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Visual Arts as a Tool for Phenomenology

Anna S. CohenMiller

Abstract: In this article I explain the process and benefits of using visual arts as a tool within a 
transcendental phenomenological study. I present and discuss drawings created and described by 
four participants over the course of twelve interviews. Findings suggest the utility of visual arts 
methods within the phenomenological toolset to encourage participant voice through easing 
communication and facilitating understanding.

Table of Contents

1. Preface

2. Arts-Based Methods and Becoming a Mother in Academia

3. Arts-Based Research

4. Arts and Phenomenology

5. Walking through the Study: Steps of Data Collection and Analysis

5.1 Phenomenological interviewing using visual arts

5.2 The participants: DocMamas sharing experience 

5.2.1 DocMama1: A business major with one child

5.2.2 DocMama2: A social sciences major, pregnant with her second child

5.2.3 DocMama3: A science major with one child

5.2.4 DocMama4: An education major with one child

6. Discussion 

Acknowledgments

References

Author

Citation

1. Preface

I walked through the dark atrium of the library, retrieving a key from the friendly  
albeit aloof student receptionists at the library counter. Ascending a grand 
staircase, I gingerly walked past students quietly reading and taking notes.  
Through the grand space I walked, moving beyond the stacks of books,  
searching for the closed, locked door with the proper number. Once inside, the  
white walled room was immediately filled with fluorescent light as I switched the  
light on. It wasn't a particularly welcoming space, too sterile, too cold, and only  
slightly larger than the table inside. I soon got to work to prepare the space for  
interviews with the new mothers. I diffused essential oils to improve the stagnant  
air and rearranged the table, arranging the chairs side-by-side to help reduce the  
power imbalance between researcher and participant. On top of the tables, I  
placed plain white printer paper, a variety of markers and colored pencils. I was  
now ready to begin my first interview and art elicitation. [1]
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2. Arts-Based Methods and Becoming a Mother in Academia

What is the experience of becoming a first time mother within a doctoral 
program? How do people navigate this space? It was from my own nuanced 
experiences of becoming a mother in a doctoral program that these questions 
emerged and a transcendental phenomenological study commenced, a study for 
my dissertation that incorporated visual arts methods. In this article, I detail the 
process of using visual arts—drawings created and described by participants to 
explain their experience of becoming a mother while in their doctoral program. [2]

When I began my doctoral studies, I did not have any children and did not plan to 
study motherhood. Yet by the end of my first year, I was pregnant with my son. 
Becoming a mother in my doctoral program was a major transition in my life, one 
which opened my eyes to the structural obstacles and personal challenges of 
being a mother in academia. From a small cohort of doctoral studies in my 
program, two other colleagues also became pregnant with their first child. Even 
though we were all in the same program, in the same year, all having become 
pregnant for the first time, our academic experiences with the university, faculty, 
and courses varied greatly. [3]

With the increase of women in doctoral programs, there has also been an 
increase of women becoming mothers. Being enrolled in a doctoral program 
stands in contrast to full time employment. Doctoral students in the U.S. are 
expected to pay for their education or at best work part-time in exchange for 
certain benefits, none of which typically include maternity leave. Doctoral students 
as mothers juggle additional "plates" which are incomparable to typical 
employment. As MASON (2009) explains, graduate students are at "their peak 
childbearing years" (§5). She notes in an interview about her extensive survey of 
doctoral students that 

"More than two-thirds of the women in our doctoral survey agreed that the ages 
between 28 and 34 would be the optimal time to have a first child—the very years in 
which they are struggling to obtain a Ph.D. Yet 33 is now the average age at which 
women receive a Ph.D., and they cannot expect to achieve tenure before they are 39. 
They can see their biological clocks running out before they achieve the golden ring 
of tenure" (ibid.). [4]

In Europe, women are regularly outnumbering men for the first time in many 
fields (EUROSTAT, 2017). Likewise, in the US, graduate students are 
predominantly women (OKAHANA, FEASTER & ALLUM, 2016, p.4). Yet 
structural and individual challenges persist for women progressing through the 
academic pipeline, from junior to senior positions. Women in academia face 
challenges individually and institutionally that are exacerbated once they have 
become mothers. For those who choose to combine being a mother with a tenure 
track position face challenges that have yet to be fully understood and/or 
addressed. These often-simultaneous "ticking clocks" of tenure and biology are of 
concern for many junior women academics as they aim to reach unrealistic goals 
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(see MASON, WOLFINGER & GOULDEN, 2013; SALLEE, WARD & WOLF-
WENDEL, 2016; WARD & WOLF-WENDEL, 2017). [5]

Mothers in academia are often the primary caretaker and have limited paid leave 
(if at all) for maternity leave and breastfeeding. WOLFINGER, MASON and 
GOULDEN (2008) explain in their longitudinal study of doctoral student recipients 
in the US, "family and children account for the lower rate at which women obtain 
tenure-track jobs" (p.389). Challenges faced by academic mothers can be seen in 
other countries as well, even in Nordic countries with high levels of family policy 
supports (MAYER & TIKKA, 2008). Likewise, within academia, graduate student 
mothers face internal and external obstacles and challenges (CHUNG, 2015; 
DEMERS, 2014; KULP, 2016; SWARTS, 2016; TIU WU, 2013; TREPAL, 
STINCHFIELD & HAIYASOSO, 2014; TUCKER, 2016; ZHANG, 2011), such as 
guilt, costs of childcare, and perceptions by others on academic focus. While 
there is an increase in the number of studies on the topic of women and mothers 
in academia, few studies have examined graduate student mother experiences 
and needs (COHENMILLER, 2014a; PHILIPSEN, 2008). [6]

Both within the U.S. and in Europe supporting mothers in academia can be seen 
as a means towards gender equity (HARVÁNKOVÁ & COHENMILLER, 2017). 
However, there is still a need to further understand these experiences across 
cultural borders. The growing need for more research and policy to support early 
academics led to this study. In this article I describe the study of doctoral student 
mothers and the visual arts approach used to encourage communication and 
understanding. The subsequent sections lay the groundwork for the study 
situating it within the research on arts-based research and phenomenology, 
followed by a description of the study, sample drawings and descriptions of the 
experiences before and after creating the artwork. The resultant description and 
discussion highlight the utility of the drawing as a tool for transcendental 
phenomenology to encourage participants' voice through easing communication 
and facilitating understanding. [7]

3. Arts-Based Research

Arts-based research (ABR) has been expanding in its use to understand and 
explore topics important for issues of equity and social justice, allowing 
researchers to reach a wider audience (LEAVY, 2017). Similarly, the topic of 
doctoral student motherhood and mothering in academia is an emerging topic 
that has been noted as needing more research (COHENMILLER, 2016a; MASON 
et al., 2013; PHILIPSEN, 2008; TUCKER, 2016). Through increasing our 
understanding of the experiences and challenges for mothers in academia, we 
have seen that additional supports can be addressed to improve recruitment, 
retention and equity for women in the profession (COHENMILLER, 2014a; 
PHILIPSEN, 2008). [8]

Researchers have found incorporating arts-based research (ABR) a useful tool to 
address sensitive topics (KNOWLES & COLE, 2008). Within educational 
research, ABR supports new perspectives: "Arts-based educational research is 
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founded on the belief that the arts have the ability to contribute particular insights 
into, and enhance understandings of phenomena that are of interest to 
educational researchers" (O'DONOGHUE, 2009, p.352). STICKLEY et al. (2016) 
have shown that arts can support wellbeing in general, while HOGAN (2015) 
explained how arts were used to support women's transition to motherhood. In 
interviewing mothers, sensitive topics could include typically private aspects such 
as physical and emotional aspects (e.g., birthing, nursing, post-partum 
depression), changes in one's identity (LANEY, HALL, ANDERSON & 
WILLINGHAM, 2015), and pressures related to societal expectations (TREPAL et 
al., 2014). ABR's capacity to bring about new perspectives and address sensitive 
topics makes it suitable to include in a phenomenological study of doctoral 
students who are also mothers. As a doctoral student mother at the time of the 
study, I knew of the potential challenges of both speaking about such a sensitive 
topic and also articulating the experience. [9]

Using the arts within and for research has become increasingly popular. Some 
commonly used terms that refer to various uses of arts within research include 
such terminology as arts-based research (ABR), arts-informed research, arts-
inspired research, a/r/t/ography1, and visual methods. Within this article, I use the 
terminology described by LEAVY (2017) that distinguishes arts-based methods, 
such as drawings and paintings, from arts-based research as a philosophical 
approach. [10]

The arts are used in many ways in research, such as in supporting programs with 
historically disadvantaged groups (COHOLIC, COTE-MEEK & RECOLLET, 
2017), with vulnerable children (COHOLIC & EYS, 2016), with international 
children addressing their concerns for the future (HOLDEN, JOLDOSHALIEVA & 
SHAMATOV, 2008), for social change working with adults (HAYES & YORKS, 
2007), and for studying wellbeing (COHENMILLER & DEMERS, 2017). By 
incorporating ABR, additional insights are possible: "This philosophical belief 
system, which developed at the intersection of the arts and sciences, suggests 
that the arts are able to access that which is otherwise out of reach" (LEAVY, 
2017, p.14). Such use of arts-based research has been brought to prominence in 
the social science and educational research through the work of EISNER (2008), 
HAYWOOD ROLLING (2013), LAWRENCE-LIGHTFOOT and DAVIS (1997), 
LEAVY (2015, 2017), and PINK (2012), to name a few. [11]

The use of ABR can provide a means to support participants in expressing 
themselves. For example, LEAVY (2017) provides an overview of how ABR can 
support participants and address emergent questions, at times being participatory 
and at times not: "This approach has the potential to bring forth data that would 
not emerge with written or verbal communication alone ..." (p.20). [12]

Arts-based research provides a way to understand experiences in multiple ways. 
Some researchers utilize ABR approaches within the data collection, within the 
data analysis, and/or within the findings. ABR assists in exposing additional ways 

1 A/r/tography is the integration of arts in educational research. "A/r/t is a metaphor for artist-
researcher-teacher" (LEAVY, 2009, p.3).
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of understanding while potentially broadening the audience (LEAVY, 2015). Using 
the arts within qualitative research has been practiced across disciplines, from 
sociology to education, and within multiple types of methods from focus group, 
interviews, to methodologies such as autoethnography. [13]

While there is limited research using the arts to specifically study doctoral student 
mothers, or even graduate student parents, the integration of arts to study the 
experiences of mothers outside of academia is not new. For example, there are 
conferences that focus on it; The Museum of Motherhood hosts a yearly 
conference on motherhood and mothering. At this interdisciplinary conference, 
arts-based methods, analysis and performance have been central to 
understanding the varied experiences and representations of mothers, 
motherhood, and mothering. Other conferences are encouraging the arts in 
studying mothers in society including using popular culture to examine 
motherhood and mothering (SOUTHWEST POPULAR/AMERICAN CULTURE 
ASSOCIATION, 2017). [14]

However, there is little empirical research on ABR and mothering within 
academia. A few exceptions are the dissertation study discussed here 
(COHENMILLER, 2014b), another dissertation study incorporating ABR methods 
within an autoethnographic study of being a Korean doctoral student mother 
(CHUNG, 2015), and follow-up studies (also using arts-based methods) 
conducted with motherscholars (COHENMILLER, 2016a, 2016b; COHENMILLER 
& DEMERS, 2017). [15]

4. Arts and Phenomenology

Art has long been a subject of phenomenological philosophical texts. For 
HEIDEGGER (2002 [1950]), aesthetics and the arts were considered essential, 
"an expression of human life" (p.57). Furthermore, others examining 
phenomenology and the arts, such as noted philosophers HENRY and MARION, 
examined phenomenological aesthetics and looked at art as a means for 
understanding the invisible and visible (GSCHWANDTNER, 2014). The process 
of creating art can then be considered transformative. As GSCHWANDTNER 
elucidates of Marion's attention to aesthetics, 

"[c]reating a work of art is actually a process of making visible, transferring a 
phenomenon from one reality to another, even a kind of popularizing move in which a 
phenomenon so far inaccessible is made accessible for a larger group of viewers" 
(pp.306-307). [16]

While MARION and HENRY explored artwork created by others (e.g., 
KANDINSKY), participants within a phenomenological study can engage artistic 
aspects of themselves by using visual arts methods when they put pen to paper 
and are guided to create drawings based upon a researcher prompt—accessing 
new means of representation and making the invisible, visible. [17]

FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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Art as such can be used to uncover lived experience (DEWEY, 2005 [1934]). One 
such way to expand on the researcher's toolkit is through artistic expression—as 
an aesthetic representation to express human life (HEIDEGGER, 2002 [1950]) or 
to add depth to understanding experience. LAWRENCE-LIGHTFOOT and DAVIS 
(1997) note the relevance of artistic expression, "[i]t was against this colorful 
historic canvas—from Rousseau to James to Dewey to DuBois to Geertz—that I 
began to draw the artistic and scientific form that overlapped to shape my version 
of social science portraiture" (p.8). [18]

Drawings or other art forms created by participants can help provide a way for 
individuals to think about, reflect, and actually see their experiences. Arts can 
provide a mental break, a physical space, and opportunity to think more deeply. 
GUENETTE and MARSHALL (2009) suggest that drawings can provide a useful 
means of communication for some participants to "have the opportunity to switch 
from a purely verbal way of expressing oneself to a more creative form. It can 
also provide valuable distance from what has been experienced; a 'break' from a 
more intense verbal process" (p.87). For other participants, drawings may provide 
insights to descriptions of experiences formerly dormant. [19]

Art creation can be considered in line with highly descriptive text, metaphors and 
analogies that can articulate experience, but used instead with pen on paper to 
create images. By providing an additional avenue for participants to describe their 
experiences, creating art can allow both for individuals to better express their 
experience and also for the researcher to read between the lines of the 
experience described/drawn. Ultimately it appears that through participant's 
artistic representations, the phenomenologist can gain valuable insight into the 
life-world of the individual experience. [20]

In phenomenological methodology, a tradition that tends to rely on textual 
analysis, art can be utilized to complement the methodology by providing insights 
into human thought through allowing participants to articulate their experience in 
multiple manners. Phenomenology involves specific methodologies and steps to 
uncover depth of human experience. As such, phenomenologists attempt to 
uncover the wide range of experiences traversing verbal, emotion, memory and 
perception, to name a few (SMITH, 2013, §7), to understand the common thread, 
or essence. To be understood fully, it is paramount then to recognize the range of 
experiences. [21]

5. Walking through the Study: Steps of Data Collection and Analysis

For this study, I focused on the ways in which visual arts could be used within a 
transcendental phenomenological philosophical tradition (HUSSERL, 1931; VAN 
MANEN, 1990) in order to understand the experience of doctoral students. Each 
woman interviewed had become a mother for the first time while in her doctoral 
program. At the time of the interviews, each participant had one child. The 
children ranged in age from six months to six years old. As WANG, COEMANS, 
SIEGESMUND and HANNES (2017) explain, there are differences between 
research about art, art as research and art in research. In this case, the visual 
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arts were used as arts in research meaning that they provided a means to an 
end, supported qualitative inquiry, and as the artist-researcher, I was an insider 
with knowledge and experience of the topic. [22]

Recognizing that becoming a mother is a sensitive topic, the use of drawings as a 
form of visual art method was seen as a way to bring insights that could be 
challenging for participants to express consciously (HAYES & YORKS, 2007, 
p.96). In this way, I hoped to support participants in sharing their experiences 
while grasping the harder to reach concepts of new motherhood as a doctoral 
student. [23]

5.1 Phenomenological interviewing using visual arts

For interviewing, I used SEIDMAN's (1991) protocol that focuses on interviewing 
each participant three times using a broad set of overarching open-ended 
questions. I started with the historical situational interview which provided the 
context of the experience, then transitioned to the second interview discussing 
relationships relating to the experience, and finally in the third and final interview 
which addressed reflections about the experience. [24]

As a supplement to this interviewing protocol, I incorporated visual arts methods 
within each of the three 1-2 hour interviews by having participants create a 
subject specific drawing at the end of the interview. (See Table 1 for the 
questions that guided the interview and drawing elicitation.) [25]

Drawings were requested that related directly to the primary research question. In 
interview one, when I asked participants to describe the process of becoming a 
mother in academia, I therefore followed up by asking participants to draw a 
picture of themselves as a doctoral student mother. As such, I moved a blank 8 ½ 
x 11" paper to the space in front of the participant and laid the various colors next 
to it. I then explained that the goal was to represent their ideas about their 
experiences and not to draw a "beautiful" picture. They could therefore represent 
themselves in any way they could (e.g., stick figures, colors, black and white, 
through metaphors, with words, etc.) and thus not to worry about their drawing 
ability.

FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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Interview # Transcript A: Guiding 
Interview Question 
(guided by SEIDMAN, 
1991)

Transcript B: Guiding Question to Elicit 
a Drawing and Description 

Interview 1: 
History

Can you reconstruct your 
journey of becoming a 
mother while in your 
doctoral program?

Draw yourself as a doctoral student 
mother.

Interview 2: 
Relationships

Can you tell me about your 
relationships with other 
people before and after 
becoming a mother in your 
doctoral program (e.g., with 
peers, professors, staff)?

Think back to the various types of 
academic situations and all the various 
academic relationships you have been 
involved in. Draw yourself as a doctoral 
student mother in one of these academic 
interactions.

Interview 3: 
Reflections

What have you learned 
about becoming a mother 
while in a doctoral 
program? 

Draw yourself as a doctoral student mother 
as you see yourself and draw yourself as 
you think others in academia see you.

Table 1: Interview questions with guiding question to elicit a drawing and description [26]

After participants had created the drawing I asked the participant, "can you tell 
me about it?2" They then explained their drawing to me, noting the importance (or 
lack of importance) of different components, while I recorded their response for 
later transcription and analysis. After creating the drawing, the participant was 
asked to describe her work, a process similar to data creation and discussion as 
used in photovoice (LEAVY, 2017), but in this case with hand-drawn images. 
Through this process of integrating visual arts methods in the three interviews 
conducted with each of the four participants led to a total 12 interviews and 13 
drawings created by participants (one participant spontaneously created an 
additional drawing during the interview). [27]

5.2 The participants: DocMamas sharing experience 

Doctoral student mothers—"DocMamas" (COHENMILLER, 2014b)—were 
recruited from a Hispanic serving institution (HSI)/research university in the 
Southwest, United States. Within the university, there were five colleges that 
enroll doctoral students from which participants were selected based upon a 
common phenomenological approach of criterion sampling (CRESWELL, 2007). I 
sought women who were currently enrolled in different departments/colleges who 
had become mothers for the first time while in their doctoral program of study. By 
selecting participants from various colleges across the same university, I 
expected to gain greater breadth about the overall phenomenon. [28]
2 The choice of words was important to the process of the drawing. By asking for the participants 

to "tell me" about the image, instead of "describe it" I hoped to encourage the participants to 
describe the aspects they felt important to explain about the image instead of an externally 
required description of each aspect. 
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After proceeding through the ethical review board procedures, participants were 
located through discussions with contacts at the university across the five 
colleges enrolling doctoral students: business, education, engineering, natural 
sciences, and social sciences. However, there were no potential participants who 
met the criteria within engineering, as I had been told that all new mothers had 
recently graduated. I contacted faculty and staff across the remaining four 
colleges and inquired about their knowledge/enrollment of doctoral students who 
had become mothers while in their program of study. If a potential participant was 
identified, the faculty or staff member forwarded to the student a recruitment 
letter via e-mail. Those who were interested in participating were asked to e-mail 
me. [29]

As a part of the consent form, it was explained how each participant would 
receive a pseudonym to assist in protecting confidentiality and that they could 
withdraw from the study at any point. While five participants e-mailed indicating 
their interest in joining the study, one withdrew prior to beginning the study. 
Participants (DocMama1, DocMama2, DocMama3, DocMama4) were told that the 
process would involve filling out a questionnaire and taking part in three 
interviews in which they would answer questions and draw pictures relating to 
being a doctoral student mother. Interviews were conducted over the course of 
four months and began as soon as the first participant was identified. Each 
interview was digitally recorded and transcribed. For three of the four participants, 
the interviews were conducted face-to-face, at the university campus. For 
DocMama3, from the natural sciences, one interview was conducted face-to-face 
and two interviews were conducted via Skype due to her moving out of town. [30]

5.2.1 DocMama1: A business major with one child

The drawings provided multiple opportunities and insights within the interviews. 
For some interviews, drawing was a prompt for the participant to talk about 
additional details of the experience. Through drawing, participants created 
another means of articulating their thoughts and sharing them (see Figure 1).

FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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Figure 1: "Doctoral student/mother"— Representation of being a doctoral student mother 
(Drawing by DocMama1) [31]

For example, DocMama1, a business major who was married with one young 
child at the time, spoke easily and at length when asked to talk about her 
experience of becoming a mother for the first time in a doctoral program. Over 
the course of approximately an hour and a half, she described her experience of 
becoming a mother. As she finished her explanation, I asked her to draw a 
picture to represent herself as a doctoral student mother. [32]

At this point, I was not sure what would come of the drawings. Would there be 
anything additional for her to talk about? Would she be okay with spending time 
drawing after the time she had already spent talking about her experience? 
Would the drawings present new insights? My questions were soon answered. 
After approximately fifteen minutes of concentrated drawing using a variety of 
colored Crayons, DocMama1 finished her drawing with a satisfied smile, gazing 
at her depiction. In the center of the page was a large stick figure with pigtails, 
curly pink circles in the head, a big red heart in the chest, and in one hand of the 
figure, a tiny stick figure with matching pigtails. Behind the stick figures were 
drawn wavy multi-shaded blue lines and a bright yellow sun on the far right of the 
page with the words, "Sun shines on BOTH." Throughout the page were multiple 
words and explanations. At the top of the page on the far top left were written 
"doctoral student/mother." Pointing to the top of the primary stick figure was a 
large green arrow emerging from a green text box with the following words, 
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"Student 

(20% time/focus/energy) 

FUTURE focus" [33]

Above these words was a bulleted list written in black:

• "work on dissertation
• go to conferences
• publish
• research meetings
• teaching
• grading
• writing" [34]

A similarly large green arrow pointed to the heart center of the stick figure with 
the following words within a green text box:

"Mom

(80% time/focus/energy)

PRESENT focus" [35]

On the opposite side of the stick figure in the lower left section of the image, 
there was another bulleted list of words written in black, apparently referencing 
the "Mom" text box:

• "Stroller Strides [a class where mothers bring their strollers and babies to 
complete exercises]

• stay at home friends
• children's museum membership
• birthday parties
• mom's night out/mom friends—flowering friendships!

-> running again! (for me) <- 
• cooking (vegan lifestyle)
• cooking good healthy foods for baby" [36]

When asked to tell me about what she had created, DocMama1 explained that 
she felt like she was struggling as if she were a swimmer with a heavy weight to 
manage the balance between graduate school and mothering, 

"So there's this sense that I'm swimming through it all [grad school and being a mother], 
but that I now carry her [my daughter] while I swim. Which is like ... a lot harder of a 
way to swim, but that it [carrying my daughter] makes it [school] better ... " [37]

FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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She continued to explain that while it was hard to do everything, she felt very 
positive about life in general since having a child, "so my sunshine [in the 
drawing] is that it's everything ... it's like plusses and better because now, 
because now, I'm swimming for a reason." DocMama1 explained that becoming a 
mother had put her life in perspective. She pointed and described each section of 
the drawing saying that having a child 

"puts it [life] all into perspective, which I get some things I never had before, that 
makes this [points to the school side of the drawing] richer, and makes [points to the 
student side of drawing] more of a break and a thing I enjoy more than I realized I 
enjoyed because it wasn't rare." [38]

Through pointing at the drawing and each individual section, DocMama1 
described aspects of her feelings that she had not yet mentioned in her earlier 
portion of the interview. She described her drawing further and explained that 
doing the PhD was a "make it or break it" experience and once she had become 
a mother, made her cherish each part of her life more:

"You know I loved it. I loved that 'Captain grad student' [being the best] kind of view 
[of myself]. But now that it's rare and I don't get to do it all the time, it makes me 
realize I do want to spend time getting in the flow [of academic work]. I do love my 
writing. And she [my daughter] reminds me of that in a way, I don't know if I had lost 
touch with it, but I didn't know it was so precious until I didn't get to have it, right? 

I feel like I've always been swimming and trying to be a good person and a good grad 
student. She [my daughter] makes it harder but better." [39]

The amount of descriptive material to unpack was immense and richly filled with 
information about the experience of becoming a doctoral student mother. While 
similar information could have potentially been elicited from additional 
interviewing, the opportunity to draw appeared to create a different space to 
speak about less visible aspects of the experience. [40]

Prior to drawing the picture, DocMama1 spoke about the details of becoming a 
mother and about the practical aspects, such as who was supportive and in what 
ways, where she found a location to pump milk, and what her colleagues said in 
reaction to her news. But her deeper feelings and thus her nuanced experience 
about becoming a mother were only described after she drew the picture. 
DocMama1 delved into aspects of her experience that included deep feeling and 
passion about being a mother and a student. Her emotions became palpable as 
she showed me in colors and then verbal description, how it felt to be a new 
mother in academia. [41]
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5.2.2 DocMama2: A social sciences major, pregnant with her second child

After the first interview, I moved on to a differing experience with DocMama2, a 
social sciences major who was married with one child and pregnant with a 
second. Instead of speaking in metaphors and at length like DocMama1, 
DocMama2 concisely noted her experience of becoming a mother while in her 
doctoral program within only a few minutes. While I asked follow-up questions, 
which were all answered succinctly, the feeling of the overall interview changed 
once she had a chance to draw a picture (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: "This is what everyone thinks I do and this is what I do." Representation of self as 
doctoral student and mother (Drawing by DocMama2) [42]

With paper and colored pencils in hand, DocMama2 created her drawing to 
represent herself as doctoral student and mother. She created a separation on 
the page with two sides designated by a strong black line and a semi-circle at the 
top of the page hanging over both portions. On the left hand side, there was a 
drawing of three people who she explained to be her husband, herself and her 
child kicking a ball. DocMama2's representation involved a woman with hair 
sticking up erratically, arms outstretched above her head and a large smile 
spread across her face. On the right hand side, the image is of a person, wearing 
a long skirt, with long, kempt hair and arms calmly at the sides of the body. The 
top of the image with the semi-circle has squiggly blue lines and a small circle 
with a smile at the top. When asked to tell me about the picture, DocMama2 
explained that she created multiple images to represent what others think she 
does as an academic, what her parents think she does, and what she really does: 

"So I view this [the drawing] sort of as, well over here [on the right side] is sort of the 
academic side of me ... and I'm feeling poised... and like I'm doing my job. And 
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mature. But there is a big line here, separation [in the middle of the drawing]. And this 
one over here [on the left] is representing me with my husband and my son, playing. 
And my hair is all over the place because I'm a bit frantic, but I'm very happy. Not to 
say that I'm not happy over here [on the academic side]. But I'm very happy in that 
environment [at home].

But again, I feel like this divide [in the picture] is that going back to 'what my parents 
think I do, what everyone else thinks I do, what I really do' because I feel like many 
people who know me well, view this [my life] as a very separated existence. That 
when I am in an academic setting, I am in an academic setting and I 
compartmentalize and I approach things from a very different perspective than when 
I'm at home, having fun, with my kids. And people on both sides of that line think this 
as well." [43]

While DocMama2 detailed how her picture showed what others thought of her 
being a mother and a doctoral student, the emotional and deeper context of her 
experience came through when she began describing her actual experience:

"But this part up here [at the top of the drawing], which is very figurative, that's where 
I feel that I am. And what I see this as, is sort of, bringing them [the academic and 
family] both together. I love water, it calms me [referring to the picture of the waves 
she is in] and I feel like even though this seems very hectic [pointing to the picture of 
her with her family] and crazy, because it's what I want to do, I find it calming. Which 
is why I drew water. This is me keeping my head above water. I am just barely 
keeping my head above water [laugh] ... but that is okay, because I am happy. The 
smiley face is happy." [44]

Prior to creating the drawing, DocMama2 was quite succinct in her description of 
becoming a mother. She detailed the framework of which semester she became 
pregnant, how her colleagues responded, and how she managed the practical 
aspects of who took care of the baby while she was studying. She did not 
describe any struggles she faced and there was little that she was trying to keep 
her "head above water." There was a clear change from detailing the "shopping 
list" (GUENETTE & MARSHALL, 2009, p.86) to expanding upon and discussing 
the experiences in-depth. After creating the drawing, DocMama2 began to 
describe her feelings, touching upon a willingness and thus more nuanced 
explanation of her experience as challenging, to balance everything yet enjoying 
the process at the same time. [45]

The literal physical and emotional space of creating a drawing appeared to 
support an increased ease of interaction. Perhaps the affordance of a pause in 
the interview process for creating the drawing as a type of stress reducer 
(SANDMIRE, GORHAM, RANKIN & GRIMM, 2012) or a chance to collectively 
gaze at a separate item (not having to look at one another's eyes), appeared to 
support DocMama2 in thinking about and sharing her experience. [46]
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5.2.3 DocMama3: A science major with one child

The first interview with DocMama3, a science major who lived out of town with 
her young child, I conducted via Skype. This meant that instead of being able to 
arrange a space allowing for quiet discussion with paper and colors available, I 
had to rely on the participant's ability to create a space that was conducive for 
interviewing. The timing was arranged easily and plans for the interview and 
coloring were made. However, the quiet space and access to coloring materials 
was not as simple as we had both anticipated. Ultimately, DocMama3 participated 
in the interview in the living room of her parent's home while her father worked to 
take care of her toddler who often came into the living room. For the drawing part 
of the interview, DocMama3 quickly found a piece of lined paper and a pen (see 
Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Spinning plates. Representation of being a doctoral student mother (Drawing by 
DocMama3) [47]

The initial amount of description and explanation about the experience of 
becoming a mother in the doctoral program was presented in a structured way 
that included minimal details about the change in her life. After follow up 
questions which elicited minimal additional information, I moved to having 
DocMama3 draw a picture to represent herself as a doctoral student mother. 
After a quick couple of minutes, where she looked down at the paper while I 
engaged myself in other work as our computers remained on, she returned with a 
simple line drawing. She held her drawing up to the computer screen for me to 
see and take a photograph of. At first, I was once again unsure if the drawing 
would allow for more insights. This time I felt concern about the speed at which 
the drawing was created and that we were not face-to-face. [48]
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In the image, there was a stick figure with no facial features but instead sticks 
emerging from the hands, legs, and one on top of the head, with circles on top of 
each stick. Along the side of four of the circles were double lines indicating 
movement. After seeing the image, I asked DocMama3 to explain it. She 
described the struggle she feels in trying to balance everything in her life, like 
trying to keep a hold of many spinning plates:

"It's like you have a bunch of different ... plates. Some are cheap plates and some 
are very expensive plates and [my daughter] would be a really expensive plate I 
guess [laughs] and you've got to decide where to put all the different plates and keep 
them spinning and keep everything going. Um, despite everything else that's going on 
I guess. Just trying to stay focused on keeping everything going." [49]

My initial concerns about the benefit of a quickly drawn image were put to rest. 
DocMama3 continued describing her experience, mentioning how she felt before 
she became pregnant in comparison to that day, "I think I did feel a little similarly 
[to the current image], but I think I was like, "there are two plates" and so I was 
like "this is kind of easy, oh I'll just put this plate in the cabinet for a little while" 
[laughs]." She explained how in being in the doctoral program with a child she felt 
much more pressure, "it's like 'oh crap, I've got to do this, and this and this and 
this.' Make sure I'm keeping track of everything." [50]

In DocMama3's explanation of the drawing, she expanded upon her experience 
of being a mother in her program, detailing aspects that were not previously 
mentioned, becoming more at ease, and describing the extreme challenges of 
managing it all, "I think it didn't seem as hectic as it did before. I thought it was 
hectic, but now it really seems like hectic in comparison." In this way, through the 
use of creating a simple drawing, DocMama3 was able to tap into her feelings 
about how it felt to become a mother, providing nuance that was not previously 
discussed. [51]

5.2.4 DocMama4: An education major with one child

DocMama4 who was a non-native English speaker from China detailed many 
aspects about her experience, feelings and concerns about becoming a mother 
while in her doctoral program in education. For instance, she explained her 
caution in telling her doctoral advisor about being pregnant. DocMama4 noted her 
concern that she would have to leave the program, a common occurrence in 
China she explained, but was happily surprised in the US, "the program [was] 
very warm and welcoming, they said 'Congratulations! We will prepare a cubicle 
for you, a baby cubicle.' It's okay. They were supportive and they [wanted to 
throw a] party 'bring baby, bring baby' " (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Camel with an oasis in the distance. Representation of self as doctoral student 
and mother (Drawing by DocMama4) [52]

After her explanations, I asked her to draw a picture to represent herself as a 
doctoral student and mother. As she had already provided a broad description of 
her experience, it was unclear how much additional information would be 
provided with the incorporation of a drawing. When DocMama4 began her 
depiction, she chose the colored markers and began drawing. Within a few 
minutes, she happily showed me her picture. In the middle of the page was a 
black line drawing of a Bactrian camel [a two humped camel indigenous to 
Central Asia] with the word "camel" written in the middle. Behind the camel were 
black line drawings of mounds with brown double lines within each, with the word 
"desert" written to the far right of the page. On the far left within the desert was a 
small blue circle with curvy lines within and four small green grasses/plants. To 
each side of the camel was a black grass/plants and beneath the camel the 
words "help / love / responsible / hope / motivated / team." [53]

When asked to tell me about the drawing, DocMama4 explained the metaphor of 
a camel as representative of herself. Her description provided a new aspect of 
her experience, one that related to additional nuance of her feelings of being a 
mother and a doctoral student. DocMama4 mentioned the responsibility she felt 
as represented by the camel, "The responsibility to the work, working and family 
for the people ... Responsibility. I feel more responsible than before." She 
continued to explain that she felt different than she did before having a child, 
again providing aspects of her experience that she had not fully expanded upon 
before creating the drawing. DocMama4 described that she felt in helping the 
family, "Before I was maybe just a horse, like run faster, to be the first one. 
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Always be the first one to be the best ... how you [can] make all the family happy, 
good." [54]

After drawing the camel and explaining how it represented herself, I came to see 
an understanding of the weight she felt as a doctoral student mother. In this case, 
even with an extensive initial amount of descriptive details in the interview, the 
imagery provided further depth of understanding and subtle experience that 
allowed her voice to further shine through. [55]

Overall, for all participants, I noticed a vivid change in depth or breadth of 
description within their experience. As EISNER (2006) explains of the ability of 
the arts in research, "[t]he arts provide access to forms of experience that are 
either un-securable or much more difficult to secure through other 
representational forms" (p.11). For DocMama1 who easily spoke about her 
experience, the addition of drawing demonstrated nuance previously 
unmentioned resulting in an exceptionally clear picture of her experience of 
becoming a doctoral student mother. For DocMama2 who was hesitant to share 
details about her experience, drawings appeared to provide an outlet for her to 
focus on while speaking that eased the interaction between us as researcher-
participant, increasing our rapport. Likewise, for DocMama3 who spoke succinctly 
and directly, her drawings helped me better understand her feelings, adding 
clarity and additional depth related to the experience. Furthermore, for 
DocMama4, a non-native English speaker, being able to draw appeared to 
provide a way to explain her experience through metaphors that she could show 
in the imagery and then describe in full detail. In the end, for the participants 
creating visual arts through drawing not only facilitated communication and 
understanding but also more importantly, encouraged participant voice. [56]

6. Discussion 

In deciding to engage in a phenomenological study using multiple in-depth 
interviews with each of the participants, I went on a journey—a journey to see the 
lives of others. Through using visual arts methods—having participants draw 
pictures as a part of each interview—I was able to literally and figuratively see the 
experiences described. I found that through the process of creating the drawings 
(e.g., pauses to draw, physical materials to develop, thought process to create) 
and also in discussing the created images, the participants and I were able to 
reach a deeper level of communication and understanding. The use of visual arts 
supported the participants to communicate their ideas in ways that may have not 
emerged without many additional interviews, if at all. Thus, drawings as a visual 
arts method used within a transcendental phenomenological study provide a way 
to enable, encourage and support participant voice, in particular when 
researching sensitive topics. [57]

Using visual arts elicitation allowed for a depth of feeling and experience as seen 
before and after participants created and explained their drawings. For the four 
participants, I saw drawings as providing insights that helped communicate their 
ideas to me as the researcher and for themselves in articulating their 
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experiences. Through seeing participant drawings, it is possible for a researcher 
to quickly see the experience, in this case facilitating an understanding of the 
experiences of doctoral student mothers in academia. The drawings provided an 
outlet for allowing the voice of participants to come through, including showing 
experiences ranging from challenges, dynamic relationships, burdens, and joys, 
all presented in visual form. [58]

Could this depth of description ultimately have resulted from additional 
interviews? Perhaps. Yet I saw across all interviews with each participant that 
additional comfort, ease, and feeling were provided only after offering the chance 
to create a drawing. Creating drawing allowed participants to access their voice, 
speaking about their feeling and articulating their experiences in nuanced and 
subtle ways not previously mentioned. For others who are considering additional 
phenomenological tools, it appears that visual arts methods can provide a 
valuable benefit to encourage participant voice and understanding. In the future, 
additional studies could explore further aspects of integrating visual arts methods 
within phenomenology, such as the timing of when to elicit a drawing, using other 
art forms, having the researcher analyze the artwork, and the potential limits of 
the method. [59]
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