
enough nor would the mere adoption by students of reified meanings made 
by other participants of those domains. To claim competence in the domains 
of journalism and research, students must themselves become participants 
in the characteristic activities of the field and the social meaning-making of 
existing reifications.

Participation can advance from peripheral towards full. Wenger (1998) 
coined the concept of legitimate peripheral participation to refer to the reception 
of newcomers in a community of practice. In the domain of research, partici-
pation may remain peripheral until, even beyond the doctoral degree. What 
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matters is the development trend of participation: whether the trend is from 
peripheral to fuller participation or from peripheral to more marginal partici-
pation (Wenger 1998; Farnsworth et al. 2016: 17–19).

Besides the mutually constituting processes of reification and participa-
tion, Wenger’s (1998) theory addresses identity. Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-
Trayner (2014) include three components in the identification process: 
imagination, alignment and engagement. When applied to the domain of 
research, students first need to imagine themselves as prospective researchers. 
The image of becoming a researcher makes it meaningful to study theories 
and methods that the community of research practice considers as require-
ments to claim competence in research. Thus, students align their actions 
accordingly and study theory and methods, which eventually enables them 
to engage in research activities and become legitimate, yet peripheral, partic-
ipants in the community of research practice. Gradually, students become 
themselves involved in the ongoing social negotiation of what it means to 
practice research in the field of enquiry. The initial peripheral participation 
of students develops towards fuller participation then. Correspondingly, not 
imagining themselves as prospective researchers, not aligning studies and 
not engaging in the research lead from the initially peripheral to ever more 
marginal participation of students in the community of research practice.

Overall, Wenger’s topics of reification, participation and identity, supple-
mented with the aspect of the development trend of participation, provide us 
with the means to answer the research question: what characterizes students’ 
participation in research practice in journalism programmes at universities in 
Finland.

THE CONTEXT, MATERIALS AND DATA-GATHERING METHOD

Finland hosts thirteen universities, all of which are free, public universities. 
State subsidies and special loans support students, contributing to socio-
economically equal access to university degrees. The journalism programmes 
analysed for this study have decades of experience of combining theoretical 
and practical studies (Hovden et al. 2016: 15). In the Finnish comparison, the 
degrees stand out in their practicality (Ripatti-Torniainen and Mikkola 2023). 
Yet the extensive vocational–professional courses make the programmes anal-
ogous to other journalism programmes in Europe (Drok 2019) and gener-
ally in the world (Josephi 2020). In line with all university degrees in Finland, 
students conduct research work in both BA- and MA-level studies. Doctoral 
studies presume a completed MA degree.

The BA thesis is a small-scale research project. Weekly meetings at the 
bachelor’s seminar support students through all stages, from the narrow-
ing of the research question and theoretical background to the reflection of 
the completed empirical analysis and achieved results. The seminar provides 
students with supervision, a peer group and a public arena to present their 
research. The MA thesis is a more extensive piece of research. A concurrent 
master’s seminar supports students in a manner similar to the BA stage. At the 
MA thesis stage, a senior researcher supervises students individually during 
an entire academic year.

The data were collected at two universities in spring 2021, summer 2021 
and spring 2022. Sixteen journalism students were interviewed (four at the 
BA level and four at the MA level at University #1, four at the BA level and 
four at the MA level at University #2). The students were finalizing or had just 
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completed their theses. All BA-level interviewees planned to engage in MA 
degree studies.

The interviews were individual, semi-structured interviews conducted 
via the videoconferencing tool Zoom. Each interview followed the main 
themes of knowledge, scientific thinking, discipline, profession, competence, 
completed studies and postgraduate plans. The interviews varied in length 
from 58 minutes to 1 hour and 37 minutes, leading to a total duration of 22 
hours and 2 minutes. The interviews were transcribed verbatim (228 pages, 
font Verdana, font size eight, one line spacing) and pseudonymized. We were 
careful with the research ethical principles throughout the process (GDPR 
2016; Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 2019). The interviewed 
students volunteered to participate. The first author who designed and 
conducted the analysis had no teaching or supervising relationship to the 
interviewees nor did the second author. To respect the integrity of the inter-
viewed students and their teachers, we did not compare the two departments 
involved.

ANALYSIS METHOD

The theory-driven objects of the study – reification, participation and identity 
(Wenger 1998; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 2014; Farnsworth et al. 
2016) – were first operationalized as shown below. We then used situational 
analysis (Clarke 2005: 109–17; Clarke et al. 2017) to recognize the situated, 
social level of the interviewees’ speech.

Reification referred to interview passages in which a student spoke about 
the presence of research-related reifications in degree studies, for example, 
books and journal articles, conceptual knowledge, theories and methods, 
standards of scientific writing and research ethics, and theory and method-
ology modules. Instead of listing the reifications mentioned by individual 
students, we addressed the social level by focusing on discourses that formed 
around the reification-related speech across the data. We further examined the 
ways in which discourses changed from the BA to the MA level.

Participation referred to interview passages in which a student described 
being part of research practice, such as doing research in the BA or MA thesis, 
participating in discussions about research practice in the BA or MA seminar 
and other modules, working as a research assistant or being part of a research 
group. We addressed where and how the participation occurred and what 
kinds of social relations were involved. We further examined how the nature 
of participation changed from the BA to the MA level.

Identity referred to interview passages in which students positioned them-
selves in research. We addressed situations in which the students embraced 
an image of themselves as researchers or distanced themselves from such an 
image. If the image had changed during the studies, we examined the situ-
ations to which the students related the change in the interview narrative. 
Because our aim was to reveal socially prevailing rather than individually 
unique identities, we grouped individual identities into identity positions that 
prevailed throughout the data.

Each of the sixteen interviews was first analysed in its own terms. The 
entire transcription of each interview was read throughout and coded along 
the codes of reification, participation and identity by the first author, who then 
articulated in writing the core content of each interview code by code. After 
that, the overall picture of the interview was reconsidered, and particularly 
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important parts of the transcription were addressed again. In this way, the 
first author produced a document of each interview, consisting of a summary 
based on the three codes, as well as open remarks on the most significant 
issues in the interview narrative. The original transcription was copied behind 
the summary to enable easy access to the original text at all stages of the anal-
ysis. Once all interviews had been analysed and processed in this way, the first 
author moved from the interview-based to a code-based level, thus turning 
the analysis from the individual to the collective level of the data. Interview 
extracts were translated by the first author.

RESULTS

Reification

Reification referred to interview passages in which a student spoke about 
research-related reifications in degree studies. We addressed discourses that 
formed around reification-related speech across the data. The analysis led us 
to construct the three discourses of vulnerable, subordinate and independent 
journalism research.

The discourse of vulnerable journalism research consisted of hesitation 
to define the characteristics of journalism research. The discourse contained 
unawareness of the value and function of journalism research for journalism 
practice or an underestimation of journalism research in comparison to other 
disciplines. Compared to other disciplines, journalism research was seen to be 
younger, less theoretical and without theoretical foundations.

The discourse of subordinate journalism research maintained that jour-
nalism research was subordinate to journalism practice. Journalism research 
gained value through facilitating the development of journalism. This posi-
tion contained structured knowledge and insight into journalism research 
but no capability to articulate the value of research outside the applica-
tion of results in journalistic work. In this discourse, students literally made 
moves in their speech; when asked about journalism research, they quickly 
turned to speak about journalism practice, as if the transfer from research 
to practice was the only imaginable way for them to discuss journalism 
research.

In both discourses, journalism research was secondary to the profes-
sional field of journalism and other disciplines. In contrast, the third discourse 
perceived journalism research in its own right. This discourse of independent 
journalism research maintained that journalism research had value and func-
tion apart from journalism practice and other disciplines. The students who 
spoke in this discourse had extensive knowledge and experience to recognize 
either some characteristic features of journalism research in comparison to 
some other disciplines or some of the contributions that journalism research 
makes to society.

In addition to research-related discourses, the analysis of reifications 
involved consideration of the ways in which the discourses changed from the 
BA to the MA level. The discourse of independent journalism research was 
evident in the speech of some students already at the BA level. As for the 
others, if the interview narrative contained a change, the change occurred at 
the very end of studies during the thesis research. In the extract below, the 
student (BA student 3–1, University #1) who had first activated the subordi-
nate journalism research discourse in the interview turns to describe a change 
of mind regarding research:
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This Bachelor’s thesis module […] up to now I have cursed all scientific 
modules we have had and […] been whining here at home. But now 
I have realized that it would have been better if there had been a few 
more [scientific modules] or that I had concentrated on them instead 
of whining, concentrating on what is important. I feel like I understand 
things in a completely new way because of the Bachelor’s thesis.

The extensive master’s thesis presumes that students immerse themselves in 
reading previous research on an entirely new scale compared to studies so 
far. Some students awoke to the value and function of journalism research for 
the first time when completing the final part of their studies. However, such 
a qualitative change in research-related awareness was not inevitable in the 
data. There were students who graduated holding the discourse that journal-
ism research is an extremely practical and thin enterprise.

Participation

Participation referred to interview passages in which a student described being 
part of a research practice during the degree studies. We addressed where 
and how the participation occurred and what kinds of social relations were 
involved.

Participation in research practice occurred primarily in BA and MA thesis 
seminars and in related thesis research work. The syllabi also contain other 
research-related compulsory modules that aim at providing students with 
prerequisites for thesis research. While some students described participatory 
experiences in such modules, such as frequently discussing scientific articles 
in a peer group in a BA-level theory module provided by one of the universi-
ties, those modules did not stand out in the students’ speech anywhere near 
the significance of doing thesis research. In the extract below, the student (BA 
student 4–3, University #2) describes how the thesis writing joined them to 
the research community:

When I write something by myself, for example in the BA thesis, I keep 
thinking about the previous research on the topic and reflect upon it by 
myself. I think of the knowledge that I have myself produced becoming 
part of the previous research.

Thesis research work requires extensive time and intensive intellectual invest-
ment from students. In the analysed programmes, students choose their thesis 
research topic. The interviewed students had chosen personally meaningful 
topics that derived from their interests or insights or reflected their profes-
sional visions. For example, one of the students had conducted a small-scale 
BA thesis study on the topic that raised their interest in the journalism profes-
sion in secondary school. During the BA thesis research, the student learned 
to locate the topic conceptually, which illuminated to the student the differ-
ence between layperson and scientific discussion. Another student in the BA 
thesis analysed how journalists cover the students’ beloved art form. Equipped 
with extensive interest in and knowledge of the genre, the student learned to 
use a qualitative research method to reveal the implicit premises behind the 
published stories on the topic. At the MA level, the interviewed students had 
often chosen topics that had attracted their curiosity during work experiences 
in the media field.
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Every student presents their research several times during the seminar that 
lasts half an academic year at the BA level and spans an entire academic year 
at the MA level. Opponents are assigned to each seminar presentation, which 
means that every student receives and prepares peer feedback frequently 
for other students. The seminar groups, led by the senior researcher super-
visor, thus simulate a small-scale scholarly community. The students’ speech 
in the data refers to the meaningful social relations involved. The peer group 
provided continuous support. The supervisors’ advice was critically important 
and necessary for the students’ research work.

The data contained only marginal references to the students’ participation 
in research practice outside thesis seminars. Only single students talked about 
being part of larger writing teams or working as research assistants. Relations 
to researchers beyond those who teach on compulsory modules were rare in 
the data.

We further examined how the nature of participation in research practice 
changed from the BA to the MA level. Even though the MA thesis is more 
extensive, and presumes more advanced knowledge and skills than the BA 
thesis, the students’ participation in research practice followed, in the MA 
stage, the same pattern as in the BA stage. The participation remained narrow, 
mostly channelled merely to the thesis seminar in a manner similar to the BA 
level.

Identity

The analysis of identity involved addressing situations in which the students 
embraced an image of themselves as researchers or distanced themselves from 
such an image. If the image of oneself as a researcher changed during the 
studies, we examined the situations to which the students related the change 
in the interview narrative.

The situations in which the students embraced the image of themselves as 
researchers were the enrolment stage and the thesis-writing stage. The image 
of oneself as a researcher was not encompassing at the enrolment stage, as 
some interviewees had sought a seat in the programme purely for professional 
interests. In contrast, the thesis-writing stage activated the image of being a 
researcher in all interviewees, at least temporarily. This is reasonable because 
the thesis research process presumes that students adopt the researcher role. 
Thus, the students activated the researcher’s identity partly at the doorstep of 
the studies and overall at the end of the studies. The largely practical studies 
between these poles distanced students, rather than getting them closer to an 
image of themselves as researchers.

We constructed from the individual narratives the following four posi-
tions that reflect the researcher identities upon graduation, both on the BA 
and MA levels. In the fleeting researcher identity, the encounter with research 
practice appeared as a one-shot experience. When these students antic-
ipated a postgraduate relationship to research practice, they described a 
relationship that could be found among the educated general public that 
occasionally attunes to research through popularized publications but 
remains external to research activities. The illusory researcher identity was 
similarly displayed in the data as a distance from actual research prac-
tice, but with the distinction that students kept dreaming about becoming 
researchers. Studies did not seem to have redeemed the dream upon gradu-
ation, which left the students themselves hesitating upon their capabilities 
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to pursue doctoral studies. In the extract below, the methodological part of 
the thesis research prompts uncertainty in the student (MA student 2–2, 
University #2):

I was in despair at some point […] [I felt] terrible about [the master’s 
thesis] being published online for everyone to see. I felt terribly embar-
rassed. What if [the methodology] is all wrong? […] And yet I would 
like to produce a good thesis because, surely not immediately, but 
maybe later, I might still be interested in doctoral studies or a PhD. It’s 
far away, though.

In contrast, the students speaking in the latent researcher identity discourse 
were confident enough to express the prospect of becoming researchers. 
Nevertheless, these students had parallel plans in journalism and communi-
cations. Furthermore, some of the students belittled their researcher orienta-
tions, for example, by saying that they were interested in the ‘brainless’ work 
of research assistants or that they planned to pursue doctoral studies ‘for a 
laugh’. The missed researcher identity was found among students similarly 
trustful in their research prerequisites. Yet the postgraduate research orien-
tation was itself missing as the students communicated outright plans other 
than those of pursuing research and doctoral studies.

As discussed at the beginning of the article, according to Wenger (1998), 
practising a domain presumes that individuals identify with the socially 
negotiated practice. All three identity-related aspects of imagination, align-
ment and engagement (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 2014) actu-
alized temporarily in the thesis seminars. The imagination about being 
a researcher actualized when students began their individual research 
processes. The chance to choose a topic with which the student often had 
a personal relationship brought intensity and subjectivity to the image of 
oneself as a researcher. It was necessary for students to align themselves 
with the research process in order to complete the thesis. Eventually, the 
students engaged in each stage of the research process. The students were 
recognized as early stage researchers by the senior researcher supervisor 
and their peers. The results thus show that the thesis research and thesis 
writing empowered all interviewees research-wise, including those who 
kept hesitating upon their capability or preferring journalism practice over 
academic orientation. However, the analysis of the researcher identities also 
shows that, despite the rewarding experience in the thesis seminars, the 
temporarily activated junior researcher identity was already fading in many 
students’ speech at the time of the interviews.

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS IN THE SITUATIONAL AND SOCIAL 
CONTEXT

Our research question explored what characterizes students’ participation 
in research practice in journalism programmes at universities in Finland. 
Drawing on Wenger’s social learning theory (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 
1998; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 2014; Farnsworth et al. 2016) and 
situational analysis (Clarke 2005; Clarke et al. 2017), we maintained that 
students’ learning of research is situationally and socially embedded in degree 
programmes. Following Wenger’s division of learning into the two constitu-
tive processes of reification and participation, we addressed the social level 
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of the reification process by analysing research-related discourses. The found 
discourse of vulnerable journalism research can be seen to partly reflect the 
learning environments that reserve large parts of degree studies to practi-
cal modules, leaving some students vulnerable in scientific concepts, theo-
ries, methodologies and previous research that are prerequisites to practice 
research. Some students said in the interviews that they had read only a few 
books before the thesis stage or that the entrance exam book was the book 
they knew best.

Similarly, the discourse on subordinate journalism research may partly 
reflect the de facto structure of the degree studies that seem to subordinate 
research to journalism practice. The analysis of participation adds to these 
results. According to the data, participation in research remained channelled 
mainly merely into thesis-writing seminars at both the BA and MA levels. 
The progress of the studies did not lead to extending participation in research 
practice. In the same vein, the data refer to students’ narrow social relations in 
research practice. Relations, again mainly in thesis seminars, are established 
with other novices in the seminar group and with a single senior researcher. In 
the data, the supervisor is often the only representative of the research prac-
tice whom the student names in the context of participation. The COVID-19 
pandemic may partly explain narrow social relations.

Finally, the analysis of identity suggests that research may be socially 
subordinate to journalism practice in learning environments. Of the found 
identity positions upon graduation, either the fleeting, latent or missed 
research identity placed researcher identity over journalist or other identity. 
The latent research identity that involved students expressing a researcher 
prospect among other career plans but often belittling their researcher inter-
est suggests that the students interpreted research to be socially esteemed 
as secondary to journalism and other careers. Another explanation could be 
that these students were unsure of their research competence. In the illusory 
research identity, the dream of becoming a researcher faced headwinds due to 
fragility of research-related learning.

The results show that the thesis seminars and the related research writing 
secured a temporary experience of legitimate peripheral participation (Wenger 
1998; Farnsworth et al. 2016: 17–19) for all interviewed students. The thesis 
research processes were of paramount importance for students’ participation 
in the research practice. Yet, the thesis processes were mostly the only times 
that participation in research actualized in studies. If the image of oneself 
as a researcher roused in a student only here, it may have been too late for 
the students to align their studies accordingly and to engage in the competi-
tive doctoral studies stage. For example, it may be difficult to write successful 
research plans and funding applications with fragile conceptual and methodo-
logical knowledge.

Table 1 gathers the results from the perspective of development trends 
upon graduation from BA and MA studies. The table displays the directions 
into which studies in the journalism programmes were leading the students 
research-wise. The results collected from the above-described analyses of reifi-
cation, participation and identity suggest that the development trends were 
leading the students from the achieved legitimate peripheral participation (at 
the thesis research stage) either towards marginalizing or ambivalent trends 
but not towards self-evidently fuller participation. The table further shows the 
social and situational factors in the data that seem to explain the development 
trends.
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CONCLUSION

We conducted this study in largely practical journalism programmes that have 
adapted their curricula to align with the standards of BA, MA and Ph.D. theses 
in theoretically oriented programmes in humanities and social sciences in 
Finland. The results show that students’ research orientations are successfully 
nourished at the BA and MA thesis-writing stage by engaging students in 
authentic research processes in which using their own voice is encouraged, 
and by guaranteeing access to advice by a senior supervisor throughout all 
stages of research. These results give a hopeful picture of students learning 
theoretically and conceptually anchored analysis in practical programmes. 
However, the results also suggest that the continuum to the Ph.D. stage 
remains uncertain, even unlikely, due to the experienced social prioritiz-
ing of practice over research throughout the earlier stages of the studies. The 
intensive investments in research at the end of the studies do not seem to be 
enough to bridge the gap that is situationally and socially maintained in the 
learning environment.

Epistemological reconsiderations on theory and research, proposed by 
scholars in art, design and media work (Candlin 2000; Lockheart 2018; 
Readman and Moon 2020), appear very relevant to journalism programmes, 
but not necessarily to promote alternative doctorates (Nelson 2013; Lee et 
al. 2009; Royal and Smith 2019) in the first place. More importantly, episte-
mological reconsiderations are needed to clarify what knowledge, research 
and theory mean in the field, and how their value will be communicated 
to students throughout their years in the BA and MA programmes. In such 
reconsiderations, also communities of research practice can become defined 
anew. We find Wenger offering a pedagogically applicable model for creative 
and practical disciplines to root students in research communities in ways that 
reflect the variety and intimacy of doing things in art, design and communica-
tion education.

As an evaluation of this study, the analysis is based on internally consist-
ent, rich interview data. Limitations include the fact that the analysis did not 
follow students longitudinally from the BA to the MA level; instead, the inter-
viewers encountered students once, upon graduation. Future research should 
extend the analysis to those de facto enrolled in doctoral studies in journal-
ism and to those enrolled in other doctoral programmes after graduation in 
journalism.

Table 1:  Found researcher identities, development trends and social situations involved.

Identity 
Development trend in 

research practice Social situation involved 

Fleeting 
researcher identity

Marginalizing trend Assumption of studying in a profes-
sional school instead of a university

Illusory researcher 
identity

Ambivalent trend Completed research modules too narrow 
to learn premises for research work

Latent researcher 
identity

Ambivalent trend Research socially and situationally 
subordinate to journalism practice

Missed researcher 
identity

Ambivalent trend; likeli-
hood of marginalizing trend

Appeal of research career not actualized 
early enough in studies
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