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The Before – Initial Engagement and Preparation

My participation in the 12th annual ECADOC summer school emerged through 
a series of contingencies, hesitations and persistent self-doubt rather than through 
confident intention. As a part-time doctoral researcher, the early stages of my sec-
ond year were disrupted by a  family emergency, resulting in a missed ECADOC 
application deadline. Following a  tentative enquiry, I was offered a brief window 
to apply and subsequently placed on the waiting list – a position I attempted to re-
linquish in favour of more advanced doctoral candidates, but was gently yet firmly 
encouraged by the organisers to  recognise my belonging within the programme. 
When a  place was offered, further doubts surfaced around funding and my own 
readiness to participate, but once again these were quickly rebuffed and resolved 
through the supportive structures surrounding the programme and COST fund-
ing available through the COCAG network. Missing the chance to  book conve-
nient, local direct flights briefly became another potential point of withdrawal, but 
ultimately the chance for a  family adventure accompanying me for the preceding 
weekend gave me the final nudge in the direction of Wrocław, enabling my eventual 
attendance.

Arriving, therefore, felt less like the culmination of careful planning and de-
termination and more like the result of a series of quiet insistences that I belonged. 
As my family departed at the end of our weekend together, left alone with my lap-
top and the early forms of my doctoral research, I was acutely aware of a persistent 
sense of imposter syndrome. This emotional state would come to  frame much of 
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my engagement with the summer school, shaping both how I experienced the pro-
gramme and how I now reflect upon its significance for my emerging researcher 
identity.

The During – Structured Learning and Knowledge Acquisition

The week-long ECADOC programme combined keynote lectures, panels, work-
shops and Collective Academic Supervision (CAS) sessions, offering a carefully cu-
rated balance between theoretical input, methodological exploration and peer-sup-
ported reflection. Across these varied formats, recurring themes of criticality, rela-
tionality, responsibility and the social purpose of career guidance emerged, shaping 
both my engagement during the week and my reflections afterwards.

The opening keynote lecture, delivered by Dr Sanna Toiviainen alongside 
ECADOC host Dr Anna Bilon-Piórko, introduced the concept of relationality 
within careers-related activities. This perspective challenged dominant narratives of 
individualism and human exceptionalism, proposing that career development is in-
herently relational, processual and embedded within social and material contexts. 
The four core principles outlined – that individual lives are constituted through re-
lations; that these relations extend beyond the human; that individuals are insepa-
rable from social-material arrangements; and that career activities unfold within 
these constellations – resonated strongly with my own research interests. In par-
ticular, this framework reinforced my growing conviction that careers guidance has 
the potential to cultivate values and socio-environmental responsibility, rather than 
narrowly reproducing traditional metrics of individual success. I left the session re-
flecting on the role of careers education as a potential “bridge” between personal 
aspiration and collective responsibility.

These questions were further provoked by the second keynote lecture, deliv-
ered by Anthony Mann, Senior Policy Analyst at the OECD, who drew on global 
longitudinal data to explore the relationship between teenage career development 
and adult employment outcomes. While the presentation highlighted gaps between 
education systems and labour market needs, it also raised deeper questions about 
social and cultural capital and the 
inequities embedded within them, 
prompting us to  consider how guid-
ance practices might actively reshape 
young people’s sense of possibility 
and self-worth. Mr Mann’s example of 
Green Guidance – positioning client-
led transitions towards greener econ-
omies – was a  particular catalyst for 
reflection (Text Box  1). For me, this 

Text Box 1
A lightning bolt moment! 
Returning to my handwritten notes, underlined, 
circled and highlighted were the questions:
‘Why are we putting the responsibility on 
teenagers to lead the changes? What if the 
employability strategy is written by the UN 
Environment Programme or the IPCC instead 
of by the likes of the OECD, ILO, WEF?’
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marked a critical moment: rather than placing responsibility for systemic change 
on young people themselves, I  began to  question what might happen if employ-
ability strategies were shaped primarily by environmental and social imperatives 
rather than by economic institutions alone. These reflections continued to evolve 
throughout the week.

Interspersed across the programme, Collective Academic Supervision (CAS) 
sessions offered a structured space to present our doctoral research and seek feed-
back from peers and tutors. This was my first experience of presenting my work 
within a multilingual, international research environment, and it prompted an un-
expected moment of reflexivity. I became acutely aware of my habitual presentation 
style – energetic, discursive and shaped by years of professional teaching practice. It 
was while watching the presentations of my peers that I immediately recognised the 
need to simplify, declutter and communicate with greater precision. With resulting 
overnight edits and alterations completed, presenting my work to a group of sub-
ject specialists at a time when my supervisory support had recently been disrupted 
by massive institutional restructuring within UK higher education heightened my 
sense of uncertainty. However, by the time I  presented, I  had begun to  feel sup-
ported by my CAS group, and the experience ultimately reinforced the value of re-
lational academic spaces in sustaining confidence during moments of doubt.

My engagement with the workshop programme further deepened these reflec-
tions. Initially selecting quantitatively focused sessions in an attempt to  address 
gaps in methodological knowledge, I  found the preparatory materials discourag-
ingly overwhelming. With the support and encouragement from tutors, however, 
I  shifted towards more familiar qualitative workshops that aligned more closely 
with my experience while still offering intellectual stretch. Dr Ricky Gee’s work-
shop on Paradoxical Career Articulations introduced sociological and philosophical 
lenses for understanding career narratives, drawing on concepts such as floating 
signifiers and dichotomous tensions (e.g. self/other, being/becoming, agency/struc-
ture). This session illuminated the paradoxes shaping my own doctoral identity: po-
sitioned institutionally as a “junior” researcher while simultaneously being one of 
the older participants, I became more attuned to how language and categorisation 
contribute to feelings of in-betweenness, fuelling imposter syndrome.

Workshops led by Dr Gill Frigerio and Dr Mariana Lucs Casanova further in-
fluenced the direction of my research. Dr Frigerio’s session on academic writing 
identity introduced the concept of task crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) 
within the context of research evaluation, which I  immediately recognised as 
a missing theoretical component in my study. Dr Casanova’s workshop on Criti-
cal Discourse Analysis prompted a pivotal realisation regarding my mixed-methods 
questionnaire design: the difficulty I  had attributed to  terminology was, in fact, 
rooted in conceptual complexity and the density of language itself. This insight has 
since become central to how I approach data generation and analysis.
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The panel discussions extended the programme’s critical focus by situating ca-
reer guidance within broader institutional, social and ecological contexts. Collec-
tively, they foregrounded questions of responsibility, power and definition – par-
ticularly who defines success, who sets strategic priorities and whose interests are 
ultimately served by guidance systems. The panel From Offer to Strategy: Rethinking 
the Institutions’ Role in Career Guidance brought together practitioners and policy-
makers from education, labour offices, social services and local government in Po-
land. The discussion highlighted how institutional missions, funding structures and 
resource allocation shape the scope and intent of guidance practice. This prompted 
me to reflect on the less visible dynamics of institutional self-interest and the poten-
tial for guidance to become subtly directive rather than genuinely supportive. The 
notion of being “guided” in ways that align more closely with institutional priorities 
than with individual or societal well-being raised important ethical questions for 
my own research into employability and guidance practice. A second panel, Enter-
ing Adulthood in Times of Polycrisis, further complicated these reflections by exam-
ining how contemporary young people construct meanings of career and success 
amidst intersecting global crises. Contributions from researchers at the Youth Re-
search Centre (SWPS University) explored how uncertainty, ecological anxiety and 
diminished perceptions of personal control shape aspirations and decision-making 
at both micro and macro levels. The discussion highlighted a notable absence of 
sustainability-oriented narratives within mainstream career discourse, reinforcing 
our collective concerns that existing guidance frameworks remain poorly equipped 
to address ecological anxiety or support life choices aligned with long-term social 
and environmental responsibility.

The final panel, Meet the Editors, offered a more pragmatic complement to these 
critical discussions by demystifying academic publishing within the careers field. 
Insights into editorial expectations, journal positioning and the rationale for schol-
arly dissemination underscored the importance of engaging critically – and visibly 
– with debates shaping the discipline. 

The In-Betweens – Informal Peer Learning and Social Constructivism

By far the most valuable aspect of the ECADOC experience was the informal in-
teractions between sessions: the chats while waiting for coffee, over lunches and on 
tram journeys to and from DSW university. These moments offered space to de-
bate insights and points of disagreement, clarifying, challenging or even refram-
ing interpretations from the formal sessions. Many of my most significant break-
throughs emerged in this setting. Conversations with fellow researchers coalesced 
around shared interests in critical employability, guidance for sustainable careers 
and the potential for material systemic change. These exchanges not only pro-
voked and inspired my thinking, but also provided access to diverse perspectives 
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spanning theory, practice and methodology. Relationality and social capital at work 
in practice!

The Down Times – Consolidation and Reflective Practice

If the in-between moments were intellectually valuable, the pauses – the evenings 
and mornings – were vital, crucial for reflection and recuperation. While many 
participants enjoyed Wrocław’s social life, I  needed a  quieter rhythm: recapping 
notes, reflecting on the day, resting and enjoying doughnuts! These periods allowed 
me to consolidate learning, identify key insights and sustain my energy for the next 
day’s programme.

The Afterwards – Integration, Application and Research Development

Returning to  everyday life after inhabiting this intense, supportive environment 
proved unexpectedly testing. The ECADOC experience provided both new theo-
retical and methodological directions – particularly in critical employability, task 
crafting and the conceptual complexity of sustainable development – alongside 
finding the confidence to build my emerging researcher identity. Being a student 
after a  decade of professional experience was humbling; progress felt non-linear, 
sometimes regressive, and required patience and resilience. Yet the paradox of be-
ing an older participant among early-career researchers offered unique opportuni-
ties for reflection on identity, belonging and intergenerational academic dynamics. 
The experience also had a practical impact: I am now co-leading two COST Action 
COCAG sub-groups, have expanded my academic network and benefit from peer-
supported online study groups with fellow participants. Access to senior scholars, 
previously known only through their publications, has been invaluable for both 
mentorship and inspiration. Above all, the summer school reinforced the impor-
tance of relational, supportive scholarly communities and highlighted the unique 
privilege of participating in such an inclusive European academic network.

As I write this, the call for applications to the 13th ECADOC in Dublin, Ireland 
is open and, as a result of this overwhelmingly beneficial experience, is next on my 
list to tackle. 
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