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ABSTRACT 

Watts, Laura A. Inward and Onward: An Autoethnography on the Lived Experience of Love, 
Loss, and Grief in a Doctoral Program. Published Doctor of Philosophy dissertation, 

University of Northern Colorado, 2023. 
 

 

While research around attrition during doctoral programs exists, the lived experience of 

grief during a doctoral program has little footing in the current literature. This autoethnography 

examined the lived experience of one doctoral student, acting as both the researcher and the 

researched. The purpose of this study was to have a meaningful understanding of the broad grief 

process, and its impact on one doctoral student’s identity development through sharing, 

analyzing, and interpreting their most raw stories in an effort to name and normalize the 

challenges and opportunities related to doctoral program persistence and identity development. 

The following research questions were explored: 

Q1 What might I learn about the way that my life’s primary grief experience 

transformed my sense of identity as a doctoral student using autoethnography to 
evoke, recall, write about, and analyze my experiences and my reactions to them?  

 

Q2 What can doctoral students, program faculty, administrators and other 
stakeholders learn from my experience that may help students persist toward 

completion of their programs in the face of grief experiences of their own?  
 

Exploration and analysis uncovered themes related to academic persistence, identity 

development, and completion with regard to living through a grief experience during a doctoral 

program. This narrative description of the lived experience of grief may illuminate often taken-

for-granted elements of a student’s grief experience, and the overall potential prevalence for grief 
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in doctoral students. The author offers insight into ways that doctoral program stakeholders may 

better understand and support grieving doctoral students.  

 

Keywords: grief, attrition, persistence, identity development, autoethnography, doctoral student 

experience 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

That which hurts, but is profitable, is drunk by the wise like medicine. For the result, 
afterwards attained, becomes incomparable. -Nagarjuna 
 

Since I began my college career, the notion of starting and completing my Ph.D. has been the 

goal and the priority. My life revolved around the lived experience of higher education, and the 

notion of failure somehow existed as a terrifying potential/eventuality and simultaneously a non-

option. As my doctoral career progressed, however, the rest of my life did not stop. When my 

baby brother died suddenly, the earth-shattering grief left me incapable of the most basic tasks of 

daily living, making continuing my academic program of study feel like a selfish impossibility. I 

could not wrap my mind around the concept of somehow teaching classes, supervising practica, 

going to classes of my own, much less engage with the understanding that I would have to write 

a dissertation. The voices of my identity that made me strive for the previous eight years of 

academia, from a place of not-enoughness and drive for perfection, suddenly silenced. I didn’t 

miss them, but I was, nonetheless, acutely aware of their absence. This was the first time in the 

eight years since I first entered a university setting that I thought I might be among the 50% of 

doctoral students who make up the attrition statistics. (Rigler et al., 2017). For the first time ever, 

I did not care. I recalled a moment when a guest speaker came to my master’s career counseling 

course and spoke about doctoral students who complete the lion-share of their coursework and 
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end their program before their dissertation is complete. I thought, at that moment in time, that 

there was simply no way that could ever be me. Then, this. Then, him. Then, nothing mattered.  

The exploration of individual doctoral student identity development and attrition is 

lacking. Most specifically absent are the narratives around their lived-experience as it relates to 

their identity shift following a traumatic grief experience in doctoral programs. My 

autoethnographic research of grief’s impact on doctoral student identity and potential attrition 

may contribute to the body of literature around the topic of doctoral student persistence. My 

autoethnography creates an open exploration that could be of support to others struggling to 

advance in doctoral programs as they navigate grief, loss, isolation, and meaning-making 

following a significant loss or a series of significant losses. Further, this research has the 

potential to provide a greater depth of understanding for faculty to more effectively support 

students in their grief processes.  

I was surrounded by a cohort of peers who seemed the same as me, with what I perceived 

to be a never-ending wellspring of desire and need to succeed and the sense our respective 

personhoods depended on this as yet evasive success. They seemed different from me, however, 

in their age, development, and general preparedness. They spoke of their years of clinical 

experience, dressed in their pressed, creased business casual (one was wearing a blazer, another 

a tie. Why hadn’t I thought to own a blazer? Why didn’t I own a blazer, yet? Definitely, I was 

already a failure), with their printed syllabi, theoretical jargon, and community mental health 

jokes I did not understand. I, on the other hand, showed up 24 years old, wrinkled, syllabus free, 

with little idea of how and why I sat at that metaphorical and physical table. I observed my 

reactions to space, and I observed theirs. Over time, I began to intuit ways that actually, the voice 

of not-enoughness seemed as loud in what I could see of their internal worlds as mine … they 
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just shushed theirs and learned just enough Jungian/Adlerian/Gestalt/Borders language, e-mail 

etiquette, and conference proposal writing to create an air of confidence.  

It was during my first year as a doctoral student that I became interested in the doctoral 

student experience, and the ‘who’ of each of us. I wanted to reconcile what truly was simply a 

dialectical experience; though at the time, I had no way of knowing this, and I consistently 

underestimated it. Entering my second year of study, I knew the importance and expectation of 

scholarly engagement and activity, and I decided to propose to host a round table discussion at 

an upcoming national conference. Having been accepted, I called my presentation Awful, 

Painful, Confusing, Wonderful: A Look at the Diverse First Year Experiences of Students in 

Counselor Education and Supervision Doctoral Programs. The idea became clear one afternoon 

sitting in my practicum class. A very dear colleague was emerging from a counseling session I 

had been observing in the throes of shame and self-criticism, for reasons I could not understand 

or find evidence for. In the next room over, another colleague was celebrating a perceived 

therapeutic “win.” I recognized that on this particular day, I fell somewhere between the two 

reactions, but could slide in either direction, on any given moment of the day, as I conceptualized 

myself and how I felt about me. I was able to make meaning of this struggle, even if sometimes I 

felt swallowed whole by it. I could also see such value in the struggle experienced by my 

colleagues, even in the moments I wanted to be their human lifeboat. By this time, I was 

confident that nobody was confident, but most seemed afraid to say so. I wanted to talk about 

this in depth with the only other people who knew it the way I did, my fellow students. I wrote 

and spoke conceptually about the contrast of emotion and experience as it related to my 

experience in my program, acknowledging the spectrum and the ever-present voices of urgency 

and shame around my performance. Still, this recognition of community in said urgency and 
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shame gave me something to hold on to in a disorienting season of transition to higher education. 

I had no way of knowing, while I presented these things in October, that a short 3 months later, I 

would experience the single most awful, painful, confusing nothing-wonderful-about-it loss of 

my life. This loss would leave me at odds with my identities as a human, as a counselor educator, 

and as a doctoral student.  

The call came just after 2:00 in the morning. I had been home visiting my dad for the end 

of the winter break. I was in one of the guest bedrooms, and my boyfriend at the time was in the 

next, honoring my dad’s expectation that the unmarried sleep apart. I had all but fallen asleep 

when my silenced phone vibrated. Noting my sister’s name on the screen, my gut knew instantly 

that something was wrong. I did not want to answer and knew that I had to answer. “Hi, Sis,” she 

said with an audible lump in her throat; I could see the tears on her cheeks in my mind ’s eye. “I 

don’t know how to tell you this, but Sammie is dead. He shot himself.” I made my way out of 

my room, bursting into my boyfriend’s. I collapsed just as he stood up and tried to catch me. My 

limbs did not work. It seemed like the only systems functioning with any effectiveness were the 

cardiac, pushing blood through my ears like a rushing river, and the vocal, screams and moans 

escaping my lips though I did not know where they came from or how these noises, unfamiliar to 

me, could be sourced in me. To this point, quietness was my default, my safety. To go without 

being noticed was to be closer to “enoughness” and success. Now, though, my body betrayed me 

as my world stopped spinning. Everything lurched to a stop and nothing mattered, not anymore. 

Background of the Problem 

Three days after Sammie died, I sent an email to my advisor and eventual Research 

Advisor. The email read, “Dr. Helm My baby brother killed himself over the weekend. I am 

devastated. I feel like I have no capacity to be in school. Much less beginning on Monday. I 
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don’t know what to do. I will be in touch to let faculty know if I will be returning.” I sent this 

email from the same hotel bed that my mother and sister were weeping in, right next to me. I had 

flown to Texas, where he had died, to go to his funeral. I sent this email hours after I verbally 

accosted the funeral home attendant who asked a question about my brother’s ashes and urn just 

a little too flippantly for my taste, and directly before I verbally accosted an extended family 

member who posted a ‘thank you for your support in the death of our Sammie’ message on 

Facebook. That particular individual still has me blocked. I could find no meaning and no 

purpose in the life that occupied any second of any day, but I could cause a little bit of pain and 

to me, that felt like someone was accountable, for just a solitary moment.  

I became furious when I thought about the time I had wasted on my education. I had built 

an entire life and identity around being a student, becoming a counselor, and working on my 

PhD. I had studied theory and application. I had sat with the incessant suffering of people, old 

and young. I had conducted suicide assessments. I had studied with a young, brilliant (though 

somewhat ambivalent with regard to our cohort and institution, I intuited) faculty member and 

remembered her saying to me, to my incredible shock, “Laura, you should really consider going 

into crisis work.” All of these formative experiences for my doctoral student identity to that 

point, and I had failed my baby brother, my baby, miserably. How many other adolescent boys 

had I held space for and given my gentle gaze, my non-judgmental validations, summaries, my 

physical and emotional proximity? All the while, my brother presumably suffered in silence. If I 

could not keep my brother safe or know the truth of his heart’s story, how could I ever hear 

another story or teach another counselor in training to hear, ever again? At this moment, I simply 

couldn’t. I no longer wanted to belong to the counseling world, the counselor education and 

supervision community, academia, or life. I was no longer defined by my academic successes, 
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my client outcomes, my internal system of martyrdom counting the hours of toiling away at my 

work that insulated me from life I didn’t want to acknowledge or engage with. I belonged 

nowhere, with nobody. 

I spent the first weeks rotting in bed. I did not eat, outside of the foods that my friends 

secretly communicated with my boyfriend about feeding me. Maybe, I thought, I can finally lose 

weight. If my brother is going to be dead and I have to be alive, and nothing matters anyway, 

maybe I can at least not be fat and ugly anymore. Wouldn’t that be a weird, funny thing? To 

finally be pretty, but be the pretty sister of a dead baby brother? I did not brush my teeth, I did 

not shower. I wanted my world to stop externally as fully as it had internally, and I wanted it to 

show. How could the world that he was no longer in carry on spinning? I did not know but I 

knew that mine could not. How could I have ever believed that something as useless as a Ph.D., 

in a field that clearly did not work and did not help anybody and allowed people to fall through 

the cracks, could make me feel like a worthwhile human? My doctoral student identity became 

my enemy. I would leave my program, I decided. I would say a giant fuck you to the me that 

tried to be enough for academia, to the field of counseling that had failed him and duped me, and 

to everyone that ever had anything to do with my program. I would punish myself and everyone 

else for all the time I had spent burying my head in the sand and calling it academic endeavor. 

My pursuit of rooting my identity in a Ph.D. allowed me to lose sight of my identity as sister, 

protector. I wrote grief letters to Sammie. I kept them in my purse, not knowing what else to do 

with them. I wrote to people, messages of feigned gratitude for their flowers, their sad eyes, their 

care. I made candles and mixed oils, hoping that I could make a hobby become important enough 

to feel worthwhile occupying my time. I thought angry thoughts about school and my faculty, 

hoping that, if I felt them deep enough, I could telepathically communicate my rage to them. I 



 

 

7 

was ready to make life harder for everyone, myself, and be totally accountable for it. Someone 

had to be, and damn, I was tired of my quiet. 

In these weeks, I felt everything. I allowed myself to feel the big and the small, the 

beautiful and the ugly, the rage and the occasional, glorious brain mercies of emergency 

neurotransmitter squirts of serotonin. One morning, some weeks later, I had just emerged from 

the rare weekly shower. I looked to my left and saw a pile of my clothes in the floor. That’s my 

life, I thought. A smelly pile of rancid clothes I could barely get myself to change out of, much 

less find a hamper to put them in. This isn’t for me. So, with that absolute anti-fanfare, I reached 

out to my advisor and other faculty. I asked questions, I asked forgiveness that they freely gave 

and never requested. I still hated the idea of counseling and of training counselors. I still felt only 

the passion of rage and misery. But, my own presence in my head had become too loud, too 

consuming. My family had returned to work. So, not knowing what it would look like and not 

knowing if I could care, I went back to school.  

  It was not time for me to go back to school until it was time. As a matter of fact, I 

resented the notion and resented the very idea of life carrying on. Similarly, it has not been time 

to write my dissertation and explore these components until it was time. The time became clear 

to me when it occurred to me that to study my own process of grief and the impact it has had on 

my doctoral student and broader human identity, was to study the single most impactful event of 

my life. I simply think I was not ready for this, even as a consideration, until just enough shifting 

had taken place internally to create room for exploration. Conducting this research of exploring 

my own lived experience of grief within the context of doctoral student identity would give 

meaning to the most painful experience of my existence. Life does not stop when doctoral study 

begins; if anything, it becomes significantly more complex.  
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Many doctoral students experience the pain of loss at some point during their doctoral 

study (Matthews, 2017). These things may include death, but could also be around the dissolve 

of relationship, moving/transitions, identity confusion, and countless other expressions and 

presentations of grief. Though the specific content of the loss/grief experiences are certainly 

varied, pain is universal. I have tried, since the outset of my program, to walk in openness and in 

my truth. I intend to do the same with my dissertation. In the extensive review of the literature 

for this study, I came across the term “rigor and reverence” (Caro, 2007), and that is precisely the 

intersection I intend to exist at as I complete this internal research. My hope is that other doctoral 

students and counselor educators can connect with the open narrative of my truth of the 

experience of grief, loss, persistence, and ultimately, the transformation of human identity during 

doctoral study.  

Problem Statement 

Approximately 50% of higher education students beginning doctoral programs complete 

their dissertations and earn their Ph.D. (Cassuto & Jay, 2015; Golde, 2005; Nettles et al., 2006). 

The doctoral journey is full of experiences lending themselves to the expectation of the 

development of a scholar-practitioner identity (Foot et al., 2014), with the transitions and 

development of different facets of individual identity being intentional and inherent in the 

process (Austin, 2002). The ease or lack-thereof with which students adapt to the academy could 

influence their overall time to completion and likelihood of success versus attrition (Austin, 

2002). Learning and identity development could be undoubtedly intertwined (Baker & Lattuca, 

2010; Barnacle & Mewburn, 2010; Janke & Colbeck, 2008). When entering a doctoral program, 

students are exposed to a multitude of academic and scholarly cultures that spur on the process of 
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undertaking a number of identity transitions simultaneously, though much of this occurs outside 

of the classroom.  

From the outset, doctoral students are trained to strive to develop the multiple identity 

components of student, scholar, practitioner, member of the academy, and a member of a specific 

discipline or field (Austin, 2002; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Baker Pifer, 2011; McAlpine et al., 

2009). The ease with which doctoral students internalize and enact new identities may influence 

whether or not they persist in their programs (Baker & Pifer, 2011). Information about doctoral 

student persistence has had footing in the academic literature. What has not been studied to the 

same degree, however, has been the personal contexts and experiences, namely those of grief and 

loss, that also impact doctoral student identity development and success (completion) in doctoral 

programs. Certainly, there was a gap in the literature around the notion of grief’s disruptive and 

then transformative impact on doctoral student identity.  

Though only one potential reason for student attrition and lack of persistence, grief, 

layered with other life stressors creates an especially difficult doctoral experience. Thus, it poses 

a significant threat and simultaneously, I theorize, opportunity. Moore (2018) writes about how 

specific emotions like fear and doubt increased negative self-assessments in her own experience 

as a doctoral student. This fed a scenario in which impostor syndrome, an affliction known to 

exist well beyond the Ph.D. into later academic life (Jaremka et al., 2020), flourished. Impostor 

syndrome is also more frequently reported among women, especially in academic settings where 

the environment can be full of opportunity for such self-limiting beliefs to emerge due to its 

devaluation of feminized dispositions (A. S. Burke et al., 2017; Ridgway, 2022). Students who 

encounter personal tragedy during the process of their doctoral programs, then, carry an 

additional emotional burden on top of what is already considered to be an incredibly challenging 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07294360.2021.2019202?casa_token=TyBfzNqRurwAAAAA%3AQnwpgvhzfKXHTOy87Vt59X-1T6vf4jalaReJp919V0MtFhlTeItVICg_cLqPWANtISnlv66A_YBVdA
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07294360.2021.2019202?casa_token=TyBfzNqRurwAAAAA%3AQnwpgvhzfKXHTOy87Vt59X-1T6vf4jalaReJp919V0MtFhlTeItVICg_cLqPWANtISnlv66A_YBVdA
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07294360.2021.2019202?casa_token=TyBfzNqRurwAAAAA%3AQnwpgvhzfKXHTOy87Vt59X-1T6vf4jalaReJp919V0MtFhlTeItVICg_cLqPWANtISnlv66A_YBVdA
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process in which belief in the self is likely to be tenuous, potentially leading to higher rates of 

attrition. Potentially adding to the rates of attrition is the broad expectation and acceptability of 

emotional expression. The long-held stereotype of the stoic, unfeeling man and the hysterical, 

overly emotional woman is a damaging structure, even in the academy. 

The U.S. Census Bureau (2009) has said that upwards of 18 million students have 

enrolled in college at any given time in this country. Of these 18 million students, 39% have 

reportedly lost someone emotionally close to them in the previous 2 years, while 30% have lost 

someone close to them in the previous single year (Balk, 2008; Balk et al., 2010). Based on these 

figures, between five and seven million grieving students are enrolled in undergraduate college 

programs at any point. While these figures are based on undergraduate college student 

enrollment, it is plausible that graduate figures would be similar, and potentially even higher 

given the advanced age, increased incidence of having one’s own family, and general advanced 

lived experience. Indeed, some data also shows that 25% of graduate students have also lost a 

significant person in their personal lives within the previous two years (Varga, 2013). Moreover, 

in 2013, around 266,220 people were entering doctoral programs (Allum et al., 2014). Assuming 

that the ratio of doctoral students in grief is similar to Varga’s (2013) data about grieving 

undergraduates, this points to as many as 66,555 to 103,825 students potentially enrolled in 

doctoral programs across the nation while navigating a grief process. A lack of literature around 

this indicates a need for exploration. Similarly, the potentially harmful effects of grief as well as 

the untapped potential for transformative identity development among doctoral students merit in-

depth exploration of personal narrative as a way to honor and empower vulnerable students, to 

explore possible supports, and to ascribe a cultivated meaning to shared, yet individual grief 

experiences in academia.  



 

 

11 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to have a meaningful understanding of the broad grief 

process, and its impact on my identity development through sharing, analyzing, and interpreting 

my most raw stories in an effort to name and normalize the challenges and opportunities related 

to doctoral program persistence and identity development. Using autoethnography for my 

method helped me to understand my own process of a crisis of grief (auto) in relation to that of 

others within the culture of doctoral education. Through sharing, analyzing, and interpreting my 

most raw stories, I hoped to be able to name and normalize the challenges and opportunities 

related to doctoral program persistence and identity development. Writing and analyzing these 

narratives made me, and eventually the reader, relive profound, raw seasons of my life. As Zaner 

(2004) noted about the potential implications of the use of narrative in research, I would be better 

able to come full circle by making meaning of my lived experiences. Research supported that the 

act of meaning making assisted those who were grieving to adapt to change, such as life carrying 

on after an experience of significant loss (Sawyer, 2017). McAlpine and Amundsen (2009) 

posited that, by taking an active role in the research process, doctoral students could create a 

more positive identity development experience. Thus, this process of actively telling and 

analyzing my story helped to shed light on the full-circle identity experience that occurred as a 

result of my grief, helping me name and understand the shifts and growth in my identity in 

relation to the broader doctoral student culture. I hoped that this work would help me, other 

counselor educators, and counselor educators in training to see the overlap of my experience, 

with that of others, and perhaps in some ways, their own. The findings may help guide and 

support students in persisting toward earning their Ph.D.s, as well as help institutions better 

understand and co-navigate student experiences during periods of profound grief and loss. 
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Additionally, this study has the power to add to the body of literature rooted in research 

methodology that honors authentic human lived experience and emotion; that is, ultimately, the 

only version of academia that I intend to serve and live within, after all.  

Significance of the Study 

Although there have been many different academic programs and certainly differences 

between disciplines, generally speaking, doctoral students would begin to experience a number 

of identity transitions, growth, and struggles (Foot et al., 2014) upon beginning doctoral study. 

Over time, rates of general doctoral attrition have remained between 40% and 50% (Bowen & 

Rudenstine, 2014; Nettles et al., 2006). Doctoral attrition has been costly psychologically, 

emotionally, and from a time perspective for students, faculty, and the institution (Nelson & 

Lovitts, 2001). Among the potential implications for students of quitting a program before 

completion have been depression, anxiety, feelings of being a failure, and even thoughts of 

suicide (Nelson & Lovitts, 2001).  

Identity development research has been foundational from an interdisciplinary standpoint. 

Erickson’s work traditionally encapsulated the components of identity (Raskin, 1985). It was 

safe to say that advanced education, such as a doctoral program, was among the most important 

components of an individual’s life. Similarly, there was a culture associated with higher 

education and specifically doctoral programs (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Nelson & 

Friedlander, 2001; Nettles et al., 2006).  

During their time existing in the culture of doctoral programs, students becoming 

acquainted with who they were and who they would be, or perhaps inventing who they were and 

who they would be in the field of study and eventual vocation that they are in, is central. Thus, 
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their identity development/formation and the way they saw and understood themselves related to 

their doctoral experience must be explored.  

Establishing a relationship between the construct/lived experience of grief, and the 

construct/lived experience of identity development and eventual identity transformation could 

lead to important learning aimed at helping doctoral students persist toward completion of their 

degrees, thus preventing costly implications to students, faculty, and institutions. Additionally, 

understanding this relationship could create opportunities for greater support of doctoral students 

as they navigate the concurrent unknowns of a doctoral program and, grief experience which 

could potentially inform persistence, pedagogies and curriculum in professional development 

activities, and lead to a depth of awareness around the transformative potential that grief has on 

the ‘who’ of doctoral students. This is especially timely in the current health and social climates, 

given the profound grief many societies are currently feeling, which will be further explored later 

in the present study. 

Conceptual Framework 

My ideas are informed by the intersection of my identity formed during my years as a 

Counselor Education and Supervision doctoral student, mental health counselor, and the big 

sister of a brother who killed himself. Additionally, in this study, I approached framing and 

understanding of my data, based on my years of lived-experience, from the underpinnings of two 

conceptual lenses: the stages of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014), and the psychosocial 

development theory (Erikson, 1968). The stages of grief acted as a guide for mapping out the 

experience of my grief unfolding, especially as multiple different life events resulting in layers of 

grief following the death of my brother took place during my academic program. Erikson’s 

(1968) psychosocial development theory served as a template for understanding and analyzing 
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the narrative around my very own identity development transformation following an identity 

crisis within the context of also being a doctoral student. I was navigating the recognition and 

cultivation of my identities as an adult, woman, academic, practitioner, daughter, and sister. It 

will also act as a guide for understanding the way a person’s identity is formed and transformed 

in the crisis of grief when their sense of self is at odds with society (or, in this case, their doctoral 

program). I propose that these two conceptual frameworks overlapping will help me to analyze 

my narrative to make sense of my findings related to the transformative potential of an identity 

crisis rooted in grief during a doctoral program.  

Models of Grief 

Multiple theorists have developed their own models for the understanding of grief, many 

of which included clear stages (e.g., Kübler-Ross, 1969; Lindemann, 1944; Parkes, 1975; S. 

Worden & Groombridge, 2003), while others have been more cyclical and osscilating in nature. 

J. W. Worden’s (2015) model of grieving was created to help not only grieving individuals, but 

health care professionals working with them. The theory separated the process of grieving into 

four tasks as opposed to stages: (a) accept the reality of the loss; (b) process the pain; (c) adjust 

to a new environment without the loved one; and (d) emotionally relocate and memorialize the 

deceased in ways that allow the grieving individual to move forward in life. How people move 

through these specific tasks varies from person to person. The two-track model of grieving, on 

the other hand (Rubin, 1999) argued that individuals process their grief simultaneously in two 

different ways. One mechanism is biopsychosocial, with a focus on mental and physical health, 

mood, social relationships, and/or work. The other track, then, focuses on the relationship that 

the grieving person has to the deceased person both before and after death. The dual process 

model (DPM) of the grief process (Schut, 1999) theorized that the grieving moved between 
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coping strategies. Through the lens of this model, people are seen to experience two primary 

types of stressors while grieving: (a) stress associated with the loss and (b) stress associated with 

rebuilding normal life after the loss. According to the DPM model, moving between confronting 

and ignoring these stressors is the primary component to adapting after significant loss.  

For the purpose of this study, the primary influential early model of grief that was 

explored and used as a template for organizing and making meaning of literature was the early 

model proposed by Elizabeth Kübler-Ross in the late 1960s. Kübler-Ross (1969) recognized and 

categorized five stages of grief while she was a psychiatrist working with dying patients. The 

model framed a linear, predictable progression of the process associated with emotionally and 

cognitively processing the end of life. Since that time, the theory has also been consistently used 

to better comprehend and conceptualize the psychological processes of the bereaved (Buglass, 

2010). 

Kübler-Ross and Kessler (2014) posited that the five stages of grief include denial, anger, 

bargaining, depression, and acceptance. These stages “are a part of a framework that makes up 

our learning to live without the one we lost. They are tools to help us frame and identify what we 

may be feeling” (p. 7). It is noted, however, that these are only typical, meaning that as in any 

other theory-based conceptualization, there is room for individuals to respond in a multitude of 

different ways to and within their grief. Some people may not journey through each of the stages, 

while some people may find themselves revisiting a previous stage multiple times in a less linear 

fashion. This was a notion that was discussed later in the present study. It was noted that there 

was little that was prescriptive or certain about the way these stages could look, but instead, they 

may act as an overarching guide for understanding the way people may experience emotions, 

cognitions, and events following a significant loss in their lives.  
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For individuals grieving the loss of a loved one, the denial stage marked a surreal, rather 

than literal, sense (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014). The brain was cognizant of the fact that a dear 

person was deceased, but the internal mechanisms, the hearts, have yet to process and internalize 

what this truly means. There was still a habitual belief and expectation that they would be 

around, answer the phone, or walk through the door. The way an individual lived out denial may 

be through a vehicle of shock that insulated them from the depth of experiencing of emotional 

pain at that moment, in that stage. This may result in a sense of being numb or distant from what 

one is cognitively aware is happening, but emotionally cannot reach or sense, yet. There may be 

an experience of forgetting; in one moment there is an awareness of that person no longer being 

alive, but in the next, the urge to dial their phone number to tell them about this strange 

experience one was having, bubbled up. This would lead to the painful reminder of reality, 

causing the circular experience of the knowing crashing down around a person. This stage of 

denial aids in unconsciously managing big emotions while the reality of the significance of loss 

begins to position itself closer to the forefront of the conscious knowing. It helps the grieving 

party to avoid becoming flooded or swallowed whole by the emotional experience of loss. There 

has often been a repetitive discussion of the loss, or an absolute refusal to verbally acknowledge 

it in interpersonal and intrapersonal relationship. As the stage of denial would come to a close, a 

person may soon begin to process how and why the loss occurred and feel some responsibility 

for not having prevented it.  

As the reality of the loss and the surreal experience begin to shift, the previously 

denied/ignored emotional experience begins to make itself blatantly known. One of these 

emotions is often anger. As stated by Kübler-Ross and Kessler (2014), anger would not present 

itself until the grieving individual felt fortified and stable enough to get through the experience 
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of grief. The anger could be directed toward oneself for not saving or spending more time with 

an individual, perceived blameable others, an entire field/discipline (such as counseling, in my 

case), or the world as a whole. This provides an outlet for a grieving person to funnel out some 

of the trapped emotions, much like steam escaping a pot when the lid is removed. Of note, it is 

entirely possible that the experience of emotion isn’t rooted in logic; still, this is an important 

component of the process of grief. Kübler-Ross and Kessler posited that the more the anger was 

allowed to escape, the more quickly it could begin to level out and make way for the bargaining 

phase.  

Bargaining, the next phase of the grief process, included a potentially illogical internal or 

stated desire for making some type of trade. “If only I could trade my own life for his.” Or, “if 

only I could give up the entirety of my academic career to find him and be with him.” The person 

did not necessarily need to buy into a sense of reality around the bargain, but it could create a 

moment of felt sense of control and grounding, in relation to the currently uncontrolled chaos of 

the experience. Bargaining, in the form of these imaginations and what-ifs, can act as a 

temporary escape from the pain of grief, and can help individuals progress through the stages. 

The moment bargaining stops, a spotlight was shined back on the loss in the present reality rather 

than the feigned sense of ability to control or change the past or the future. In this moment of 

returning focus to reality, an even deeper, truer grief than before would be realized. This was the 

beginning of depression associated with grief.  

Here, in the season of grieving depression, people may become withdrawn and 

melancholy, fatigued, and unwilling or unable to find pleasure or purpose in their day-to-day. “In 

grief, depression is a way for nature to keep us protected by shutting down the nervous system so 

that we can adapt to something we feel we cannot handle” (Kübler-Ross & Kessler 2014, p. 21). 
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Like each of the other stages of grief, to feel depressed without resisting said depression creates 

opportunity to feel and then move through the emotional experience. In reality, people will rarely 

ever feel “fine” about the death of someone dear to them, but “acceptance is not about liking a 

situation. It is about acknowledging all that has been lost and learning to live with that loss” 

(Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014, p. 26). Allowing the resistance to flow creates space for naming 

and accepting the new role in our world. The peace associated with true acceptance of grief and 

loss would not necessary show up in any specific timeframe, least of all that of others. Instead, it 

could appear then disappear before reappearing again. Indeed, it could be a long, drawn-out 

process that happens over years’ time. As peace manifested, so too did the process of living, 

once again, in the new normal.  

Psychosocial Development Theory 

Erikson’s concept of identity posits that there are eight stages of human development that 

begin in infancy and progress through adulthood. These stages include: Trust vs. Mistrust, 

Autonomy vs. Shame, Initiative vs. Guilt, Industry vs. Inferiority, Identity vs. Role Confusion, 

Intimacy vs. Isolation, Generativity vs. Stagnation, Ego Integrity vs. Despair (Erikson, 1968). 

Erikson believed that, in order to have a full working understanding using these channels, one 

must view identity development through an inclusive, humanistic, and phenomenological lens 

(Maree, 2021), noting that the stages were rooted in and influenced by biological, psychological, 

and social elements of a person’s life (Orenstein & Lewis, 2021).  

In Trust vs. Mistrust, an infant from birth to 18 months would begin to form their 

understandings of the safety or unsafety of the world around them. If the infant received 

consistent and reliable care and response to their needs from their primary caregivers, they 

tended of feel secure even in moments of threat, leading to an overall sense of trust in 
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relationship with others. Conversely, if the care has been inconsistent, unreliable, or 

unpredictable, they may instead develop a sense of suspicion, mistrust, anxiety, and nervousness. 

Overall, this could lead to a lack of confidence in the people and world around them, as well as 

their own ability to influence events (McLeod, 2013). In general, if needs are met on a consistent 

basis, a baseline sense of hope for life and the world around them is established . On the other 

hand, if needs are not met on a consistent basis, a baseline sense of fear emerges.  

The second stage is Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt, taking place between 18 months to 

3 years old. During this stage, the child was interested in developing a sense of control and 

independence, most notably around physical skills. The child in this stage was becoming 

increasingly more physical, mobile, and developing even further independence around dressing, 

play, and other skills. It would be important that there be an absence of criticism and control to 

avoid an under-developed self-esteem, or an over-dependence on others. As a child explores new 

skills and associated autonomy, if they experience a balance of patient support and autonomy 

with gentle guidance, acceptance of failures, the development of will occurs.  

The third stage of Initiative vs. Guilt, taking place between the ages 3 and 5, was a time 

of play and interpersonal initiation with their peers. This was a time of experimenting with 

initiating contact, make-believe games, making decisions, and leadership. Because it is a time of 

“vigor and action”, there may be behaviors that parents see as burdensome or aggressive, such as 

asking a great many questions, or dominating peers (Bee, 1992). While guilt was seen as 

necessary at times, to guide experience of consequence of behavior, children who perceived a 

sense of being burdensome, a nuisance, or aggressive may internalize a sense of guilt, causing 

them to take less initiative. Balancing initiative and guilt results in a sense of purpose. 
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Between the ages of 5 and 12 is the stage of industry vs. inferiority. During this stage, the 

ever-growing autonomy and sense of differentiation created a dynamic where the child’s friend 

group became more influential and important. The need to be well-liked plays a vital role in the 

development of self-esteem. They would attempt, during this stage, to show their peers that they 

had a sense of competence around achieving goals that society values, in an effort to feel a sense 

of pride and industry. While some failure can be helpful in the development of humility, a sense 

of encouragement and freedom provided by parents and teachers can create the environment for 

the child to develop social skills and cultivate a sense of competence. 

From about 12 to 18 years old, adolescents were within the stage of identity vs. role 

confusion. In this stage, adolescents engaged in an intense, meaningful exploration of their own 

sense of identity, values beliefs, goals, and desires. As independence grows, so does the act of 

looking toward the future; the individual was beginning to understand their role in this world, 

who they were able to commit to being, and how they were able to accept others in their own 

respective commitments. Individuals were exploring their sexuality, stepping into more mature 

body and body image, and experimenting with roles in education, work, and social circles. If 

people were able to navigate this, they had a sense of “this is who I am,” and fidelity to this. 

Whereas, if there was a great deal of pressure and/or struggle, they may arrive at a place of “I 

don’t know who I am,” or a negative sense of self. 

In the sixth stage of development, taking place between the ages of 18 and 40, the person 

would experience intimacy vs. isolation. The primary focus of this stage was around the process 

of developing intimate, lasting relationships outside of the family of origin. If a person was able 

to build healthy, secure, committed relationships, they could achieve love. If a person struggled, 
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however, with fear of commitment, a lack of safety or care, they may experience extended 

periods of a felt sense of isolation.  

In the stage of generativity vs. stagnation, taking place between the ages of 40 and 65, the 

primary crisis was around the notion of legacy, or a person making a mark that would outlast 

themselves. This task might include raising children, productivity, effectiveness in their work, 

and being involved in community-based activities that cultivate a sense of meaning in relation to 

the broader culture and community. Stagnation can occur if a person struggles to feel as though 

they have made a contribution to the world around them; this can lead to feeling disconnected or 

apart from community and their society. Navigating this stage well, however, can result in 

feelings of effectiveness, connectedness, and overall care.  

The final stage of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development is that of ego integrity 

vs. despair. From approximately the age of 65 through the end of life, a person may reflect on the 

life they have lived. If a person feels a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction, they can rest in 

the peace of feeling successful and an experience of ego integrity or having lived in alignment 

with their sense of purpose. If, however, a person feels regret, they may experience a deep sense 

of despair around an untapped potential of their past. Success in this phase can lead to wisdom, 

wholeness, and satisfaction, ultimately leading to the acceptance of death and an absence of fear 

(McAdams et al., 2001).  

Frameworks and theories, though helpful, are only meant to act as a guide. As mentioned, 

humans may respond in any number of ways to any number of life events. This adds to the 

complexity of the profound humanity that grief touches and elicits. Whenever a theory is used as 

a framework, the unique aspects of each individual need to be accounted for (J. W. Worden, 

2015). For the proposed research, my intention is to illustrate my personal stages of grief first in 
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the form of a timeline, before developing evocative vignettes. These will help me to deconstruct 

portions of my narrative that I might otherwise take for granted ( Anderson, 1997). This 

deconstruction will lead to epiphanies and provide a clear, thematic view into an otherwise 

difficult to research area of my own life and the human experience.  

I wanted to invite readers into an emotional experience; I intended for them to feel, at 

least momentarily, how I felt as I first survived my grief, then decided to live with my grief, and 

eventually allowed my grief to influence and inform a large transformation of my identity as a 

doctoral student. This deeply philosophical exploration helped me to name the new ways that I 

see myself moving through doctoral study and the world. 

Research Questions 

As Creswell (2007) wrote, narrative research has not always named a specific research 

question. For the purpose of this study, though, I examined and sought to understand two areas 

of inquiry. From the position of the intersection of my grief and my doctoral program 

experience, I asked these questions:  

Q1 What might I learn about the way that my life’s primary grief experience 

transformed my sense of identity as a doctoral student using autoethnography to 
evoke, recall, write about, and analyze my experiences and my reactions to them? 

 

Q2 What can doctoral students, program faculty, administrators and other 
stakeholders learn from my experience that may help students persist toward 

completion of their programs in the face of grief experiences of their own? 
 

Definition of Terms 

Various studies have used different terms and operational definitions for words, 

especially between different frameworks. For the purpose of the intended study, these terms were 

defined as follows: 

Agency. A feeling of control over actions and their consequences. 
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Attrition. A delay or departure from college before degree completion.  

Autoethnography. A research method that combines autobiography with ethnography and 

focuses on the intersections of personal experiences and the culture in which those 

experiences take place.  

Meaning. Cognitive and emotional significance. 

Narrative Inquiry. A research method that utilizes the writing process to reflect on connected 

events and uncover meaning from people’s experiences. 

Reflectivity. Introspection intended to better understand self and others. 

Reflexivity. The examination of one’s own beliefs, judgments and practices during the research 

process and how these may influence the research. 

Socialization. Learning about and becoming a part of a particular culture. 

Vignette. A passage depicting a specific scene or experience. 

Summary 

Literature showed that approximately 50% of doctoral students will not complete their 

programs or earn their Ph.D. There are a great many identity transitions that may happen during 

a program, as well as a great many life changes and potential opportunities for the introduction 

of grief. In the face of a grief experience, the attrition percentage could be even higher. 

Following grief experience of my own, I found myself considering not returning to my own 

program. Though I did in fact return to my program, I was left with wonderments around how 

doctoral students experience grief events while simultaneously navigating their programs of 

study. This led me to a desire to know more about this experience of grief during a doctoral 

program. The purpose of this study was to have a meaningful understanding of the broad grief 

process, and its impact on one doctoral student’s identity development through sharing, 
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analyzing, and interpreting their most raw stories in an effort to name and normalize the 

challenges and opportunities related to doctoral program persistence and identity development. 

The following research questions were explored: 

Q1 What might I learn about the way that my life’s primary grief experience 

transformed my sense of identity as a doctoral student using autoethnography to 
evoke, recall, write about, and analyze my experiences and my reactions to them?  

 
Q2  What can doctoral students, program faculty, administrators and other 

stakeholders learn from my experience that may help students persist toward 

completion of their programs in the face of grief experiences of their own? 
 

Erikson’s (1968) Psychosocial Development Theory and Kübler-Ross and Kessler’s 

(2014) stages of grief were appropriate conceptual frameworks for structuring and understanding 

the process of navigating grief during a doctoral program. Further, Autoethnography is an 

appropriate methodology for the deconstruction and deep meaning-making associated with 

moving through a doctoral program while experiencing a grief process.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents a review of the literature around the topics of grief, doctoral student 

identity, persistence, and attrition. First, I will set the stage by exploring the literature pertinent to 

the doctoral experience, with an exploration of the type of learners doctoral programs tend to 

draw, rates of attrition, and elements of persistence. In support of establishing a framework for 

these topics, I will then work to identify literature that supports the notion of doctoral students 

progressing through three of Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development. Finally, I will 

present the literature illustrating how doctoral students living through a profound loss may 

journey through the stages of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kesller, 2014), and the way each of these 

things combined impact the transition or transformation of identity.  

Doctoral Process and Identity Development 

 Doctoral degrees have been more desirable now than ever; people who have held doctoral 

degrees reported the lowest unemployment rate (1.9%) of all degree levels and reported the 

highest median weekly income (Ballenger, 2010; Rigler et al., 2017). The attainment of doctoral 

education is beneficial for individuals, communities, and societies as a whole, evidence of which 

could be seen in the innovations and contributions of problem solvers across disciplines (Rigler 

et al., 2017). It was incredibly important, then, to understand the process, experience, and causes 

for premature departure from doctoral programs across disciplines, to better grasp ways to 

support students in the process of persisting to degree completion. 
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The doctoral process, across disciplines, could be divided into three stages. These stages 

included: transition, development, and research (Ampaw & Jaeger, 2012; Tinto, 1993). The 

transition stage takes place during students’ first year of the doctoral process. During this stage, 

students begin their socialization process (Golde, 2000). During the process of socialization, 

students were becoming acquainted with their colleagues, faculty, and trying to find their place 

in the department as a whole. Within this stage, students are trying to understand and integrate 

into their academic community and culture (Gardner, 2008). At the successful completion of 

their first year of coursework, students then enter stage two which is the development stage. 

During this stage, students continue their process of socialization by further integrating into their 

doctoral environment socially and otherwise, continuing to move through their coursework, and 

moving towards program specific exams such as comprehensive exams. In the final stage, which 

is the research stage, students begin to research, write, propose, and eventually defend their 

dissertations. At the completion of the doctoral process, students earn their Ph.D. degree and 

enter the world of early career academics and scholars. Of note was that the amount of time 

programs take students to complete, and the specifics of the requirements and what is deemed 

acceptable, is dependent on their respective programs and individual students. Erikson’s theory 

of psychosocial development is broadly noted as maintaining consistent, current influence in 

researched, sociopolitical understandings of human self-concept, and what it means to be a 

person (Côté & Levine, 2015). The specific notion of an identity crisis, or “a necessary turning 

point, a crucial moment, when development must move one way or another, marshaling 

resources of growth, recovery, and further differentiation” (Erikson, 1968. p. 16) speaks clearly 

to the grief experience this proposed study intends to explore. Examining life events using both 

of these stage-based understandings can help create a framework for experience related data. 
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Underpinning the entirety of the study’s discussion and review of the doctoral process 

was a general understanding that many doctoral students were unwell. In fact, a recent study 

indicated that 47% of doctoral students across disciplines reported depression (as compared to 

15% in the general population in the Americas; World Health Organization, 2017). In regard to 

differences between disciplines, students who were enrolled in Arts and Humanities programs 

indicated the highest rates of depression (64% of students) as compared to 43-46% in the 

biological, physical, and social sciences, while law, social sciences, business students reported 

depression rates at 37%, 34%, 28%, respectively. To understand the wholeness of the doctoral 

program experience, it was of absolute importance to acknowledge the distress that many 

students are navigating each of the stages with.  

Counselor Education and Supervision 

Doctoral Program Processes 

 

For the present study, I used Erikson’s stages of Psychosocial Development (Erikson, 

1956, 1959, 1968) as a framework for organizing and making sense of the literature and 

experience of doctoral student identity development. Erikson’s (1968) concept of identity posited 

that there were eight stages of human development that began in infancy and progressed through 

adulthood. These stages included: Trust vs. Mistrust, Autonomy vs. Shame, Initiative vs. Guilt, 

Industry vs. Inferiority, Identity vs. Role Confusion, Intimacy vs. Isolation, Generativity vs. 

Stagnation, and Ego Integrity vs. Despair. I viewed doctoral program and identity developmental 

progression through the lens of these stages.  

Transition Stage of Identity vs. Role 

Confusion 

 

In this primary stage, students were just entering their programs. A new culture of 

graduate education, markedly different in most cases from previous years of study, has begun. 
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This difference is marked by both academic rigor, as well as social expectations and norms. 

Academically, their coursework has increased in intensity as well as in evaluative rigor; this 

extends, too, to the beginning stages of developing a framework for self-efficacy as a researcher 

(Lamar & Helm, 2017) and as an independent scholar. Among the most significant facets of 

successful navigation of entering doctoral culture is the process of socialization (Gardner, 2007, 

2010; Golde, 2000; Tinto, 1993; Weidman et al., 2001). In the realm of doctoral programs, this 

culture typically also includes the larger world of higher education, the very specific culture 

within the individual’s institution, as well as the sub-culture of students’ specific departments 

and discipline (Nettles et al., 2006).). It is important that students are able to adequately socialize 

into all elements of their new primary culture of higher education, their institution, and finally 

their departments to successfully navigate their new role as doctoral students.  

In the current study, I viewed this stage as being aligned with Erikson’s (1956, 1959, 

1968) fifth stage of Psychosocial Development Identity vs. Role Confusion. They have just 

moved out of the fourth stage which was marked by the beginning exploration of doing that 

which is expected of them more independently, moving from a position of constantly looking 

toward a guide, in this case teachers within their undergraduate and/or Master’s programs. They 

are now moving into looking toward their futures, and the ways that their current life, actions, 

and relationships fit or do not fit within that contextual future. They are engaging in intentional 

exploration of their own role. Here, the doctoral student is attempting to find out who they are 

from an identity perspective as a scholar, practitioner, and human-being, professionally and 

personally. During this stage, the self-image and self-understanding is morphing, and this may 

cause considerable discomfort for the student as they navigate these changes and the uncertainty 

associated with identity exploration. This is exacerbated by the external rigor of doctoral 
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programming. As the student learns to adapt and begins to “grow into” these changes (Côté & 

Levine, 2015), they could step into the felt sense of fidelity, in which they can commit to a sense 

of self, and an acceptance of the self of others, in this transition stage of socialization within their 

doctoral program. The student is also likely to experiment with different ways of being, thinking, 

and believing as it relates to their doctoral program and their own identity.  

Socialization during the transition (Identity vs. Role Confusion) stage requires that 

students are able to glean information about courses, policies and procedures programmatically, 

and expectations for these things. This stage also includes various social expectations and 

required behaviors. In an effort to understand expectations (which in my observation, students 

tend to attempt to make seem effortless), entering students have a tendency to listen carefully 

(almost obsessively) to instructions around expectations, and also observe the behaviors of 

students further along in the program (Weidman et al., 2001). This process of observation lets 

first year students see and then mirror what they perceive to be successful behaviors. Think, for 

example, about students gathering literature and study tips for written comprehensive 

examinations from doctoral students further along in the program. First years also begin to form 

relationships with colleagues and faculty members. During this stage, structured and 

unstructured as well as formal and informal interactions within the programmatic and broader 

institutional community become central for doctoral students (Tinto, 1993). Formal interactions 

here could be centered around scholarly activity, and informal interactions could be 

communication not directly linked or pertinent to the doctoral program. These interactions, 

whether formally in a classroom of instruction or research evening, or more informally in the 

Stats Lab, hallway, or student lounge, the new doctoral students are making their best attempts at 

adaptation. Walker et al. (2009) noted that students who viewed themselves as active and 
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effective in relationships reported experiencing more interest in their studies, fewer unpleasant 

emotions, and considered quitting their programs less frequently than counterparts who viewed 

themselves as passive members of their communities. Here, students are attempting to 

understand and invent their identity and their roles, which is imperative for their successful 

transition into the stages to come.  

Development Stage of Intimacy vs. 

Isolation 

 

After successfully finishing the first year of doctoral study, students move on to the next 

stage: development. During the years encompassed in the development stage, students are 

completing their coursework and gaining experience in the process of becoming independent 

scholars and researchers. This can include the work of finishing coursework, engaging in 

scholarly activity such as producing manuscripts and/or actual studies in different research 

methods courses, presenting at regional and national conferences, and co-teaching or supervising 

courses. As they journey the intimacy vs. isolation stage of identity development (Erikson, 1956, 

1959, 1968) in their doctoral programs, students are exploring their relationships with the self 

and others in a more intimate fashion. At this point, academic and social interactions often mix 

together without distinction (Tinto, 1993), and the notion of building and maintaining 

relationship becomes even more vital. Peer relationships are paramount, even over relationships 

with faculty (Gardner, 2008), though this shifts during the dissertation process in a later stage. 

During this time, there are fewer or no clear lines to distinguish between doctoral students’ social 

and academic lives, and the peer relationships become deeply important, if not transactional. 

That is, the quality of these social interactions influences academic skills, and academic 

responsibilities influence social exchanges and needs being met.  
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It is here that students may experience what Erikson (1968) defined as “a split of self-

images, a loss of center and a dispersion” (p. 212), as they attempt to fulfill not only the more 

independent scholarly requirements of the middle and simultaneous lion-share of their program, 

but the relational requirements of forming this part of their identities, and engaging with the 

identities of others. This can lead to an identity crisis of transition for doctoral students. 

The transitional crisis may result in doctoral students experiencing symptoms, such as 

fluctuations in ego strength, mood swings, rebelliousness, and heightened physical complaints 

(Erikson, 1956, 1959, 1968). Interestingly, these symptoms felt by doctoral students in identity 

transition are among the same symptoms experienced by an individual navigating the stages of 

grief, but that will be explored in later sections. During this stage, students must fulfill the 

requirements for their programs and complete coursework, but they also must assess their sense 

of self, identity, and identify any self-image splits that may exist at this stage of their personal 

and professional life. Here, the primary crisis for a doctoral student is how to navigate the waters 

of forming true, lasting relationships with the self and others while simultaneously navigating the 

development of a scholar’s identity. Further, cognitive de-structuring, as well as the view of the 

self, in particular, can result in a sense of reduced ego strength (Kidwell et al., 1995), which is a 

potential implication of this theoretical stage, as well as the doctoral process more broadly. Of 

the crisis of transition and exploration that my proposed study posits takes place during this 

phase of doctoral experience and transition, Erikson said “ … becomes a crisis because incipient 

growth and awareness in a significant part or function goes together with the shift in instinctual 

energy and yet causes specific vulnerability in that part” (Erikson, 1959, p. 56). The interplay 

between the two is profoundly impactful, bidirectionally. It is within this time that an identity is 

emerging, struggling, or both. The vulnerability and exploration inherent in doctoral education 
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positions people to journey these stages, even without a grief experience, but more viscerally in 

the presence of a grief experience. At this point, students may feel their identities shift between 

graduate student and professional academic (Weidman et al., 2001), though the more personal 

areas of identity transformation are less explored in the existing literature. At the close of the 

development stage, students typically complete their comprehensive exams and coursework, and 

prepare for entrance into the final stage in the doctoral process, which is the research stage. 

Research Stage of Generativity vs. 

Stagnation 

 

Research is the final stage of the doctoral process. During this stage, doctoral students 

choose a topic, research, write, and defend their final dissertations (Ampaw, 2010). The 

dissertation process typically includes the research proposal; response, feedback, and 

evaluation(s) by a dissertation committee; and a final defense of the finished product (Ampaw, 

2010). The work of selecting, researching, writing, and eventually defending the dissertation is 

another transitional stage, as students develop into independent scholar researchers (Gardner, 

2008). During this time, academic interaction shifts from classes and frequent contact with peers 

and department faculty, to interactions with a very select few intertwined in the individual’s 

research process. Students might feel taken aback by the lack of structure during this phase 

(Golde, 2000). Construction of the dissertation is largely dependent on the individual student, 

and many find that they experience a sense of surprise around what taking up this responsibility 

looks and feels like (Gardner, 2008). Doctoral students need to determine their own topic, 

method, and direction of study without either the intense guidance or limitation set by the 

previous classroom environment. Doctoral students may feel unprepared for the level of self-

direction required to achieve completion (Gardner, 2008).  
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Navigating the call for independence at this stage can increase the overall sense of 

difficulty of the experience of being in a doctoral program. Students must learn to balance a 

reliance on their advisor, consequently understood to be the single most impactful relationship in 

a student’s doctoral program experience (Tinto, 1993) with their own individual ability to 

manage their time and direct independent learning within the research process. Working well 

with their advisor is of paramount importance, as this is the individual they will have the most 

frequent contact with throughout the remainder of their program (Rigler et al., 2017; Throne et 

al., 2019; Throne & Walters, 2019). The ultimate goal is the creation of a dissertation proposal, 

and generating the final product, the dissertation.  

 In the stage of Generativity vs. Stagnation, an individual is most interested in the notion 

of “making their mark” (Slater, 2003). It is through the act of creating something, nurturing 

something beyond oneself, and ultimately leaving something behind that success is achieved in 

this stage. In the stage of generativity vs. stagnation, a sense of being part of a bigger 

community, such as that of academia, and finding a way to contribute, such as by completing a 

dissertation that fills a gap in the research, individuals may achieve a sense of productivity, 

connection, and involvement. Should the doctoral student fail to navigate through the stage of 

generativity vs. stagnation, they are more prone to feel stagnant, stuck, and unproductive. The 

final product, of this final phase, of this final stage, is the successful defense of the generated 

dissertation and thus, one way to realize generativity within a doctoral program for oneself.  

Doctoral Enrollment, Attrition, and Persistence 

Researchers have been interested in the completion, well-being, and achievement in 

undergraduate university settings for quite some time, especially as these components relate to 

attrition and persistence (Sverdlik et al., 2018). However, as noted by Syerdlik et al. (2018) in a 
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comprehensive review of existing literature, the focus on doctoral level students was less 

developed. In the body of research relevant to this topic, however, there have consistently been 

findings of mental and physical health concerns in addition to the noted high attrition rates 

(Sverdlik et al., 2018) as being specific to the doctoral student experience. In the United States 

and Canada, there have been 64% and 57% increases in doctoral program enrollment between 

1998 and 2010, respectively (John & Denicolo, 2013). Within this increase is an increase of 

female identified people and visible (phenotypical presentation) minorities, causing an overall 

increase in representation across disciplines (Banilower et al., 2013). Still, the attrition rate has 

remained alarmingly high, sitting at around 50% over the course of the past 50 years for in-

person doctoral programs. More recently, literature has indicated that for online doctoral 

programs, the number is even higher at between 50-70% attrition rates (Rigler et al., 2017).  

 Research into the experiences in the non-academic aspects of doctoral student lives, 

which may be correlated to these rates of attrition has been less developed than more structured 

elements of their programmatic experiences (Gardner, 2009). University factors and student 

factors have been found to impact students’ sense of their experience (Ali & Kohun, 2006; 

Manathunga, 2002). University factors could include elements such as fit with one’s direct 

supervisor and institutional as well as departmental expectations and regulations. Student factors, 

on the other hand, may include demographic characteristics, disciplinary background, and 

general aptitude, as well as students’ personal life structures (financial supports, number of 

people living in the home, number of dependents of the student, etc.). In self-report opportunities 

discussed by Sverdlik et al., students have reported difficulties with maintaining outside 

relationships (Burgess et al., 2011; Dabney & Tai, 2013) and engaging in leisure time social 

activities (Juniper et al., 2012; Longfield et al., 2006). Students cited a lack of motivation, time, 
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money, and energy for their lack of engagement. This broad lack of resource laid a foundation of 

difficulty. For many, the additional elements of familial demand and responsibility during 

doctoral studies have also been found to negatively impact students’ quality of life and well-

being (Skinner et al., 2009). Broadly, threats to psychological and physical well-being during 

programs may negatively impact students’ motivation toward academic completion, as well as 

other long and short-term goals (Geraniou, 2010; Tanaka & Watanabea, 2012). The current 

research makes a distinction between internal and external processes related to doctoral student 

experience. These distinctions act as umbrellas, housing many different facets that can lead to a 

better understanding of the supports or detriments to persistence and attrition. 

Student Processes 

The current research reflects that there are some inner processes (psychological/mental 

processes) and external processes that are directly associated with the production of academic 

work and the navigation of programs. Among these internal processes of note are: motivation, 

emotions associated with writing, and academic identity (Nelson & Lovitts, 2001; Sverdlik et al. 

2018). These processes speak to the deeply internal underpinnings of students’ success or 

difficulty in program completion. Better understanding the literature around these components 

can create a more informed stance to view the proposed research study from. In terms of external 

processes, supervision, personal/social lives, departmental structures, and financial opportunities 

are highlighted as being of primary, if not predictive processes (Sverdlik et al., 2018). Schmidt 

and Hansson (2018) echoed the importance understanding of these areas of psychological 

distress both internally and externally. In order to adequately grasp the felt-sense of the doctoral 

experience, it is important to explore each of these internal and external dimensions of the 

doctoral student process.  
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Motivation and Fit 

Motivation or the lack thereof is frequently cited by students and faculty alike as a 

primary factor in students’ overall success or premature departure from doctoral programs 

(Gardner, 2009; Herzig, 2002; Kinman & Jones, 2003; Nelson & Friedlander, 2001). The 

simultaneous struggles to achieve motivation, and the increased need for independent self -

motivation in doctoral programs creates a challenging dynamic for many doctoral students to 

navigate (Gardner, 2010). This could be why many doctoral students find success in the more 

structured coursework aspects of their programs, but struggle when the time to complete their 

dissertation arises; external guidance is far less present during the stage of engaging with the 

research and the overall knowledge creation associated with completing a dissertation (Gardner, 

2009).  

Literature around motivation in doctoral education indicates that motivational variables 

are correlated with individual differences such as age, partnered status (Cao, 2012; Kusurkar et 

al., 2010; Lott, 2013) and include constructs such as interest (Brailsford, 2010; Dust, 2006; Liu et 

al., 2012; Uqdah et al., 2009; White, 2007) and individual goals (Dewett et al., 2005; Dust, 2006; 

O’Meara et al., 2013). Other impacting factors such as family support or lack of support, 

(Onwuegbuzie & Byers, 2014; Tanaka & Watanabea, 2012), socialization (Gardner, 2010; 

Nelson & Friedlander, 2001), willingness to engage in collaborative learning (Ferguson & 

Tryjankowski, 2009; Hancock, 2007), and fit with supervisor and institution (Gearity & Mertz, 

2012) have also been identified in the research as components tied to motivation levels of 

doctoral students.  

In a study looking at the differences between Belgian doctoral students in varying 

disciplines who completed their programs and those who did not, De Vos et al. (2020) found that 
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students who perceived themselves as consistently progressing in research projects (rather than 

feeling stuck, spinning their wheels in them) were better able to maintain motivation and 

progression, and this felt-sense constituted the biggest difference in completion. Furthering the 

notion of self-efficacy, students who were able to independently seek and apply relevant 

literature, such as attempting a new strategy or technique in practice, or increasing overall 

confidence by working on scholarly activities (publishing independent research or presenting 

existing research), showed greater motivation to complete (Geraniou, 2010).  

Hardre and Hackett (2015) found that rates of attrition correlated with the gap between 

program and institution expectations, and the reality. Unsurprisingly, then, candidates who hold 

realistic expectations of the doctoral program, and the motivational aspects necessary, are more 

likely persist to completion (Luna, 2010). Conversely, those who hold mismatched expectations 

are more likely to leave their programs prematurely (Martinez et al., 2013). These are among the 

ways that motivation and goodness of fit may show up in the work of doctoral students. There 

are, however, some ways that motivation plays an important role prior to these stages. 

Above, I discussed the concept of motivation as it relates to the ways in which doctoral 

students experience the felt-sense and product(s) of motivation within navigating and competing, 

or prematurely exiting doctoral programs. It is important, however, to also discuss the primary 

motivating factors for entering into doctoral study in the first place. In their comprehensive 

review Syerdlik et al. (2018) explore the up-to-date literature around these reasons. They found 

that among the motivating factors were intellectual development, interest in the field of study, 

gaining scholarly or research experience, the necessity of making a life change, and “drift,” 

conceptualized as an act of a student avoiding other potential life situations by entering into 

graduate study (Walford, 2009). Moreover, some external reasons acting as motivators for 
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pursuing doctoral study have been examined in existing research. These aspects include job 

prospects and increasing employability (Brailsford, 2010; Leonard et al., 2005; Patchner, 1982; 

Stubb et al., 2012; Wellington & Sikes, 2006), as well as the perceived prestige associated with 

attaining a doctoral degree (Dust, 2006). In a study involving 89 alumni of education programs 

(PhD, EdD), Leonard et al. (2005) explored the reasons students pursued a doctoral degree, and 

whether, upon interview, they believed it had been a worth it. The results found that most of the 

people had pursued the doctorate for internally motivated purposes. Also found, was that those 

who pursed their degrees for vocational purposes were the most dissatisfied with both the 

process and the outcome of their programs. Similarly, Stubb et al. (2012) found that the students 

who valued their doctoral program process as opposed to having a myopic focus on the end 

product reported a greater sense of well-being and satisfaction. Unsurprisingly, this same study 

found process-related values to be more consistently reported by students in the social sciences, 

where-as product-related values were more consistently reported by natural science students. All 

in all, studies around the role of motivation in doctoral students points to the notion that those 

who exhibit self-motivation and focus on the importance and value of their doctoral program 

process tend to indicate higher satisfaction, well-being, and academic achievement during their 

program. 

Writing and Emotions 

The current literature indicates that writing has been a thoroughly, empirically researched 

process as it relates to doctoral programs. Researchers have noted that oftentimes, students 

admitted to doctoral programs have not been sufficiently prepared to write at the necessary or 

expected level (Moak & Walker, 2014; R. Sutton, 2014).  
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Unsurprisingly, given its general level of importance in this context, research has shown 

that a variety of emotional responses were elicited when the topic of academic writing in 

doctoral programs is explored (Aitchison, 2009). Emotions on either side of the spectrum, such 

as joy and pleasure, or conversely pain, frustration, and confusion were represented, though the 

more negative, unpleasant emotions were found as dominating writing-related exploration of 

doctoral student populations. Aitchison (2009) stated that students were emotionally tied to their 

writing and saw it acting as part of their developing academic and professional identities. For 

supervisors, though, Aitchison (2009) found that writing was conceptualized as a means to an 

end, the end being the dissemination of research and ultimately a contribution to their field. This 

contrast in the perceived meaning and purpose of writing was further noted to lead to a lack of 

perceived support of students, and high expectations from supervisors, thus exacerbating 

students’ emotional struggles. These emotional implications have the potential to impact students 

across the landscape of their doctoral programs, but particularly the more independent, self -

paced portions of programs such as the dissertation process.  

Academic Identity 

 Much of the research around the concept of identity posits that identity is constructed 

within the context of social institutions and relationships (Henkel, 2005). Academic identity is 

made up of the ways in which students perceive themselves within their academic communities, 

and their understanding of what it means to be an academic (Quigley & Pereira, 2011). This is in 

line with other conceptual frameworks of identity construction which point to identities being 

formed and fortified in consistent and durable communities as well as the social mechanisms 

created within them (Henkel, 2005). It makes sense to say that the development of an academic 

identity is an important portion of a successful doctoral student’s process.  
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The literature shows that students develop their academic identity by working through 

various scholarly activities mentioned before, including socialization (Gardner, 2008; Hughes & 

Kleist, 2005; Nelson & Lovitts, 2001; Weidman et al., 2001), writing (Carter et al., 2020; 

Castelló et al. (2021), and research (Forester et al., 2004). Additional studies completed by 

McAlpine et al. (2009) looked at the specific events and activities described by doctoral students 

as contributing to their perceived place or membership in academic communities. Although 

things like the requirements of programs, such as comprehensive exams, regional presentations, 

or expected student responsibilities such as lab meetings were cited as being vital to the 

development of one’s academic identity, informal activities like spending time with other 

members of the academic community were reported as being significant in the felt-sense of 

group membership, belonging, and the development of an academic identity. As such, it is 

impossible to understand the concept of academic identity without also including discussion of 

the individual student in the context of relevant relationships inside and outside of academia. 

In the research done by Sverdlik et al. (2018), peer relationships were noted as being 

primary in the development of academic identity, citing the general development of belonging 

and membership within the greater academic community. Opportunity to explore the individual 

vs. collective identity is presented by use of the cohort model in most doctoral programs, with 

some research pointing to the supportive nature of the model (Luna, 2010). Among the most 

significant components of the cohort model support system is the notion of cultivating realistic 

expectations of doctoral study using their shared experience(s) and discussions with cohort 

members. Also imperative in this dynamic is the individual doctoral student’s exploration of how 

one’s own identity can exist in the individual and the collectivistic aspects of academic identity. 

Martinez et al. (2013) found that generally, students did not choose to leave programs for a 
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singular reason but were more likely to choose to leave due to multiple life stressors that 

included lack of support and a sense of isolation in their programs. S. H. Dickerson et al. (2014) 

also found that students expressed a deep need for a nurturing support-systems outside of the 

academic community, noting that these were vital in persisting in doctoral programs.  

The necessity for students to find their place in an interconnected community (Henkel, 

2005) of scholars is clear. It is also clear that they must see themselves as existing as peers with 

other members of the group. Carving out one’s own place within this group is central to the 

process of developing an academic identity.  

Agency 

Doctoral student agency has recently been defined as the belief in a student’s ability to 

initiate an active role in one’s own learning of content, process, and engagement (Sweat et al., 

2022). Walker et al. (2009) said that the result of cultivating agency in terms of doctoral study, 

can be an increase in the likelihood of students sharing information and ideas, getting input from 

others, and ultimately learning. Further, the sense of self associated with agency points to an idea 

supported by the research which is that possessing an internal locus of control as well as a sense 

of self-direction increase the likelihood that students will be successful in their programs (H. 

Anderson,1997). Agency is not limited to the in-training components, reaching beyond to more 

personal senses, as well. 

Recent research has noted the importance of understanding and supporting 

socioemotional factors (LaFrance et al., 2020) in the process of students cultivating a sense of 

agency. In further support of the process of cultivating agency as it relates to the academic self, 

van der Laan et al. (2021) posits that it is necessary for programs to support the general 

wellbeing of doctoral students, creating space in the person of the individual to further develop 
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components of agency. Multiple researchers have found that resiliency (Rockinson-Szapkiw et 

al., 2014), the capacity to maintain one’s sociopsychological well-being (Stubb et al., 2011), and 

the presence of basic coping mechanisms (Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012) enhanced 

doctoral candidate ability to persist in programs. Finally, the development of agency, leading to 

persistence, increased based on personal traits such as styles of thinking and learning (Bitzer & 

Albertyn, 2011; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012), intellectual knowledge (Bitzer et al., 

2011), intelligence (Bitzer & Albertyn, 2011; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2014), and individual 

personality characteristics (Bitzer & Albertyn, 2011; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2014) and 

decreases with personal issues (Brill et al., 2014; Herman, 2011; Willis Carmichael, 2011) as 

well as an unwillingness or unpreparedness to work toward autonomy or scholarly independence 

(Brill et al., 2014). 

Supervision and Peer Relationships 

The socialization process is among the most critical processes for the successful 

completion of doctoral programs (Weidman & Stein, 2003). There are a number of relationships 

within the doctoral program community that stand to have an impact on the doctoral student’s 

experience and success For example, a positive, egalitarian relationship between doctoral student 

and committee chair stands out as the most important element of program completion and 

satisfaction (Bitzer & Albertyn, 2011; Stallone, 2011; Storms et al., 2011). In surveys of doctoral 

students, however, the doctoral students seldom described their supervisory relationship as 

positive and went on to describe conflict and lack of access to their committee chair as among 

the most common experiences (Willis & Carmichael, 2011). In the above-mentioned studies, 

advisors who were readily available for consistent and frequent meetings with their advisees 

reported more success in regards to completion of their students (Stock & Siegfried, 2014). 
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Meaningful interactions with their supervisors, though noted as being of primary importance, is 

only one of the relational aspects required for the successful navigation of a doctoral program.  

Research has posited that isolation was among the main reasons that students prematurely 

depart their doctoral programs (Jairam & Kahl, 2012). The isolation experienced by some 

doctoral students has been reported to be social as well as intellectual in nature (Rigler et al., 

2017). Generally, the experience or felt sense of isolation can cause loneliness and feeling left 

out of important, connecting experiences related to doctoral program progression. The notion of 

isolation can also be cyclical in regard to interactions with supervisors; the more alone a doctoral 

student feels, the less efficacious they feel, the less likely they are to reach out for connection 

with supervisors.  

Students’ feelings of efficaciousness in their self-concept, peer relationships, supervisory 

relationships, and the integration and synthesis of intellectual material is unquestionably, 

intimately linked to the entry into study, doctoral students’ experience of their program, and rates 

of completion. Students must be able to share in understanding and a balance in terms of support 

and independence with their primary point of contact, the committee chair. Additionally, they 

must be able to form bonds with their peers in order to integrate into their academic community 

and build an academic identity.  

Self-Concept, Value, and Imposter 

Certainly, there are some traits and characteristics specific to people that are drawn to the 

high-achieving culture of doctoral programs. Among these, arguably, is the notion of how a 

person conceives of the self. It makes sense, then, that the challenging, rigorous, and likely 

unique process of completing a doctoral program would cause some personal struggle as it 

relates to an overall sense of self-value and worth. “at the heart of doctoral students’ struggling 
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lie serious concerns that challenge the notion of certainty that they are indeed worthy of 

embarking upon doctoral study” (Di Pierro, 2007, p. 370). This sentiment is further explored in 

Longfield et al.’s 2006 set of interviews with Canadian doctoral students. The thematic findings 

could be broken down into 4 major categories centered around the notion of self-value/worth as 

impacted by being in a graduate program.  

The first theme found was around the notion of delayed gratification. Participants 

reported that their level of self-worth and value often negatively shifted as a result of 

encountering academic obstacles but was also increased at the achievement of their goal. The 

second theme was related to status and sacrifice. Some students indicated experiencing an overall 

increase in self-worth upon entrance into the graduate student community, while others indicated 

lower self-worth as a result of spending more time focusing on the sacrifices, they felt required 

to make in order to exist in their program. The third theme spoke to emotional highs and lows, 

especially as it related to a sense of value in the self. Many students reported profound 

fluctuations in self-worth, value, and efficacy throughout their programs. Lastly, the value of self 

was consistently shown to be linked to students’ internal regulatory abilities, with students 

reporting that though different from times like undergraduate studies, their graduate self -worth 

was primarily dependent on their evaluations of their work. 

Some research has intended to understand the much talked about but as yet ill-understood 

causes of doctoral students’ mental health struggles. This research indicates that students’ 

concerns about their self-worth and competence within their academic program is central to their 

struggles (Di Pierro, 2007; Litalien & Guay, 2015; McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009). Thus, 

students’ self-perception of being unworthy of their position in their doctoral programs, and their 

doubts regarding their competencies (often, as they compare to that of their perception of their 
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colleagues’ competencies) may impact declines of doctoral student well-being. The literature that 

has explored negative self-perceptions in doctoral students consistently cites isolation, or a lack 

of perceived belonging in the group as a precursor to such unhelpful cognitions (Cope-Watson & 

Betts, 2010; Litalien & Guay, 2015; Longfield et al., 2006; McAlpine et al., 2009).  

Personal Life 

During Ph.D. programs, students may attempt to achieve a balance in social and familial 

lives with their academic lives. This can require difficult decision-making in terms of priorities 

and allocation of resource. As such, personal life interests and goals such as physical health or 

romantic relationships are often neglected, leading to self and other perceptions of imbalance and 

dissatisfaction (Brus, 2006; Rizzolo et al., 2016). Additionally, doctoral students often report 

decline in frequency of fun social interaction (Longfield et al., 2006) and report having a hard 

time maintaining family duties (Austin, 2002; Flynn et al., 2012) as a result of the demands of 

their programs. This lack of leisure time and social interaction has, in turn, been found to be 

correlated with higher rates of burnout and depression (Galdino et al., 2016) as well as lower 

indicated well-being (Trenberth, 2005). Qualitative findings by Longfield et al. (2006) point to 

the notion that doctoral students often view financial constraints and lack of time due to 

academic work as having a negative impact on their personal and social lives, with guilt for 

“wasting” time on social time as opposed to constant dedication to work. Students have indicated 

that social interactions tend to primarily involve other graduate students and are limited (mostly 

interactions around their academic work). Students also point to the difficulty of maintaining 

physical activity since starting their programs, naming multiple barriers and guilt around time 

away from academic work. Wellington and Sikes (2006) found doctoral program obligations to 

frequently negatively impact short-term and long-term relationships with friends and family 
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members, as students indicate feeling like they cannot discuss or explain their research interests 

and obligations because many people in their personal contexts are not familiar with their fields 

or work. Thus, doctoral students in this study indicate that they have developed feelings of 

isolation from friends and family members. This social isolation can be especially concerning for 

doctoral students, noting deficits in reported experienced positive emotions due to lack of 

involvement in rewarding non-academic activities that typically support overall psychological 

and emotional well-being (Pocock et al., 2012). Similarly, lack of social support and/or work-life 

conflict have also been found to correspond with lower well-being and a higher prevalence of 

mental illness in doctoral students. 

Department 

Departmental attributes are often discussed as a key component of the overall doctoral 

experience. These structures and attributes of focus include department support around student 

social opportunities, financial opportunities, academic help, and professional development 

(Sverdlik et al., 2018). Nelson and Lovitts (2001) noted that members of higher education 

departments often consider attrition as a private choice made by students due to personal 

inability to measure up intellectually. Interestingly, research shows that departmental cultures 

and practices play a large part in doctoral student attrition even more than student interest in the 

specified discipline (Barnes & Randall, 2012; Gardner, 2008; Golde, 2005). A primary issue that 

may be identified consistently is a mismatch in values (Sweitzer, 2009) as well as the 

expectations between the student and the department (Ali & Kohun, 2006; Gardner, 2010, Golde, 

2005; Hoskins & Goldberg, 2005; Lin & Huang, 2012; Nelson & Lovitts, 2001). This is an 

unfortunate situation that, all too often, arises from departments failing to give students sufficient 

information during the admission stage regarding student roles and responsibilities (Ali & 
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Kohun, 2006; Gardner, 2010; Nelson & Lovitts, 2001). Instead, these expectations are often 

withheld, assumed to be understood, and are ultimately left to be uncovered informally as 

students integrate into the departmental culture.  

Finances 

Higher education is a costly investment. On average it takes anywhere from 3 to 8 years 

for an individual to complete a doctorate degree. The overall cost of a Ph.D. could depend on 

multiple factors; the type of school, the kind of doctorate degree, the length of the program, and 

the amount of financial assistance offered. The average cost of attaining a Ph.D. degree is 

$98,800 (Hansen et al., 2021). Financial conditions that doctoral candidates face (Brill et al., 

2014; Herman, 2011; Martinez et al., 2013), have been indicated as a primary concern involved 

in the choice to leave a program. Importantly, a single factor usually does not cause students to 

leave their doctoral program, but financial factors absolutely may contribute to the choice, 

ultimately. (Martinez et al., 2013). Several studies note that as the length of a program was 

increased, so too were the associated costs of attendance (Hardre & Hackett, 2015). These 

financial concerns have the potential to add to student stressors (Kim & Otts, 2010) and may 

make continued matriculation even more difficult for those without persistent financial support 

(Holly et al., 2014; Kim & Otts, 2010; West et al., 2011). Kim and Otts (2010) indicated that 

students who must pay for their degrees incrementally, without other supports, are more likely 

drop out or take considerably longer to complete (Offerman, 2011). On the other hand, doctoral 

students who have financial support in the form of graduate assistantships (Stock & Siegfried, 

2014), scholarships or other forms of financial aid, were more likely to persist to completion 

(Bates Goff, 2012; Bitzer & Albertyn, 2011; Holley & Caldwell, 2012; Vassil & Solvak, 2012; 

Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011; West et al., 2011). Lastly, when doctoral candidates work full-time 
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to meet continuing needs and obligations, unsurprisingly, attrition increases (Holley & Gardner, 

2012; Santicola, 2013; Willis & Carmichael, 2011). 

Identity 

 Identity is a vast and at times, seemingly elusive concept. As a matter of fact, Hirsch 

(1992) wrote that in order to explore identity, one must have a “reasonable willingness to settle 

for an analysis which may be less than airtight, and which may allow for many borderline cases” 

(p. 3). There is a great deal of literature intending to capture the construct of identity, and the 

deep social structure (Brown, 2004; Chapais, 2014) associated with ingroup/outgroup labels and 

distinctions (Moffett, 2013). There are underpinnings in the fields of psychology, sociology, 

anthropology, philosophy, and still others (Cerulo, 1997). While there are certainly roots in 

myriad of intellectual and philosophical traditions, studies and writings have broadly been 

interested in the socialization process inherent in identity development, expression, and life-long 

re-negotiations (Cerulo, 1997), particularly as they relate to gender, race/ethnicity, social 

class/social economic status, sexual orientation, (dis)abilities, and religion/religious beliefs 

(Cerulo, 1997). Through the decades, identity studies have shifted from an individual focus to a 

more collective, sociopolitical perspective, and at some points, back again (Cerulo, 1997). This 

cycling is more evident now than ever, given the sociopolitical climate of today’s world and the 

heightened focus on a collective consciousness (Cerulo, 1997). 

Brubaker and Cooper (2000) viewed identity as either a theory, asset or a resource. 

According to Pearce (2022), personal identity is the way people see themselves and is closely 

related to their self-image. This also impacted the way that individuals felt about who they were 

and impacted the way they moved through life. Erikson’s concept of identity, used as a 

framework for understanding identity in the present study, posits that there are eight stages of 
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human development that begin in infancy and progress through adulthood. These stages 

included: Trust vs. Mistrust, Autonomy vs. Shame, Initiative vs. Guilt, Industry vs. Inferiority, 

Identity vs. Role Confusion, Intimacy vs. Isolation, Generativity vs. Stagnation, and Ego 

Integrity vs. Despair (Erikson, 1968). Erikson believed that in order to have a full working 

understanding using these channels, one must view identity development through an inclusive, 

humanistic, and phenomenological lens (Maree, 2021), noting that the stages are were in and 

influenced by biological, psychological, and social elements of a person’s life (Orenstein & 

Lewis, 2021). These thematic components were present in many identity writings (Brown, 2004; 

Chapais, 2014; Maree, 2021; Moffett, 2013; Orenstein & Lewis, 2021). Additionally, the notion 

of values were explored a great deal. Values have bee central to identity within this perspective. 

“To know who you are is to be oriented in moral space, a space in which questions arise about 

what is good or bad ... what has meaning and importance to you and what is trivial and 

secondary” (R. L. Taylor 1989, p. 28). Mead (1934) stated that the self was considered 

developed when they had integrated into community attitudes and values. Jenkins (1996, p. 77) 

built on this to say that the construction of identity (individual and collective) was a continuous 

and reflexive process, a synthesis of (internal) self- definition as well as the (external) definitions 

of oneself offered by others or an “internal–external dialectic of identification.” Expanded even 

further, the boundary between the internal and the external, as well as the negotiations and 

transactions that take place across that boundary, are viewed as central to the understanding of a 

person’s identity. 

Identity Theory 

Generally speaking, Identity Theory (P. J. Burke & Stets, 2009; McCall & Simmons, 

1978; Serpe & Stryker, 2011) has been a much broader concept than could be adequately studied 
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in the present research. However, tenants of identity theory remain important, foundational 

elements to understanding the notion of identity as it relates to the present study. Identity is 

viewed as shared meanings which create definitions of different roles in society. These also 

connect to characteristics that make said roles definitive and distinct from others. We know that 

people have many different, intersecting identities (James, 1890; Ratts, 2017). The primary focus 

of much of the work around understanding and theorizing identity has been rooted in 

conceptualizing how the meanings assigned to different identities are negotiated and managed 

within the context of interaction and relationship. Further, identity researchers look at how 

identities relate to other identities, and how identities relate to behavior, or how the identities 

perform in their roles, emotions, physical and mental health (such as stress, anxiety, and 

depression), health (physical and mental/emotional), self-concept (which captures elements of 

self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-authenticity), and general structure of society (Stets & Serpe, 

2013). 

In the research of identity, there were three main research groups: the interactional 

(McCall & Simmons, 1978), structural (Serpe & Stryker, 2011), and perceptual control (P. J. 

Burke & Stets, 2009). Most consumers of identity research view these as complementary, not 

competing (Stets & Serpe, 2013). Additionally, an important conceptual piece in any school of 

thought related to identity theory is identity verification. Identity verification is the notion that 

individuals tend to perceive that others view and understand them in a situation in the same way 

they view and understand themselves (P. J. Burke & Stets, 2009; Stets & Serpe, 2013). 

When a person’s identity is being activated/called forward, a cycle of feedback within the 

interaction begins (Stets & Serpe, 2013). According to Identity Theory, there are five major 

components within this feedback cycle. The first is the identity standard or the meanings that 
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individuals assign to their identities. The second is the perceptual input of meanings about the 

individual’s self in a particular situation which encompasses how an individual sees themselves, 

and also how they acknowledge or incorporate the feedback that they receive from others. The 

third component is a process that explores the comparisons between the perceptual input 

meanings with the identity standard meanings. This stage of the process is called the comparator. 

The fourth piece is emotion, which speaks to the general depth of interaction between input 

meanings and identity standard meanings. The interaction in meanings causes positive emotions, 

while a lack of correspondence or overlap in meanings causes negative emotions. Lastly is 

output to the environment through behaviors which carry meaning. This meaning, identity 

theorists say, causes a person to assess their behavior and interactions (P. J. Burke & Stets, 

2009). McCall and Simmons (1978) argued that negative emotions presented when one of a 

person’s prominent identities was not supported by others in a given exchange. This discussion 

of the impetus for emotional response around identity pointed to the importance of understanding 

the prominent, salient identities that people held, and the ways that interactions impacted the 

overall perceptual feedback in interpersonal exchanges. 

Though there are a vast number of writings around the topic of identity studies, the 

primary question asked by most is that of Who Am I, and What Got Me Here (McLean & 

Walker, 2012)? Erikson’s theory across the lifespan is of paramount importance, given the 

developmental experiences and tasks associated with definitive stages of life. Further, the 

continuity between an individual’s past, present and future (McLean & Walker, 2012) is relevant 

to the process of identity construction through Erikson’s lens. For the present study, these 

developmental and chronological stages will guide me through my own exploration of who I am, 

where I have come from, and how I interact with the internal and social world around me. 
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Grief 

Grief is the natural, albeit painful, implication of losing a loved one (Haneveld et al., 

2022). Grief could also be felt in response to losses that are not death, such as moving, break-ups 

or ending of relationships, or a change in life circumstances. It is not a one-size-fits-all 

experience, and there are differing grief presentations, as people experience the process of grief 

in differing ways. This is especially true in relation to culture, gender, personality, and general 

context or life circumstances (Rosner et al., 2011). Across these variables, however, the 

experience of grief can impact people biologically (including neurologically), psychosocially, 

spiritually, and existentially (Schneider et al., 2023). Memory loss and cognitive impairment 

often show up in grieving people (Parkes & Prigerson, 2013) ; Xavier et al., 2002). This makes 

concentration of any type much more difficult than before the occurrence of significant loss. 

Newly grieving people are often “disorganized and disabled by loss” (Parks et al., p. 104). Their 

general ability to focus can be severely disrupted, making even the most basic tasks more 

difficult and time-consuming. The ability to make decisions is often impaired (Gentry et al., 

1995). These are, at baseline, some of the foundational elements that a bereaved person may be 

functioning. In line with the varied potential experiences, presentations, and implications of 

grief, there are also varied considerations for gaining a more comprehensive understanding of 

grief. These include understanding complicated grief, prolonged grief, global or societal grief, as 

well as the grief experience of different populations, including the process of making meaning 

and ultimately, transformation.  

Complicated Grief 

The conversation and literature exploration of grief has been, in part, centered around 

teasing apart the general normality or pathology of grief. Generally speaking, it is accepted that 
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the symptoms associated with grief should begin to decrease over time, typically over the course 

of 6 months following loss. There has been a great deal of discussion in the medical and 

psychiatric community around this time frame and symptomology, resulting in the coining of the 

term “Complicated Grief” (Horowitz et al., 2003; Prigerson et al., 1995). Given the struggle to 

find consensus in these communities, and difficulty around narrowing down definitive criterion, 

this concept has continued to evolve and be the source of competing ideas. Complicated grief can 

cause significant physical, psychological, and economic struggles for the grieving individual and 

their families (Mason & Tofthagen, 2019). The presentation of complicated grief causes 

prolonged, intense emotional reactions, and also interferes with normal daily activities. It can be 

accompanied by self-destructive thoughts and behaviors (Mason & Tofthagen, 2019; Shear et al., 

2011), increasing the overall risk factor associated with untreated or unacknowledged 

complicated grief. Bereaved individuals may experience increased depression, anxiety, 

preoccupation with thoughts of the deceased, frequent crying, disbelief regarding death, feeling 

stunned by the death, and lack of acceptance of the death (Prigerson et al., 1995). In addition, 

symptoms can also include higher rates of suicidal ideation and physical health-related issues 

like high blood pressure, greater incidents of cancer, heart problems, stroke, smoking, and 

alcohol use (Prigerson et al., 1995). Relational factors, personality characteristics, coping style 

and abilities, psychiatric history and pre-existing comorbidities, as well as socioeconomic factors 

have the potential to increase a grieving individual’s risk for experiencing complicated grief 

(Tofthagen, 2017).  

Prolonged Grief 

There has recently been a psychiatric diagnosis assigned for those who do not experience 

grief this way, and instead find themselves struggling with the grief response in ways that 
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impede their day to day lives. This disorder, named Prolonged Grief Disorder, was added to the 

DSM-TR in March of 2022 (Haneveld et al., 2022). A person struggling through prolonged grief 

disorder can live with many overlapping symptoms as complicated grief, including: an intense 

longing for the person who has passed, perseverating and ruminating on memories or thoughts of 

the loved one, lack of acceptance of the death, and significant difficulty performing their acts of 

daily living. These symptoms, as they relate to home, work, or their relationships, can last for 

significantly longer than a more acute course of grief. Between 7%-10% of grieving individuals 

will experience the persistent symptoms of prolonged grief disorder (Szuhany et al., 2021). For 

children and adolescents who have lost someone, around 5%-10% may experience depression, 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and/or prolonged grief disorder (Melhem et al., 2013).  

Grieving Siblings 

Up to 24 million Americans have experienced the death of a sibling by the age of 25 

(Funk et al., 2018; Logan et al., 2018). Similarly, by the time they were 18 years old, 1 in 14 

children in the United States had experienced or would have experienced the death of a parent or 

sibling (Burns et al., 2020). Additionally, teen suicide has increased 26% from 8.9 to 11.2 deaths 

per 100,000 adolescents ages 15-19 between 2013-2015 and 2017-2019 (Cunningham et al., 

2018). It was the second leading cause of death among children ages 10-14, as well as 

adolescents ages 15-24. Relative to the literature around death of spouses or parents, there is a 

dearth of research on “the forgotten bereaved”--the children and adolescents who have 

experienced the loss of a sibling to suicide (Dyregrov & Dyregov, 2005). This spoke to a gap in a 

broader sense, of research around grieving siblings in general. Sibling grief has been correlated 

with serious physical and mental health concerns yet has remained the least researched of all 

family bereavement scenarios (Funk et al., 2018). In one of very few studies in existence, it was 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10598405211041299?casa_token=5VghgVexRswAAAAA%3AjjJWNzbBGjmv1NdCw_fYdfhbGVoSZ69074QTE3B05r6Vb4KUMIKBMiTujWbsEMpXOh5FNYtUBwpSmw
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10598405211041299?casa_token=5VghgVexRswAAAAA%3AjjJWNzbBGjmv1NdCw_fYdfhbGVoSZ69074QTE3B05r6Vb4KUMIKBMiTujWbsEMpXOh5FNYtUBwpSmw
https://www.cdc.gov/injury/images/lc-charts/leading_causes_of_death_by_age_group_2018_1100w850h.jpg
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discovered that 25 adolescents in the demographic of having lost a sibling to suicide experienced 

significantly higher rates and severity of depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress symptoms 

6 months after the suicide of a sibling than a similar control group. The symptoms noted 

included: lack of energy/fatigue, sleep problems, appetite and weight problems, increased 

psychomotor activity, guilt, social withdrawal, concentration problems, and suicidal ideation 

(Liew et al., 2018). In another study, Sethi and Bhargava (2013) discovered that 21% of children 

and adolescents whose sibling or parent completed suicide met diagnostic criteria for PTSD at 

about 9½ months after the loss. In Rakic’s (1992) qualitative dissertation, it was found that 5 

years after the deaths, he conducted in-depth interviews with adolescents who had lost their 

siblings due to suicide and illness and compared their level of difficulties. They reported that 

feelings of shock and numbness were followed by feelings of anger, vulnerability, sadness, 

loneliness, and depression. The conclusion found that individuals are affected more deeply and 

for a longer period of time by the suicide death, and experience more intense and confused 

feelings due to the self-inflicted nature of the loss. They also experienced prolonged grief to a 

greater extent than adolescents who lost siblings to illness. 

There are factors that are significant in impacting the prognosis for individuals who have 

lost siblings to suicide. Davies (1995) reported that some of the important factors include: 

individual characteristics such as sex and age, contextual factors such as circumstances of the 

death, whether it was sudden or not, where it happened, and amount of time since the death. 

Additionally, Davies emphasized that factors such as the phase of the person’s (most notably 

adolescent) development and the resources they have available will have a significant impact on 

how the death is experienced and navigated. Finally, the individual’s day-to-day context is noted 

to be vital for how the grieving process is experienced. This includes familial resources; life 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1521/suli.2005.35.6.714#b21
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1521/suli.2005.35.6.714#b5
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contexts; communication among family; previously experienced traumatic events in the family 

system; support network within the family; and how individuals are initially supported by their 

social networks. Literature has shown that sibling grief has been impacted by the parents’ grief 

(Funk et al., 2018); in some cases, there may be an experience of mutual grieving which 

strengthens the relationship. In others, however, bereaved siblings may feel forgotten, 

overshadowed, or otherwise left behind. Some individuals may manage fit their loss into their 

existing worldviews and belief system. When someone is unable to do this, then the belief 

system must change to align with the existence of loss. The bereaved need to reconstruct 

meaning and worldview when a traumatic event creates a “discrepancy between global meanings 

and eventspecific meanings, resulting in changed understandings of the loss and/or of the world ” 

(Hibberd, 2013, p. 676). 

In the study completed by Dyregrov and Dyregrov (2005), bereaved siblings described 

the death of their sibling as being similar to “being hit by lightening from a clear sky.” (p. 720). 

This initial shock and unpreparedness led, in many cases, to individuals ultimately being 

challenged in regard to previously held assumptions about their existence in the world, the 

nature of the world itself, and made incredible demands on their capacity to deal with what had 

happened, cognitively and emotionally. This extended, too, to the dynamics and roles within 

the family system; there had to be a re-negotiation of roles and dynamics. The symptoms of 

lack of energy, sleep disturbance, memory/recall, and concentration problems were joined by a 

great deal of social withdrawal.  

In terms of their friend or peer groups, surviving siblings indicate beginning to 

conceptualize their old friends as “childish, immature and focused on irrelevant and 

meaningless things.” (Dyregov & Dyregov, 2005, p. 36). The survivor had just experienced a 
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sudden, shocking increase of maturity. Many siblings experienced this as a new epoch in their 

lives, another set and level of values, a new outlook and philosophy on life, as well a changed 

identity resulting from the suicide. This one event had resulted in profound changes to their 

social designations, identity, expectations of life, day-to-day activities (Dyregrov & Dyregov, 

2005). While the death did lead to increased self-awareness and emotional maturity, the 

changes demanded a great deal of energy output from the individuals because it required 

intrapersonal and interpersonal adjustments. Individuals also found that friends often did not 

understand or accept that grief takes time. These losses of social connection can also take a toll 

on a survivor’s sense of connection. 

From a support perspective, bereaved surviving siblings reported a severe lack. For 

adolescent survivors, many indicated feeling emotionally responsible for their grieving parents 

and family members, in addition to feeling as though expressions of their own pain or struggle 

would be burdensome. Additionally, sibling survivors indicated a simultaneous deep sense of 

worry for their parents and other siblings, while also feeling smothered by the worry expressed 

toward them. It makes sense, then, that these individuals often reported turning to their friends 

and social circle. This, however, carried different but equally difficult challenges.  

 It is clear that additional research with regard to surviving siblings in necessary; bereaved 

siblings often feel forgotten and left behind. There are extensive, serious health concerns 

associated with their unacknowledged grief, and left continually untreated, these symptoms can 

escalate in severity and impact. This overlooked familial grief needs support clinically and 

societally. Though long-lasting and deeply painful, there is hope for surviving siblings to create 

life after sibling loss. 
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Grieving Students 

Students in higher education can experience grief and the symptoms of grief in ways that 

are particularly relevant to their lives as students, as college and higher education campuses are 

not typically a helpful place for bereaved students to thrive without adequate support. Though 

there is a severe lack of research on the topic, but it is clear that grief among college students 

influences the educational experience (Balk, 1997, 1998 2001, 2008; Wrenn, 2019), and many 

college students report wanting more information on health-related topics than they receive 

regarding grief and loss (Matthews, 2017; Wagner et al., 2012). Bereaved students’ ability to 

integrate both socially and academically in college can suffer severe impacts (Servaty-Seib & 

Hamilton, 2006). Further, grief can be conceptualized as an experience that students, namely in 

higher education, carry alone and in secret. This could further drive home the experience of 

potential isolation and lack of socialization. This can hinder their identity development and the 

general willingness and ability to form close, special relationships (Cooley et al., 2018). The 

transitional nature of higher education makes loss during the college years incredibly likely. 

Students often experience non-death related grief symptoms, like moving away from home, 

changes in or dissolve of friendships, breakups with romantic partners, sexual assaults, and 

parental divorce among others (Matthews, 2017). 

All of these issues and potentials can combine to position grieving college students at 

even higher risk of attrition than the general student population (Tinto, 1975, 1993). The research 

reflecting graduate student grief is severely lacking, however, one study points to about 25% of 

graduate students surveyed indicating having lost someone significant in the previous 2 years 

(Varga, 2013); however, this sample only included 37.5% (507) doctoral students at a particular 

university. In 2013, approximately 266,220 new students enrolled in doctoral programs (Wood-
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Allum, 2014). If the percentage of grieving doctoral students is similar to Varga’s (2013) study 

or data about grieving undergraduate students, there might exist as many as 66,555 to 103,825 

grieving students actively enrolled in doctoral programs (Matthews, 2017). The sheer number of 

potentially grieving students, paired with the profound impact of grief to be a barrier to students’ 

academic and personal identities is alarming. Matthews (2017) pointed out that if students are 

unable to conceptualize themselves as students, writers, and researchers in identity, then they are 

far less likely to graduate, especially as doctoral students with a dissertation to complete.  

Societal Grief, COVID-19 

The impact of the COVID-19 Global pandemic could not be over-stated. Pandemics have 

historically been associated with a multiplicity of losses. Of note, is that these losses are d ifferent 

from losses occurring as a result of cancer or other illnesses (Varshney et al., 2021) especially as 

it relates to grief. The spread of COVID-19 has been lightning fast; it has been confirmed in 

nearly every country. As of the exact moment of this writing, the World Health Organization 

(WHO, 2022) noted 539,893,858 confirmed cases including 6,324,112 deaths. Additionally, as 

of June 21, 2022, the WHO reported that 11,912,594,538 vaccine doses have been administered. 

Though the risk rose dramatically for older, immunocompromised, or otherwise vulnerable 

individuals, anyone was succeptible to the mysterious disease.  

Researchers note a probable delay in knowledge of confirmed cases due to asymptomatic 

carriers and subsyndromal symptomatology which can behave similarly to other viral infections 

(Varshney et al., 2021; WHO, 2022). Patients with COVID-19 are frequently placed in isolation 

wards, often on floors or institutions designated as COVID-19 treatment centers. Here, there is 

often minimal face-to-face contact with family or other members of an individual’s support 
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system. The disease state may progress to complications or a greater severity within a few days 

or even hours. As such, death may happen while the patient is in an isolated setting.  

The deaths are not the only cause of COVID related grief. In addition to the loss of loved 

ones, there has also been widespread closure of facilities, stopping and restriction of productive 

activities, reduction of access to products, supply chain issues, and strictly monitored and 

controlled visits. Further, healthcare in all its forms, including medical professionals and mental 

health professionals, are frequently burning out for innumerable reasons associated with caring 

for the sick and dying during their own periods of sickness and adversity. Additionally, 

COVID’s rates of infectiousness have impacted people’s ability to culturally attend to the rites, 

rituals, and processes typically associated with death, mourning, and celebrations of life 

(Varshney et al., 2021). In so many ways, people’s ability to say goodbye has been largely 

impacted, if not removed. 

Taken together, these factors have the potential to increase the likelihood that a greater 

incidence of global grief will occur or is already occurring. Bolumole (2020), note the already 

growing concerns over how COVID-19 will impact doctoral students’ abilities to complete their 

programs, as well as the timetable this task will be able to occur within. It is and will continue to 

be important that institutions are aware of this impact when working to support students at all 

levels. There are equally traumatic societal grief components happening in our world, currently, 

that need adequate research in regard to their impact. These include gun violence, systemic 

racism, and the profound, lasting impact of the Trump Administration.  

There are a great many collective grief catalysts in our modern world. From the COVID-

19 pandemic to gun violence, racial/ethnic group oppression and marginalization, and so many 

more. The extent of these grief experiences is beyond the scope of the present study, which is 
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focused primarily on the deep relational grief experience of loss of a loved one. Still, it is 

noteworthy that these are of profound importance and certainly interact with an individual’s 

grief.  

Transformational Grief 

Research around the transformational potential of grief is not extensive or robust. 

However, existing literature on grief can provide insight into this potential. Schneider (1989) 

said that, transformative potential becomes possible when we can assess and radically reassess 

what we have lost and discover a new internal richness that was never noticed or experienced 

before (G. N. Clarke et al., 1995). Further, Schneider (1989) discussed the notion that 

transformation necessitates the calling up of internal resources. It involves not being weighed 

down by roles and rules, but finding new ways to be empowered by them. It is by the process of 

identifying, acknowledging, and embracing weaknesses that a person is able to transform 

through grief. In a comprehensive review of trauma literature, Davis (2001) indicated finding 

similar references to positive changes, suggesting that, “undesirable life events often have 

profoundly positive effects on people’s lives” (p. 138). 

 Kast (1988) also provided a comprehensive overview of the grief process in the literature, 

noting that if the beareaved successfully work through their grief process, the person will then be 

able to reconstruct a new relationship with the lost loved one, and integrate what the individual 

symbolically represented to the bereaved. When the grieving process is supported and allowed to 

unfold as it needs to, there is a chance for self-awareness, spiritual growth, and transcendence 

(Caro, 2007). An important distinction to make in this conversation is that the goal is not 

resolution, but transformation, inviting the above-mentioned components. Additionally, in 

Caro’s (2007) review, the notion of transformation is further described as being rooted in 
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acceptance, compassion, self-awareness, increased confidence, reprioritizing one’s life and goals, 

realizing the importance of relationships, resolving family conflicts, and a decreased fear of 

death (Heery, 2001; Levine, 2005; Nolen-Hoeksema & Davis., 1999; Romanyshyn, 1999). These 

things all point to the bereaved relearning the world, and the way that they move through it. This 

notion is further supported in S. Taylor’s (2021) exploration of personal transformation, noting 

that during and following grief, individuals can experience a sense of permanent transformation, 

a less materialistic attitude, a different relationship with death, and a profound sense of inner 

well-being.  

Coping with Grief 

The literature supports the idea that formal, structured treatment of grief response or 

bereavement is typically not necessary from a mental health standpoint (S. Taylor, 2021). 

However, in situations of more complicated expressions of grief with more profound 

symptomology, there have been modalities that have proven efficacious. It is important, in this 

proposed research study, not to pathologize the landscape or unfolding of the grief experience. 

Though there are instances where professional support can be of help, grief is truly a unique 

experience of every possible human emotion, and rightly so. As such, individuals may benefit 

from professional supports, or simply exploring their own supports and coping mechanisms as 

they journey through the varied seasons of their grief. 

Grief counseling or support groups can be useful modalities for achieving support; 

however, professional help is often stigmatized or expensive in our society, which causes many 

bereaved individuals to avoid using these and other services (Gentry & Goodwin, 1995). 

Participating in work and other activities that did not previously include the lost loved one can 

often be a simpler, less stigmatized way for people to participate in the world again (Parkes & 
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Prigerson, 2013). This can benefit grieving individuals by taking the mind off of the pain for a 

time, and also by helping them to re-integrate by avoiding long periods of isolation. People who 

will benefit the most from grief counseling are those who willingly reach out for help (Schut, 

2010).  

Complicated grief treatment (Shear et al., 2005) a mixed modality option, includes 

manualized elements of CBT and other similar approaches to aid individuals in moving toward 

adapting to the experienced loss. This specific treatment focuses on both accepting the truth and 

depth of the loss and then restoration--working toward personal goals and a sense acceptance and 

ultimately satisfaction in a world that the loved one is no longer in (Szuhany et al., 2021). 

Through the empirically validated process, the bereaved person is able to move through a stage-

based modality of exposure to the reality of the loss, cognitive restructuring, shifting of 

dysfunctional thoughts, and integration of this new truth for the purpose of ultimate 

transformation (Rosner et al., 2011). 

For bereaved individuals whose sibling died up to 5 years previously, research shows 

that: stress-reducing activities; personal belief systems/religion; support from parents, extended 

family, and friends; structured peer support groups and professional support (mental health 

professionals, religious figures); and the passage of time were most helpful in coping with the 

death of their sibling (Hogan et al., 1994; Thompson et al., 2011). 

Literature supports the necessity of social connection for grieving. Unfortunately, the 

isolation and withdrawal mentioned earlier are among the most common grief responses. People 

who have similar shared grief or pain experiences are typically able to offer the most help and 

support (Albrecht & Adelman, 1987). The sense of knowing and community can provide relief, 

even if momentary. Talking with other people who have undergone similar experiences can 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15524256.2011.593153
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create a sense of comfort, because they can access understanding that others are not able to 

provide (Gentry & Goodwin, 1995). Other helpful supports could come from colleagues/peers, 

who are able to help with specific tasks or meet particular needs, rather than offering general or 

vague support (Albrecht & Adelman, 1987). Sadly, oftentimes, grieving people do not socialize 

they absolutely have to do so (Parkes & Prigerson, 2013). 

Some bereaved individuals find ways to cope with the grief-specific changes through 

participation in their religious faith. Prayer and sharing community with others who share their 

beliefs can help the bereaved feel connected to their lost loved ones, and to a sense of rooted 

identity and peace. This can, in turn, help with the process of integrating this life change into 

their existing belief system. For others, though, the loss and resulting changes can result in a 

degradation or loss of faith (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2006). They may find themselves wondering 

how the god they believed in could let something so deeply painful and seemingly pointless 

happen. Whether the bereaved find a way to integrate the loss into their existing lens, or if they 

cultivate new beliefs to acknowledge and accommodate the loss, grief impacts the way people 

believe the world works, and the way they see themselves moving through it.  

Summary 

Grief responses have been varied (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014; J. W. Worden, 2015), 

however, there were multiple facets of the grief experience which may fit into stages or phases. 

Grief may often impact physical, mental/emotional, and cognitive presentations (J. W. Worden, 

2015). Many grieving people eventually isolated themselves (Albrecht & Ademan, 1987) and 

may also suffer health problems, emotional issues, stress, and identity loss. Complicated grief 

(Prigerson & Jacobs, 2001) may impact some, though there were differing schools of thought 

around the pathologizing of grief. Grieving siblings may feel especially isolated and forgotten, 
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ultimately compounding the initial pain of bereavement (Hogan et al., 1994; Thompson et al., 

2011). Depression, anxiety, and isolation often develop in grieving, and these can grow to be 

especially problematic for doctoral students because they are already in a difficult and highly 

stressful transitional period in their lives (Balk, 1997). Grief can influence the ability of doctoral 

students to integrate both academically and socially into the higher education environment 

(Servaty-Seib & Hamilton, 2006), which can also impact attrition, persistence, and degree 

completion. The combination of these potential grief reactions place grieving students at high 

risk of attrition. Some bereaved individuals find ways to cope with the grief-specific changes 

through participation in their religious faith (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2006), though they may also 

find themselves wondering how such pain and loss could be theirs to bear. The role of grief in 

the personal and academic lives of doctoral students should be studied to identify ways to 

support students and potentially even identify transformative potential as it relates to the 

student’s selfhood and identity.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Overview of Qualitative Research 

In this chapter, I explain my research design, a qualitative form of narrative inquiry using 

autoethnography. Qualitative research, intended to generate knowledge grounded in human 

experience (Sandelowski, 2004). My story is one wrought with profound human experience 

resulting in emotion of all kinds. As explained by Ridgway (2022) citing Leathwood and Hey 

(2009), universities have adopted a conventionally masculine approach in their educational 

systems with ideas of ‘rationality’ being held in high regard, and emotions having little, if any, 

place. It is unsurprising, then, that there are few qualitative inquiries into devastated, tragedy-

stricken doctoral students. I decided against a quantitative design, as it would be incredibly 

difficult to ascertain the internal and external transformation of my identity through a grief 

experience with statistical, mathematical, and computational techniques (Fryer, 2018). 

 Autoethnographic studies into the pain and challenge of the lived experience of doctoral 

students create the groundwork and a foundation for supporting students in the inevitable pain of 

life. Further, it positions us to study ourselves within the context of our culture (Nash & Bradley, 

2012) and helps make the study of people less alienating and more human (Bochner, 2013). For 

the proposed study, I will not simply write an entertaining narrative. I will deeply reflect on the 

grief events and resulting actions, analyze and interpret them, before making thematic 

connections between my individual grief situation, transformation, and the broader social culture 

of the intersection of higher education and grief. The present study will enable me to show my 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406917733847
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07294360.2021.2019202?casa_token=TyBfzNqRurwAAAAA%3AQnwpgvhzfKXHTOy87Vt59X-1T6vf4jalaReJp919V0MtFhlTeItVICg_cLqPWANtISnlv66A_YBVdA
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lived experiences and perceptions in an evocative manner, with a great many deeply personal 

data points (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The proposed research aligns with Leathwood and Hey’s 

(2009) call for an educational system that values the deeply, painfully personal lived-experience 

of students navigating their programs as they navigate their lives.  

Research Design 

The narrative research design for the proposed study is intended to elucidate personal 

experiences, develop a more comprehensive understanding of myself, enhance understanding of 

the larger cultural group of doctoral students in grief, and engage readers with the cognitive and 

emotional underpinnings of the text. Qualitative autoethnography will be the lens through which 

I explain and explore my experiences of deep pain in order give voice to the potentially voiceless 

culture of grieving doctoral students. This will require me to first give voice to myself, in a way I 

have never done before. Importantly, it is important to uphold the rigor of analysis required to 

make qualitative, narrative inquiry a research contribution. Marecek et al. (2001) asserted that 

even a giving voice approach “involves a carving out of unacknowledged pieces of narrative 

evidence that we select, edit, and deploy to border our arguments” (p. 218).  

When I became aware of autoethnography in a Narrative Inquiry course, I became 

incredibly intrigued. According to Adams and Manning (2015), the method of autoethnography 

offers nuanced, complex, and specific knowledge about lives, experiences, and relationships 

rather than general knowledge about large groups of people. It had never occurred to me that 

scientific research could be based out of this type of inquiry; it resonated with me deeply as it felt 

strikingly similar to the process of counseling, teaching, and supervising which mean so much to 

me and my professional identity. In this section, I start with an exploration of narrative as a 

research inquiry before moving into a discussion of the specific autoethnographic research 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07294360.2021.2019202?casa_token=TyBfzNqRurwAAAAA%3AQnwpgvhzfKXHTOy87Vt59X-1T6vf4jalaReJp919V0MtFhlTeItVICg_cLqPWANtISnlv66A_YBVdA
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method and its facets. I will discuss epistemology, and the rationale and procedure of thematic 

analysis. I explain why autoethnography is the most fitting and truly, the only research 

methodology to best explore my journey through grief and academia.  

Narrative Inquiry 

Understanding the underpinnings of the Qualitative approach and narrative inquiry is 

essential to understanding autoethnography. Qualitative methods explore “human intentions, 

motivations, emotions, and actions” (Adams & Manning, 2015, p. 21). Given the aforementioned 

culture of research in higher education, it is no surprise that a paradigm shift may be necessary to 

understand research in a qualitative context, as opposed to a myopic focus on quantitative 

methodologies. Qualitative inquiry is intended to investigate naturally occurring phenomena (J. 

Méndez-Negrete, 2013; Tootell, 2010) with the intent to “deeply understand a participant’s lived 

experiences and the significance of those experiences” (Candela, 2019, p. 619).  

Narrative inquiry was first developed by Bochner and Ellis. It was a broad, overarching 

term for a qualitative research approach that is journeyed in order to understand the character, 

plot, and setting, essentially the story, of one’s lived experience (Bochner & Ellis, 2016; Bochner 

& Riggs, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2016). Bochner and Riggs (2014) described the necessity of the 

method; “The human sciences needed to become more human” (p. 198) by “placing people, 

meaning, and personal identity at the center and inviting the development of reflexive, relational, 

and interpretive methodologies” (p. 195). Narrative inquiry is a research method in which 

researchers, often positioning themselves as the researched, use the writing process to reflect on 

inter-connected events and uncover meaning from people’s experiences (Clandinin, 2000), as 

some members of the scholarly community are better prepared to interface with stories than with 

numbers (C. Ellis et al., 2011). Further, some researchers have said that higher education would 
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benefit from the use of alternative research methods at the dissertation stage (Brookfield, 2013; 

Couch, 1995; Nash & Bradley, 2011), and that there is a profound need to interpret experiences 

and explore the meaning behind the facts.  

Alternative research blends scholarship and personal reference, marrying academic 

research with self-narrative (Chang, 2013). In this type of inquiry, researchers are offered the 

ability to be a central part of the research as well as a central part of the research process. This is 

not to be a passive observer, but to be an intimate participant; this process of close proximity to 

the narrative provides knowledge that isn’t available from passive observation (Dewey, 2008). 

For this research, my personal experience and story will be the central source of data, as opposed 

to an observation of others. I will use deep, meaningful, truthful writing to uncover and construct 

knowledge for the purpose of connecting relationally with others, supporting others, and 

ultimately giving voice to an otherwise voiceless season and process of my identity development. 

Chang (2013) argued that, to tell one’s story did not automatically, singlehandedly 

cultivate a cultural understanding. Rather, the understanding of the self and the others grows out 

of in-depth analysis and interpretation. Chang argued that self-narratives can be used as cultural 

texts through which the cultural understanding of self and others can be meaningfully cultivated. 

Individual readers have the power to interpret a text independently. This interpretation depends 

on what that reader brings in terms of personal, lived experience. Readers can connect with the 

story, and this connection between reader, writer, and the story, as well as that which the text 

represents, embodies the primary difference between narrative and other methods of research (C. 

Ellis et al., 2011). In visualizing their own stories, or having emotional reactions, readers actively 

participate in the consumption of narrative text; they become a part of the process, making the 
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story itself interactive. Ultimately, this makes the potential reach and impact of a story vast and 

expansive. 

The potentially transformative nature of human story cannot be overstated in this research 

proposal. This kind of study allowed me to review and revisit profoundly meaningful phenomena 

in painful, defining events in my life that have shaped my identities, while also closely observing 

the culture(s) in which those events and residual identity transformations occurred (Chang, 2013; 

Ellingson & Ellis, 2008). As Adams et al. (2017) discussed, the personal approach of 

autoethnography illustrates the investment researchers have in their research; by being 

personally, emotionally, aesthetically, and narratively connected to a cultural group or 

experience, autoethnographers make themselves vulnerable and open, expanding their potential 

impact in these ways. Essentially, an autoethnography is the only qualitative research design that 

will allow me to collect personal experiences and information to better understand and interpret 

how I have been transformed through my grief, and how this process of transformation impacted 

and was impacted by my doctoral studies. I considered other forms of qualitative design such as 

that of grounded theory and phenomenology; however, they were not quite in alignment with my 

needs and goals as a researcher. Grounded theory, for example, is a qualitative approach in 

which researchers develop a theory (Lambert, 2019). However, I am more interested in using 

previously developed and accepted theoretical frameworks, that will provide a guide and allow 

me to engage more deeply with the data that already lives within me. Similarly, phenomenology 

was among my considerations. Ultimately, the aim of phenomenology is to understand a 

phenomenon through the exploration of individuals’ perceptions and lived experiences (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016). Although I was intending to study a phenomenon, phenomenology would require 

me to interview or survey other students, when my intent is to study myself. 
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I recognize that my story as a doctoral student who is also a surviving sibling to a brother 

who completed suicide is one that may not be common. I also recognize that sharing my story 

could be therapeutic in nature for other doctoral students who are in the throes of grief, 

wondering about their enoughness and their trajectory. Additionally, it may provide some insight 

for faculty and administrators with an interest in supporting doctoral students as people, and as 

members of the academic community, trying to persist. My vulnerability and story of 

transformation may be a story that anyone who has experienced loss can connect with, but may 

also serve as an example of the importance of including, encouraging, and supporting narrative 

exploration in doctoral programs.  

Autoethnography 

One of the branches of narrative inquiry is autoethnography. Autoethnography exists 

within a sociocultural lens (Bochner & Riggs, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2016) that is “both 

process and product” (Ellis et al., 2011 para. 1). It is not simply the telling, but the reflexively 

interpreting of stories (Bochner & Riggs, 2014; Chang, 2013) to “gain an understanding of 

society through the unique lens of self” (Chang, 2013, p. 18). Chang (2008) described culture as 

a “web of self and other” (p. 14), noting that in her view of culture, the self-acts as the starting 

point for the acquisition and transmission of culture. Similarly, Creswell (2007) suggested using 

autoethnography when a researcher seeks to understand “cultural perspectives” (p. 123) through 

their own personal lived experiences. Autoethnography, a rigorous combination of 

autobiography and ethnography, focuses on the intersections of personal experiences and the 

culture that is the backdrop for these experiences to take place within. It starts with personal 

stories of the researcher (auto) and analyzes (graphy) them to understand cultural elements and 

practices (ethno; C. Ellis, 2004; C. Ellis et al., 2011; C. Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Holman Jones, 
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2005; Matthews, 2017). Where culture meets the self is the space that autoethnographers often 

find themselves exploring. To do so adequately, however, one must also understand the 

significance of the role of “self.”  

 Gornick (2001) referred to “stories written by people who, in essence, are imaging only 

themselves: in relation to the subject at hand” (p. 6). The overall production of varies modalities 

of self-focused narrative work has increased in recent decades (Chang, 2016). Self-narratives 

have come in many different forms, were produced by many different authors, and spoke to 

many different disciplines. The common threat among them, however, was their ability to 

embrace and reflect the sociocultural context of human story. The process of writing self -

narrative can evoke deep self-reflection and analysis, the vehicle by which self-discovery is 

made possible. Though self-narrative has been increasing in popularity in modern scholarship 

across disciplines, autoethnography is a distinctly powerful form of self-narrative to employ.  

 Autoethnography transcends other forms of self-narrative for its ability to navigate the 

analysis of culture and self. Muncey (2005) noted that “Autoethnography celebrates rather than 

demonizes the individual story” (p. 2). Further, the individual stories are viewed in the context of 

the larger story, which is that of the culture or society. This is what has made an autoethnography 

ethnographic (Chang, 2016).  

Autoethnography has a long history of exploration into emotive topics, namely those 

traditionally kept more private. It makes sense, then, that autoethnography would be used in grief 

research. Its role has been to transform the chaos and hopelessness that frequently act as the 

hallmarks of life following the death of a loved one, into the sense and meaning-making of prose. 

This has the power to make it therapeutic for the self and others (Tamas & Wyatt, 2013). 
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Meerwald (2013) argued that autoethnography benefitted higher education in its role as a 

boundary-crossing methodology which allowed research to operate as a “social act” (p. 44); 

reach wider audiences; and increase researcher reflexivity. Stanley (2015) added that it was the 

raw, embodied, and emotional characteristics of autoethnography which provided new insights 

into university experiences, including those of Ph.D. students. In autoethnographic research, 

personal memory data is “extracted through memory and can be written down as textual data” 

(Chang, 2008, p. 72). Personal memory data forms the primary body of data, autoethnographers 

then reflect upon this data later in the methodological process (Sah, 2019). Although different 

techniques can be used to gather personal memory data, it is always deeply personal. 

In a discussion of previous work by W. A. Sutton (2017), Ridgway (2022) noted the 

transformative power of autoethnography to help a grieving Ph.D. student scholar put themselves 

together anew. I suppose I looked at the process of autoethnography as way to stop, look back, 

and name the ways that I had been putting myself together anew the whole time; even (or, 

perhaps especially), when I did not know that was exactly what I was doing. 

 Chang (2016) noted that just about anything in human existence can become a subject of 

autoethnography. At minimum, researchers must be willing and able to dive to the depths of 

memories of the experience, pull out the important details, lay them out to be witnessed, sorted, 

named, contextualized, and connected in the sociocultural environment which they live (Chang, 

2016). Madison (2012) discussed the intent of autoethnography using ancient Greek terms (a) 

mimesis, a mirror or reflection of life that creates understanding; (b) poiesis, to create or 

transform, and (c) kinesis, the creation of change or movement. Initially, beginning in the 

reflection and engagement of mimesis, moving next through the awareness of poiesis, and lastly 

on to the intervention of kinesis, autoethnographers called upon personal experiences to help 
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create social change by exciting readers to reflect upon taken-for-granted cultural experiences 

(Matthews, 2017) in surprising, uncommon, and even problematic ways and, moreover, to make 

intentionally different, new movement in the world as a result of the insights gleaned by their 

research (Holman Jones, 2018).  

 Ethnography is traditionally the study of a specific cultural group primarily based in 

prolonged observation, interview, and the author’s immersion in that culture (Creswell, 2007). 

Ethnography specifically separates the researcher from the participants being observed, but 

autoethnography distinctly and intentionally intertwines them; the researcher and the participant 

become one unit. Thus, the researcher became the researched. Autoethnography is also a 

significantly more flexible methodology (Matthews, 2017), and mitigates potentially impersonal 

texts (Chang, 2016). In further support of the profoundly personal nature of the method, M. M. 

Gergen and Gergen (2002) stated that “in using oneself as an ethnographic exemplar, the 

researcher is freed from the traditional conventions of writing. One’s unique voicing- complete 

with colloquialisims, reverberations from multiple relationships, and emotional expressiveness is 

honored” (p. 14).  

 In the research, I intended to create a sense of shared humanity between my story and the 

reader. I hoped to stir up memories, knowings, questions, and awarenesses previously 

unacknowledged for readers. Mostly, however, I intend to explore the transformation that 

happened within me as a result of learning to live with my brother’s suicide, in addition to 

experiencing another layer of transformation from the act of journeying autoethnographic study 

as the researcher and the researched. This transformation could show up in a number of different 

ways for both myself and the future readers. It could create a new level of self-reflection in day-

to-day practice of readers (Florio-Ruane & DeTar, 2001; Obidah & Teel, 2001). It could also 
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create more incentive to adopt relevant pedagogy in regard to supporting bereaved graduate 

students. Additionally, it may create a greater sense of empathy and understanding of the grief 

process, especially as it relates to navigating the rigor of doctoral study simultaneously. Another 

potential transformation is the healing from grief-related pain of the past for both the researcher 

and the reader (Foster et al., 2005). By exploring to their depths, and then presenting and 

analyzing my stories, my sense of isolation, shame, and loneliness have inherently had to shift in 

relation to the formal sharing. 

Consistent with the process of autoethnography, I weave together the social (doctoral 

program), researcher (observer of self and other), and personal (identity, grief experience) 

aspects of my story, creating an integration for the autoethnographic exploration. In Matthews’ 

(2017) study, she discussed how ethnographic study would have been different than the chosen 

authoethnography; in my study, for example, to use ethnography would have meant that I would 

separately and distinctly studied another group of grieving doctoral students, to glean 

information from interviews, observation, and discussion. As I imagined this scenario, I noted 

the potential difficulty associated with attempting to draw this vulnerable information out of 

people during such a season as their doctoral programs, for the sake of my study. Further, I 

imagined what my response would have been like, at any of the stages near the grief event; I 

would not have been agreeable or forthcoming with anything other than rage, to say the least. 

With a shift and expanse of paradigm, however, I am able to turn the focus on myself with 

autoethnography. I have always felt a profound duty to explore and truly know my suffering; 

autoethnography is one method of doing exactly this, and potentially having a legitimate research 

product to show for it, while weaving together the different identities and experiences I hold. I 

believe that in completing this autoethnography, I will be able to create a “full circle” experience 
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of using exploration and knowing of my pain, that I thought might end me, to actually journey 

and end my dissertation. 

Another form of personal narrative, autobiography, is biographical in nature. It is text that 

the author records about her life rather than someone else’s life (Creswell, 2007). 

Autoethnography is different in that it is written by “an autobiographer who places the story of 

his or her life within a story of the social context in which it occurs” (Reed-Danahay & Naylor, 

1997, p. 9). It uses story to understand larger cultural issues. As opposed to writing 

autobiography about my grief experience, my autoethnography could position the stories of my 

grief within the larger cultural context of doctoral program experiences and difficulties.  

Fiction can, at times, be part of an autoethnography, especially when used for the purpose 

of evocative descriptions (Chang, 2016). However, there are foundational differences between 

fiction and autoethnography. For example, in fiction, authors are likely to manipulate the truth to 

make the story more interesting or enjoyable (C. Ellis, 2004). Autoethnographers, however, 

share only truth, personal experiences, notes, and artifacts (Krieger, 1985). The goal of an 

autoethnographic story is not to entertain the reader, but to tell a story with deep meaning. A goal 

is to evoke emotion in the reader, as evocation is a way of knowing (Matthews, 2017; Tyler, 

1986). Narrative truth separates fiction from research; it intends to portray experience through 

story in the most accurate way, and in this way, narrative truth is closer to ethical truth than fact 

(Nash, 2004). One of the goals is to capture essences of an experience, leaving a great deal of 

flexibility of communication of these. In the proposed study, I will protect the privacy of others, 

and as needed, myself potentially through using some elements of fiction. Still, I will remain 

vigilant and committed to creating narrative truth in my pursuit of reaching and communicating 

depth of meaning of my experiences.  
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Autoethnography relies on ethnographic methodology and autobiographical data to 

identify and interpret cultural components, and connect the self with others (Chang, 2008). In a 

summary of relevant literature, Matthews (2017) found that “Good autoethnography … is a 

provocative weave of story and theory” (Spry, 2001, p. 713), evocative, compelling, and 

revelatory (Adams & Jones, 2008). According to Adams and Jones (2008), done effectively, 

autoethnography will “set a scene, tell a story, and create a text that demands attention and 

participation” (p. 375). Hayano (1979) first came up with the term “autoethnography;” notably, 

though, incorporating personal narratives into social inquiry has also been referred to as self -

stories (Denzin, 1989), narrative of the self (V. Richardson, 1994), ethnographic memoirs 

(Tedlock, 1991), ethnographic novel (Jackson, 1989), personal ethnography (L. Crawford, 1996), 

experimental ethnography (Marcus & Cushman, 1982), introspective ethnography (Van Maanen, 

2006), and reflexive ethnography (C. Ellis & Bochner, 2000). The common thread among all 

terms is the reflection and telling of personal story as it relates to the greater cultural context. 

Autoethnography includes stories (or poetry, plays, art, etc.) around a common idea, 

“connections between personal troubles and public issues” (Denzin, 2018, p. 31). There are five 

key features that both separate autoethnography from traditional ethnography and create the 

groundwork for how to ensure narrative truth is coming through in writing: visibility of self, 

strong reflectivity, engagement, vulnerability, and open-endedness (L. Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 

2013).  

As mentioned, there are “no formal regulations” (Méndez, 2013, p. 281); “an 

autoethnographic approach is not clearly prescribed, instead, it can be a generative journey” 

(Harwood & Eaves, 2017, para. 13). Still, there are three potential approaches for engaging in 

autoethnography in regard to positionality. A researcher may choose to complete their research 
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from one of three approaches: the first, and the one I will work from in this research, is that of 

the self as the primary focus of inquiry with others explored only peripherally to the self; the 

second includes the self and others as co-participants or co-informers, and the third is the study 

of others as the primary focus of inquiry while also being an entry point to the world of the 

researcher self. In each the author is the primary narrator, interpreter, and researcher of their 

personal experiences (Chang, 2016). In addition to these three approaches, there are five key 

features which set autoethnography apart from ethnography: visibility of self, strong reflexivity, 

engagement, vulnerability, and open-endedness (L. Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013).  

Visibility of Self 

Visibility of self speaks to author researchers’ discernable presence in their work. This is 

the ultimate spirit of autoethnographic research and writing (Meneley & Young, 2005), 

consisting of personal, lived experiences presented for readers. It is imperative that researchers 

are centrally visible in the research process. Rather than hiding behind emotionally devoid, 

distant, objective language to present products about their observations of others, 

autoethnographers lay bare their lived-experiences and emotions, even those that may be 

unflattering. In the proposed research, this will require me to relive experiences that acted as 

catalysts to the transformational seasons of my doctoral program as they relate to the death of my 

baby brother. I must expose my emotional and lived-experience, from incredible pain to peaks of 

joy, for the purpose of inviting the reader into my personal world.  

Strong Reflexivity 

Strong reflexivity is journeying deep into the self for the purpose of better understanding 

the individual experience as it relates to others. Autoethnographers must examine their own 

lives, as they would examine the lives of others. Autoethnography can, in essence, act as a mirror 
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(mimesmis) or reflection of their specific life in order to cultivate a greater understanding of the 

self and others. As noted by V. Richardson (1994), strong reflexivity is essential in effective 

autoethnography. The autoethnographer must attempt to show “two selves”--the “before self” 

and the “after self” that emerges after a transformational experience (Bochner, 2000). In the 

proposed research, I seek to reflect on and evaluated who I have been in relation to the larger 

social world of doctoral programs and bereaved siblings. I want to journey into my deeply 

personal experiences as a ill-fitting, struggling doctoral student before and after my brother killed 

himself, interpret my cognitive, behavioral, and emotional responses to the experience, view 

them through the lens of transformation, and then analyze all of these experiences in relation to 

other grieving, struggling doctoral students, before hopefully disseminating what I learn in order 

to help others through painful grief situations.  

Engagement 

Among an author’s aims is to engage readers in a “reciprocal relationship with the text” 

(Matthews, 2017, p.78). This intentional, personal engagement is intended as a “medium through 

which deeper understanding is achieved and communicated” (L. Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 

2013, p. 74). Autoethnographers work from internal knowledge rather than just theoretical, 

studied material or observation. Thus, they are able to establish relationships with readers, and 

access a wealth of experiences to understand the self and others. This level of engagement 

creates a bidirectional experience with readers, which can evoke emotional response from them 

(Holman Jones, 2018). For the proposed research, I intend to evoke an emotional response from 

readers, compelling them to be drawn into the text, and into their own hearts and minds. I hope 

that evocative narratives (C. Ellis, 2004) and concrete detail (Bochner, 2000) would cultivate an 



 

 

80 

environment in which readers felt what it was like to exist in my world, through these 

experiences, leading them to think in greater depth about their own struggles.  

Vulnerability 

Another of the essential elements of effective autoethnographic writing is vulnerability 

(L. Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013). The beginning stages of the research require authors to 

relive potentially painful experiences. This vulnerable self will allow reflection and analysis 

which could reveal unpleasant traits and sharing our personal experiences with readers may 

require what feels like an extremely public display of flaw, weakness, struggle, and even 

unflattering facets of one’s experience. C. Ellis (1999) noted that “if you’re not willing to 

become a vulnerable observer, then maybe you ought to reconsider doing autoethnography.” (p. 

675). 

Although the meaningful process has the potential to be therapeutic, growth-oriented, and 

provide resolution, returning to the past for the purpose of re-living and analyzing traumas can be 

incredibly painful. None of us exist in a vacuum, and our lives are a part of larger communities 

of family, colleagues, and friends, all potential others in autethnographic inquiry. As such, those 

embarking on autoethnographic journeys run the risk of inadvertently exposing personal details 

about others. To avoid unethical exposure, M. Mendez (2013) suggested that autoethnographers 

maintain openness and vulnerability in field notes and reflections but more cautious with 

material that is spoken or published. The cautionary intent is to protect other people who may 

emerge in a narrative, while also protecting the researcher as well. It is likely that other people in 

my personal social and academic lives will enter my narrative as my memory data speaks to the 

recollection of their involvement. My intent was to head L. Richardson’s (2000) ethical 

guidance; that is, I intended to remain as open and vulnerable as possible in my field notes and 
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reflections, while using significantly more protective caution when reporting these writings in 

written or verbal form. I also intended to use pseudonyms for my doctoral program faculty and 

peers, as well as any other figures who might emerge in my data collection.  

Another way to protect from harm includes focusing on achieving narrative truth rather 

than trying to relive events in a more literal fashion. I omitted elements that may cause harm to 

myself or others, as a key element of autoethnographers’ responsibility is choosing what to 

include, and what to leave out. The incredible vulnerability may leave authors feeling more 

exposed and vulnerable to criticism than researchers from other methodologies (Adams et al., 

2017). The goal, however, was to model a level of depth of awareness that may indeed help 

others feel less alone and allow time for their own potential transformation to unfold. The 

positive implications of treating my dissertation process and study the same way I have treated 

my coursework, counseling, and relationships, which was vulnerability and authenticity forward, 

far outweighed the fear that I held around potential implications for sharing my story.  

Open-Endedness 

Open-endedness speaks to autoethnographers’ avoidance of providing readers false, 

definite endings (Matthews, 2017) and “undebatable conclusions” (Bochner et al., 2000, p. 744). 

This fell, once again, in deep alignment with the way that I view the world as a student, 

counselor, researcher, and human. Rather, it offered open potentials. Narratives have had the 

power to broaden our experiences rather than problem solve (C. Ellis, 2002). Autoethnography 

sits with the elements of a particular moment in time. It creates opportunity for discussion (C. 

Ellis & Bochner, 2000), encourages reciprocity of ideas, and stays fluid and malleable as 

opposed to fixed (Adams & Jones, 2008). It does not pretend to have answers or solutions to 

problems (big or small), but it does “confirm and humanize tragic experience” (Bochner, 2000, 
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p. 271) and open up thought around the concept of transformation as a potential (Madison, 2012; 

V. Richardson, 1994).  

I intended for my research to act as both method and text; I narrated the grief process, the 

struggles of navigating a doctoral program, and the ways that my identity has transformed. Still, I 

did not expect to have conclusive answers to any overarching problems. I intended for people to 

be able to learn more deeply about themselves, especially as they saw similarities between their 

own intersecting identities. Bochner (2018) noted that autoethnography is typically pursued as “a 

response to an existential crisis--a desire to do meaningful work and lead a meaningful life” (p. 

53). My brother’s suicide was, without question, the catalyst for a large, longitudinal existential 

crisis in my world. Journeying an autoethnography, at the end of my doctoral program career and 

indeed for the fulfillment of the requirements thereof, was my method of bringing my crisis full 

circle and allowing the transformation to complete. 

Evocative Autoethnography 

Evocative autoethnography is “meaningful, accessible, and evocative research grounded 

in personal experience” (C. Ellis et al., 2011, p. 275). “Evocative autoethnographers have argued 

that narrative fidelity to and compelling description of subjective emotional experiences create 

an emotional resonance with the reader that is the key goal of their scholarship” (L. Anderson, 

2006, p. 377). Many autoethnographers have chosen to study a specific, transformative event or a 

series of events (Wittig, 2013) in their lives. I intended to journey an evocative autoethnographic 

study because I wanted to give voice to myself of today and yesterday, leading the way for 

giving voice to the other. An evocative autoethnography presents the story as a metaphor for 

readers to draw their own connections rather than the researchers telling the readers what their 

conclusions should be. Bochner and Ellis (2016) described autoethnography as a concept that, 
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‘brought heightened attention to human suffering, injustice, trauma, subjectivity, feeling, and 

loss; encouraged the development of deeply reflective and creative methodologies as vehicles to 

navigate the landscape of lived experience; and legitimizes less conventional forms of 

documenting and sharing personal experience (J. Crawford & Probert, 2017). The notion of 

evocative autoethnography speaks to the process of painting a picture of the internal and external 

worlds inhabited by the researcher. Effective evocative autoethnographic writing (Poulos, 2016) 

extends thick description, allowing the author to construct research texts that evoke vivid images, 

depth of meanings, and even intense emotions, thereby showing the world being explored in a 

richer, “thicker” manner than other narratives are able to communicate. Literature (L. Anderson 

& Glass-Coffin, 2013) has made clear the importance of keeping analysis and interpretation as 

essential facets of autoethnographic writing, while C. S. Ellis and Bochner (2006) have also 

made clear that “good analysis can be evocative” (p. 443). I hoped to embark on a “solo narrative 

… revealing a discovery and retelling an epiphany” (Saldana, 2003, pp. 224-225) in my own 

life’s path. 

Data Generation and Collection 

Personal Memory Data 

In autoethnographic research, personal memory data are “extracted through memory 

[and] can be written down as textual data” (Chang, 2008, p. 72). Personal memory data makes up 

the foundational data for autoethnographers that is reflected upon later on in the methodological 

journey (Sah, 2019). Although different techniques can be used to gather personal memory data, 

it is always deeply personal. For the proposed research, I intended to use the privileged access I 

had to my own data in the form of personal experience and memory, as the things that I was able 

to remember from the past “forms the basis of autoethnographic data” (Chang, 2008, p. 71). 
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Honoring the “schematic landscape outline” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 83), I used various strategies to 

gather textual data from my past experiences, building a database that would serve as the source 

of my analysis and interpretation (Chang, 2016).  

First, I used a strategy from autoethnography, chronicling the past (Chang, 2013, 2016). 

This process gave me a timeline of sequential events and information from the past; this 

highlighted the sequential routine of my life, while also highlighting the slow evolution of my 

existence. This chronicling of the past would take place in the form of an autobiographical 

timeline (Chang, 2016). I intended to limit my own timeline to my time in higher education. 

Importantly, there were recalled elements from foundational periods of life previous to this, as 

those were undoubtedly included in the makeup of my worldview, self-concept, and being. The 

data points were, however, chronicled within a timeline of life events taking place during my 

academic life, and my identity within it, specific to before and after my brother’s suicide. This 

engendered a deep understanding of my (self) transformation specific to the culture (other) of 

higher education.  

As I constructed my autobiographical timeline during the chronicling of the past stage of 

data collection, it was imperative that I included major life events specific to my research, the 

dates, times, and circumstances around their importance. Additionally, it was of equal 

importance that I painted a picture of the mundane. That is, I must also journey into the 

recollection and telling of what my routine was like during those seasons of life, specific to my 

own day-to-day enculturation in relation to my community and society. This best accomplished 

my research goals, providing both a zoomed-in and zoomed-out view of my existence. I used a 

strategy of Inventory of Self (Chang, 2016), for the purpose of creating a cohesiveness to the 
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events I chose for my timeline. This gave a sense of order to the collection of my memory pieces, 

while also requiring me to evaluate their general relevance and salience to my process. 

Importantly, as I journeyed the process of creating my timelines through chronicling of 

the past, I kept deeply reflexive field notes of my internal emotional and meta-cognitive 

processes. My goal in the stage of writing field notes was to capture as many details and textual 

descriptions as possible while thinking very little about evaluating the writing or flowing prose 

(Matthews, 2017). In this stage, I was simply accumulating the details that would later help 

comprise the first draft of my research.  

Additionally, I called upon field notes (Erickson, 1968 that were created as the grief 

events of my life unfolded. These field notes, in the form of personally produced textual artifacts 

(Chang, 2016) came to light in the form of old emails, text messages, journal entries/blogs, and 

photos. This served multiple purposes. Since autoethnography is and must remain a highly self-

reflexive and introspective process, it could be easy to fall into the trap of self-absorption 

(Chang, 2013), which is among the cautions of embarking on autoethnographic inquiry. As such, 

the keeping of an activity field journal of my own intentional self-observation (Chang, 2016) 

helped provide me with meaningful breaks during data collection, to weave in and out of a self-

reflexive state as necessary to the research process. Further, engaging in the process of field-note 

creation and interaction with old field notes, created access to my natural and spontaneous 

reactions (Stacey, 1996), and made clear my role as simultaneous researcher and researched. 

This aligned with Louis’s (1991) stance that, “I am an instrument of my inquiry: and the inquiry 

is inseparable from who I am” (p. 365). I intended to capture as many deeply personal details as 

possible. My goal within the process of creating and engaging with reflexive field note journals 

was not be to present an objective truth but rather to be as authentic, forthcoming, and truthful as 
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possible. This helped me to achieve narrative truth. Narrative truth was essential in regard to 

achieving the intended goal in autoethnography; “the criterion we use to decide when a certain 

experience has been captured to our satisfaction” (Spence, 1982, p. 28). 

The next and final form of data collection that I engaged in was the creation of a series of 

vignettes. Based on the chronological timeline I created in the previous data collection phase, I 

moved into capturing specific scenes central to the transitions and eventual transformations I 

underwent as a doctoral student navigating my longitudinal grief response. I transported myself, 

mentally, to those chronological happenings to re-experience them for myself. In this way, I 

could also avoid the ethical concerns often associated with the autoethnographic methods aimed 

at observing others in their own experiences (Balk, 1995). As opposed to entering into the 

system of a different person or group’s community and culture for the purpose of observation, I 

observed my own memory and fresh, raw data while creating a textual experience which would 

allow the reader to “relive the experience through the writer’s eyes” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002, p. 

905). My vignettes were guided by the lenses of the stages of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 

2014) and the psychosocial development theory (Erikson, 1968). Following the guidance of 

Humphreys (2005), I reserved time, energy, and written sections following each vignette for the 

purpose of reflection. This was for the purpose of explaining what the vignette, a specific 

snapshot in time, meant to me in the grander scheme of my doctoral student culture, identity, and 

grief experience. While experiencing these vignettes, my hope is that my reader will have a 

window of insight into that time in my life and may connect emotionally to the experience.  

In doing each of these data collection methods, I engaged in personal-memory, self-

observation, and self-reflective data collection (Chang, 2016). These allowed me to paint a clear, 

evocative picture of my life navigating the grief experience of losing my brother, with respect to 
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the broader culture of doctoral study. It enabled me to capture my actual cognitions and 

behaviors, while also recording the outcomes of my reflection, evaluation, and analysis. Before 

embarking on a journey of autoethnography, researchers should understand their goals and 

ensure that an alternate method would not reach those goals more effectively (C. Ellis, 2004). 

My individual aims were to deal with my grief; understand how much identities have been 

transformed; and understand how my grief has impacted my educational experience, in the 

broader culture of doctoral study. I believe that autoethnography is unquestionably the most 

fitting method for achieving my research goals. 

Quality Control: Truth, Resonance, 

and Verisimilitude 
 

 Autoethnographic researchers should use language in alignment with qualitative inquiry, 

as opposed to using quantitative terms, such as “validity,” “reliability,” and “generalization” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). As mentioned above, personal, emotional, human experience 

cannot be adequately captured with quantitative methods, so it is important to replace 

traditionally quantitative evaluative criteria with criteria aligned with and honoring of those 

human experiences. C. Ellis (2004) argued that truth and resonance may serve as more 

appropriate standards for autoethnographic studies. The narrative accounts must be truthful and 

accurate, and the text should resonate with readers. Additionally, qualitative researchers often 

have strived for verisimilitude as a point of evaluation in research (Leavy, 2017). A thick 

description enhances the overall credibility of an autoethnographic study. To this end, multiple 

data sources allow for the achievement of verisimilitude--as close to “Truth” as a social 

constructionist who believes in multiple truths can feasibly get (Harwood & Eaves, 2017). I 

intend to focus on achieving verisimilitude in the proposed study, with the goals of depicting 

scenes, settings, and people truthfully to cultivate an honest and realistic account of my 
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experiences. In heading Chang’s (2016) guidance, I intended to exercise extreme care with my 

detailed narrative, and I intended to thoroughly work within data analysis to ensure my study’s 

verisimilitude.  

The responses of readers would ultimately determine my success (C. Ellis, 2004). If 

readers connected with the narrative and were able to actually feel, in their own ways, the 

experiences I described, and ultimately felt “the reality of the story” (Parry, 1991, p. 42), the 

study would have reached verisimilitude.  

Cautions and Limitations 

Among the common criticisms of autoethnography was the absence of conclusions 

(Bochner & Ellis, 2016). Additionally, some voices of criticism cited potential self-indulgence, 

self-absorption (Chang, 2016) and narcissism (Atkinson et al., 2001) as problematic. For 

autoethnographic work, Chang (2016) described five areas to avoid: (a) excessive focus on self 

in isolation from others, (b) overemphasis on narration rather than analysis and cultural 

interpretation, (c) exclusive reliance on personal memory and recalling as a data source, (d) 

negligence of ethical standards regarding others in self-narratives, and (d) inappropriate 

application of the label autoethnography.  

To avoid these potential pitfalls, the autoethnographer’s “exposure of the self … has to 

take us [readers] somewhere we couldn’t otherwise go” (Behar, 1996, p. 14), using multiple 

forms of data. It must serve a specific, distinct purpose in contributing to the knowledge of a 

broad social problem and helping others in similar circumstances (Matthews, 2017). My intent in 

navigating this narrative journey was not to share my story gratuitously or indiscriminately but 

instead to ensure that each scene contains meaningful information and universally emotional 

content for consumers of the research. The reflection sections following each vignette include 
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reflective practice and supporting literature that connects my narrative to the larger social world 

of higher education and grieving individuals.  

Bochner (2000) and R. Ellis, (2009) have instructed autoethnographers to be considerate 

of loved ones when reliving and retelling our experiences. Personal accounts can be very painful 

to journey as a reader. Further, they can stir painful recollections for some people. If stories 

impact others, as stories always do (Denzin, 2014), researchers need to maintain high ethical 

standards and concern for others in sharing their narrative. In conducting effective, ethical work, 

autoethnographers need to be cognizant of potentially negative implications the story could have 

on a vulnerable audience. Similarly, autoethnographers are also emotionally exposed and 

vulnerable. As I will be the sole research participant, the primary ethical concern is likely to 

revolve around the intersection of my as a narrator-researcher. I must prepare myself for the 

likelihood that discovering and rediscovering may bring up a lot for me emotionally, just as 

writing even the beginning portions of this proposal and spending hours upon hours in the 

current literature has already done. Thus, autoethnographers must also use as much caution to 

protect themselves as they do to protect others. In the current researched, I used pseudonyms to 

protect the privacy of other people in my story. Additionally, I was selective about which 

moments in time that I shared, in an effort to protect all involved.  

Data Management and Analysis 

As mentioned early on in this study, there were a multitude of ways to effectively 

complete autoethnographic inquiry. This was true, too, of the data interpretation, evaluation, and 

analysis process. One incredibly important aspect of data management, though, was consistent 

data organization. Organizing collected data helped the researcher to see the areas in which more 

data were needed (deficiency), where more than enough data had been gathered (redundancy), as 
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well as where data needed to be condensed or thrown out (irrelevancy; Chang, 2013). These 

organizational criteria acted as guideposts as what was most relevant emerged from the data 

itself. Then, at some point, no new information was made available from the data. This was how 

the researcher knew that they had reached data saturation: the data adequately represented what 

the researcher sat out to do, and more data would not change this or the results (Sechelski & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2019). 

 Throughout the data collection process, refinement and organizational activities of 

labeling, sorting, and coding concurrently helped the researcher to avoid organizational 

procrastination (Chang, 2016). It was here that the data became continually more refined, when 

the researcher trimmed some data pieces and expanded others. Labeling oriented the researcher 

to which data sets were collected through which method. The data could then be sorted into 

thematic groupings, based on the codes that the researcher assigned. During the process, 

extraneous data could be thrown out, and the researcher had a more tidy guide as to how to 

conduct the next step: data analysis.  

The analysis, looking across my data set, provides a context for the absolute goal of the 

autoethnography: a deeper, clearer understanding of self in relation to the culture. The 

autoethnographer’s analysis of data reveals events throughout time, but also what they mean and 

represent contextually as well as what implications there are. The process of autoethnography is 

rarely ever neatly linear or sequential (Chang, 2016), nor has my doctoral program or life been. 

Chang (2016) discussed this further, noting that the steps of analysis overlap one another, 

circling back, and often activities inform and modify one another in the journey to further 

analysis and interpretation. This makes the management and analysis of data in an 
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autoethnographic study a multidirectional process; the process will require me to dig deep, build 

something out of my artifacts, and dig deep once again. 

Epistemology 

The research epistemology guides what a researcher is able to say about their study and 

their data, and how they make meaning of said data. Conceptually, it has been defined in various 

different ways and perspectives, depending on the researcher’s orientation. Auerswald (1985) 

defined epistemology as “a set of imminent rules used in thought by large groups of people to 

define reality” or, “thinking about thinking” before going on to say that it is “the study or theory 

of the nature and grounds of knowledge (p. 1). Gurman (1983) similarly notes that the term 

‘epistemology’ describes the foundational underpinnings of action and cognition. Roberts (1983) 

argues that no model of clinical intervention or belief exists in a vacuum. Rather, the clinical 

intervention is enveloped in an epistemology. The epistemology presents the guidelines that 

individuals use for making sense of their world (Hoffman, 1981). Denzin and Lincoln (2008) 

said: 

Epistemology asks, how do I know the world? What is the relationship between the 

inquirer and the known? Every epistemology … implies an ethical--moral stance towards 

the world and the self of the researcher. (p. 157)  

Constructionism 

Social constructionism is described as existing as part of the movement in 

postmodernism. It attempts to “replace the objectivist ideal with a broad tradition of ongoing 

criticism in which all productions of the human mind are concerned” (Hoffman, 1981, p. 1) A 

constructionist view-point posited that “facts,” along with other notions, exist simply as social 

constructions, byproducts of the larger social and cultural discourse. (K. J. Gergen, 1985). 
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Knowledge and systems are inherently dependent upon communities or cultures of shared 

knowing and belief. They are, therefore, run by normative rules that are historically and 

culturally situated. As a result, social constructionists do not claim to provide or even know the 

“truth.” This perspective “locates meaning in an understanding of how ideas and attitudes are 

developed over time within a social, community context” (V. C. Dickerson & Zimmerman, 1996, 

p. 80).  

 Goolishian and Anderson (1992) stated that, “we live with each other in a world of 

conversational narrative, and we understand ourselves and each other through changing stories 

and self-descriptions” (p. 184). Constructionist epistemology aligns profoundly well with the 

narrative inquiry branch of autoethnography, in that the researcher is attempting to glean the self -

understandings through self-stories. So, in the case of the research, the study of the notions of 

identity and grief, in the social community of a doctoral program, was explored from the lens 

that there was unlikely a universal truth in existence, but there was an accepted, normative way 

in which people interacted with these components based on the culture. Further, the changing 

stories have the potential to change the self-description each of us holds, as indeed grief has done 

for me. Constructionists are primarily interested in accounts that honor and respect the 

community of voices within each human, and how these accounts can be most respected within a 

particular system (Shotter, 2019). I believe that the present study could help the stories and 

voices within grieving doctoral students could create a more effective community of support for 

students who persist to completion of their degree and feel deeply valued as people.  

Thematic Analysis 

For the analysis of my data in this study, I used thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a 

method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally 
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organizes and describes a data set in (rich) detail. As Nowell et al. (2017) stated, the lack of 

emphasis on rigorous and relevant thematic analysis has implications in terms of the perceived 

credibility of the research process, especially as it relates to qualitative inquiry. Thematic 

analysis exists as a method rather than a methodology (Braun & Clarke, 2006; V. Clarke & 

Braun, 2013). This meant that, unlike many qualitative methodologies, it was not tied to a 

particular epistemological or theoretical perspective. This made it a very flexible method, which 

was a noteworthy advantage given the combination of two stage theories that I intend to use for 

the present study: the stages of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014), and the psychosocial 

development theory (Erikson, 1968). The stages of grief will act as a guide for mapping out the 

experience of my grief unfolding, especially as multiple different life events resulting in layers of 

grief following the death of my brother took place during my academic program. The 

psychosocial development theory will serve as a template for understanding and analyzing the 

narrative around my very own identity development transformation following an identity crisis 

(Erikson, 1994, p. E8) within my context as a doctoral student. It will also act as a guide for 

understanding the way a person’s identity is formed and transformed in the crisis of grief when 

their sense of self is at odds with their culture. I propose that these two frameworks overlapping 

will help me to analyze my narrative to make sense of my findings related to the transformative 

potential of an identity crisis rooted in grief during a doctoral program, while also aligning with a 

thematic analysis with a constructionist epistemology.  

From a constructionist perspective, meaning and experiences are seen as being socially 

produced and reproduced, as opposed to being inherent to individuals (Burr, 2003). As such, 

thematic analysis conducted within a constructionist framework cannot and will not theoretically 

seek to focus on motivation or individual intentionality but seeks to meaningfully understand and 
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interpret the socio-cultural contexts, and structural conditions, that create the cultivation of the 

individual accounts that are provided. In the case of the proposed study, this means that rather 

than attempting to understand my personal psychology, I will be exploring my personal memory 

data in self -reflective and self-observative ways to understand the interplays between my 

identity and the doctoral program as I grieved. Given the wide range of options and vast 

flexibility, it is perhaps unsurprising that there is some degree of confusion around the ‘how’ of 

thematic analysis.  

Broadly, thematic analysis involves searching across a data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I 

have identified a framework that feels like the best fit to analyze and interpret the data for the 

current study. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-step framework was a very useful framework for 

conducting thematic analysis of diverse subject matter, such as that found within narrative 

inquiry approaches. Much like one of the aims of autoethnography, thematic analysis is an 

accessible and digestible method. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and 

reporting themes within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This leads to rich description and detail, 

which is ultimately the goal of the proposed study.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) have proposed a 6-stage protocol for effective thematic 

analysis: the first step is familiarizing oneself with the data. This may include transcribing the 

data, if there are interviews or recordings. For the proposed study, it will require me to immerse 

myself in my memory and writings. This is also the stage to begin keeping field notes on the 

meta-cognitive and meta-emotional processes taking place as the researcher engages with data.  

The second step involves the generation of initial codes. The researcher must now 

identify and code key components of the data systematically across the whole data set. It is 
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during the second stage that the interpretive act of autoethnography truly begins to come to 

fruition.  

Third, the researcher will continue to search for themes, collating salient pieces into 

fitting codes. This is done to saturation and is the true beginning of researcher analysis (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). This coding can take place manually, or with a coding software. For the 

present study, I intend to manually code my data, working systematically through the entire data 

set. In order to find key pieces of data for the purpose of coding under salient themes, I must give 

each data point the same time and attention, looking for repeated patterns. To do this manually, I 

will use highlighters and post-it notes as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006), writing notes on 

printed forms of original textual data. In order to avoid a common criticism of coding practices, I 

will keep bits of surrounding, contextual data when possible so that context is not lost (Bryman, 

2004).  

In the fourth stage, the author begins to review themes, and generating a thematic “map” 

of the analysis. At this point, my data should be coded and appropriately collated; here I needed 

to re-orient to the broader notion of themes, as opposed to a focus on codes. Here, I attempted to 

analyze the codes to see which codes may be able to combine to form a theme. At this point, it 

will be helpful and important for me to use visual aids to organize my data; these could involve 

tables, mind maps, or simply separate sheets of paper representing different codes and themes for 

a theme pile (Bryman, 2001). Here, I thought about relationships between codes, and should end 

with candidate themes and sub-themes.  

The fifth stage involves defining and naming themes. During this stage, the researcher 

may find that some themes can be collapsed into other themes, some will reveal themselves as 

not actual themes at all, and some may need to be broken down into more than one theme. Byrne 
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(2022) noted the helpful nature of looking for internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity- 

that is, a clear and meaningful coherence within themes, and a distinct separateness between 

them. This is where the researcher should see a thematic story begin to emerge, and each 

identified theme required a specific, detailed reflection and explanation.  

In the final stage, the report of analysis was generated. Here, the researcher must look for 

vivid, compelling extract examples to select. The researcher should aim to write their analytic 

report in such a way that the reader is convinced of the merit and validity of the analysis they 

completed. Here, I will need to choose particularly vivid elements of my autoethnography that 

represent the complex essence of my research questions. It is here that I will make my analytic 

claims (Byrne, 2022). 

Latent Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis at the latent level moves beyond the semantic makeup of data; that is, 

it begins to explore conceptual understanding, assumptions, and underlying ideas. To achieve the 

latent level of analysis, the researcher must engage in deeply interpretive work. A semantic level 

exploration will look only at what participants say. Whereas, a latent level exploration will 

include work at understanding what makes the statements what they are, where they are rooted, 

and what the further interpretations may look like. As explored previously, thematic analysis that 

focuses on latent themes tends to be more constructionist, and it also tends to start to overlap 

with thematic discourse analysis at this point. The proposed research intends to not only draw out 

information from my personal experiences, but also to have a deep, interpretive understanding of 

their implications on my world and identities as a grieving doctoral student.  
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Summary 

Evocative autoethnography is “meaningful, accessible, and evocative research grounded 

in personal experience” (C. Ellis et al., 2011, p. 275). This qualitative approach is an appropriate 

fit for the present study because of the opportunity for narrative fidelity to, and compelling 

description of, subjective emotional experiences. This has the potential to create an emotional 

resonance with the reader that is the key goal of their scholarship (L. Anderson, 2006) in addition 

to being therapeutic for the researcher. Thematic analysis is a methodology that helps the 

researcher to make clear, coherent, meaningful sense of data. This very flexible method 

complimented the combination of two stage theories that I intend to use for the present study: the 

stages of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014), and the psychosocial development theory 

(Erikson, 1968). The stages of grief will act as a guide for mapping out the experience of my 

grief unfolding, especially as multiple different life events resulting in layers of grief following 

the death of my brother took place during my academic program. The psychosocial development 

theory will serve as a template for understanding and analyzing the narrative around my very 

own identity development transformation in response to an identity crisis (Erikson,1994, p. E8) 

within my context as a doctoral student. It will also act as a guide for understanding the way a 

person’s identity is formed and transformed in the crisis of grief when their sense of self is at 

odds with their culture. In pursuit of truth and resonance, I will strive for verisimilitude as a point 

of evaluation in my research (Leavy, 2017). Additionally, a thick description will enhance the 

overall credibility of an autoethnographic study. Engaging with rich, complex essences of data in 

stages (Braun & Clarke, 2006) required the immersion into personal memory data, followed by 

the creation of a time line and vignettes. Next, I progressed into the initial generation of thematic 

codes. Following the initial codes generated, I searched for more salient codes until saturation 
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was reached. Hopefully this resulted in an analysis which uncovered relationships or themes 

between the codes. From here, I hoped to see clear, meaningful stories emerge from my grief 

data. Finally, I hoped to have vivid, coherent picture to paint based on the emergence of themes 

and analyses, which could lead to powerful interpretations and implications (Byrne, 2022).  
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CHAPTER IV 

DATA AND ANALYSIS 

 In this chapter, I use the method of autoethnography to report the results from data 

collection, reflection, and analysis on the subject of grief and the doctoral experience. The 

narrative research design for this study is intended to elucidate personal experiences, develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of myself, enhance understanding of the larger cultural 

group of doctoral students in grief, and engage readers with the cognitive and emotional 

underpinnings of the text. Qualitative autoethnography is the lens through which I explain, 

explore, and analyze my experiences of grief and deep pain to give voice to the potentially 

voiceless body of grieving doctoral students by first giving voice to myself . 

The questions guiding this study were:  

Q1 What might I learn about the way that my life’s primary grief experience 

transformed my sense of identity as a doctoral student using autoethnography to 
evoke, recall, write about, and analyze my experiences and my reactions to them? 

 
Q2 What can doctoral students, program faculty, administrators and other 

stakeholders learn from my experience that may help students persist toward 

completion of their programs in the face of grief experiences of their own? 
 

To explore these questions, I used autoethnography as my research method. I shared deeply 

personal experiences and linked those experiences to the larger population of grieving doctoral 

students walking through different developmental stages.  

Prior to embarking on any data collection, my research protocol was approved by UNC’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). The process of data collection consisted of layered steps of 

generation and gathering of information with the goal of building a personal database. For the 
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first step, I used Interval Recording, a method of Systematic Self-Observation (Chang, 2016). In 

this practice, I made entries into a journal morning and night for 61 days. This time frame was 

chosen with the intentionality of studying myself (the researcher as the researched) during the 

most difficult season of the year, including the anniversary of my brother’s death. This practice 

required me to reflect upon my own daily routines, interpersonal experiences, and intrapersonal 

experiences to gain an understanding of the most current sociocultural context associated with 

my roles as the researcher and the researched. Generating this raw data rooted in my thoughts, 

feelings, behaviors, and experiences helped me bring otherwise taken for granted, habituated, 

and unconscious data to the surface. By engaging in this practice of intentional, systematic self-

observation, I created raw data from the present, illuminating elements of my current identity 

that I could then use to compare and contrast to personal memory data. The collection of 

personal memory data was my next step.  

 In the second phase of data collection/generation, I engaged in the practice of collecting, 

organizing, and interpreting personal memory data to add to the richness of my database. It was 

here that I identified artifacts and field notes (Chang, 2016) that already existed, and that were of 

particular salience to my grief experience. These included blog writings, journal entries, social 

media posts, texts, and emails spanning from 2014 to 2023. I chose artifacts that were generated 

between the beginning of my doctoral program up to the most recent anniversary of my brother’s 

death. As part of my process of organization and interpretation, I wrote brief accounts of the 

importance of each artifact selection for my own researcher awareness. Additionally, during this 

time I kept detailed field notes detailing my experience of searching for, engaging with, and 

compiling deeply painful memory data. These field notes acted as meta-analysis, and meta-

cognition helping me to organize my own emotional experience and increase the overall richness 
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of data. This phase of data collection painted a picture of the sociocultural as well as personal 

contexts related to my intersecting social roles and identities during those seasons of my life. At 

this point in my data collection journey, the stage was set with both past and present data to 

generate the next set of data for my database. 

 In the third phase of data generation/collection, I employed another strategy from 

autoethnography, chronicling the past (Chang, 2013, 2016). During this process, I used the data 

generated and collected in the first two stages to create a timeline of sequential events reflecting 

information from the past using my own privileged access to memory; this highlighted the 

sequential routine and major events of my life, while also highlighting the slow evolution of my 

existence and identities. During the first iteration of timeline creation, I allowed myself to be as 

expansive, inclusive and detailed as I liked. I surprised myself with the amount of data I had 

been able to find in my quest for timeline creation. For the second iteration, I chose the events of 

more salience to create the final timeline. As I worked through the third phase, I continued to 

create field notes reflecting my cognitive-emotional experience. It is this database, made up of 

phases one through three, that informed my creation of evocative vignettes, the fourth and final 

phase of data collection, generation, organization, and analysis.  

Evocative vignettes illustrate specific, significant (even if subtle) moments during my life 

and development. These events center around the formation and transformation of my identity 

through the lens of my life’s primary grief experience as well as subsequent grief experiences 

throughout the progression of my doctoral program. These helped me to deconstruct portions of 

my narrative that I might otherwise take for granted (H. Anderson, 1997). This deconstruction 

lead to thematic epiphanies and provided a view into an otherwise difficult to research area of 

my own life and the human experience.  
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In the autoethnographic process, the analysis portion should occur once the prose and 

resulting reflections have been created, but in tandem with continued engagement and immersion 

in the text (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). Thus, the analysis section of my work intertwines the 

reflection and analysis section of each vignette as opposed to reporting them in separate, distinct 

chapters. As I reflected on and analyzed my experiences, I tried to answer the following research 

questions:  

Q1 What might I learn about the way that my life’s primary grief experience 
transformed my sense of identity as a doctoral student using autoethnography to 

evoke, recall, write about, and analyze my experiences and my reactions to them? 
 
Q2 What can doctoral students, program faculty, administrators and other 

stakeholders learn from my experience that may help students persist toward 
completion of their programs in the face of grief experiences of their own? 

 

The narrative and analysis that follows is a collection of vignettes paired with a post-vignette 

reflection, including themes identified in the Thematic Analysis portion of my research, 

exploring my own generated narrative informed by these research questions. This pleated text (L. 

Richardson, 1997), an evocative narrative alongside reflection and analysis, is intended to make 

the reader feel. My reader feeling, even momentarily, what I felt not only as I experienced the 

grief event, but also as I walked through the life that followed including the creation of this 

narrative and analysis, will be the ultimate mark of success. 

Woman 

I’m wearing my favorite cardigan today. It’s oversized (a characteristic I enjoy because it 

feels like it drapes over my large, soft body as opposed to sticking to my sides, middle, back, 

accentuating my shame incarnate). It’s dark blue and has camel brown patches on the elbows; I 

feel as though this gives me an air of confidence and competence, two traits that I am always 

assessing for, but never quite reaching a sense of satisfaction. I always fear my confidence is 
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outpacing my competence…this is my nightmare…to believe myself more able than I am, and 

the whole world (or faculty and peers) to know it while I’m blissfully, stupidly in the dark. No 

matter, because today I am acutely aware of my lack of both- hey, at least they match! Gotta love 

alignment, right? I think to myself. I frequently feel this particular alignment of low confidence 

and low competence in this particular class. APCE 716 Doctoral Research Seminar. We’ve just 

had an hour long class discussion on an article about cherry picking in research and reporting. I 

notice that while my colleagues appear to have logical, impassioned opinions on the subject 

matter, I’m thrilled simply to have understood 80% of the vocabulary in the document. This 

particular topic, as well as the upcoming conceptual manuscript my dear friend/colleague and I 

will be writing on our topic of Perspicacity are bouncing around my head as we walk out of 

McKee 292. The classrooms of McKee have become the only geographical markers that matter 

to me. Well, those and the Starbucks off of 34. All of us are rounding the corner and descending 

the stairs together.  

We are one year into our program, a bit before chaos and conflict will take over our 

collective universe, and we are still emerging from class together, commiserating in the statistics 

lab together, and texting desperately about our questions. I pretend not to be simultaneously 

terrified of being found out for my lack of understanding and looking forward to relishing the 

moment when I can be by myself when I get in my car. Unfortunately for me, being in a throng 

of counselors isn’t necessarily the best place to effectively fly under the radar. A colleague who I 

like very much and who exists, unbeknownst to her, on a pedestal in my mind asks what’s going 

on for me in my quiet within the larger group’s chatter. I chuckle and say something along the 

lines of “Oh, very little going on upstairs” as I facetiously tap my temple, half knowing that this 
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would be an unsatisfying response for her. I don’t know it yet, but what she says in response 

rocks my world and sets me on an upward spiral. 

 “Okaaay, says the woman who is never not processing something” she says with a smirk 

and an overly dramatic eye roll. My feet keep walking, but my brain and heart are stopped dead 

in their tracks. To this point in my life, I have never been referred to as a woman. I have never 

thought of myself as a woman. I can look around and see women everywhere but feel so deeply 

different from them…nearly unhuman, certainly not human enough to join the ranks of the 

divine feminine. In this moment I want to gently stop her and point out her mistake. I want to tell 

her that though I deeply appreciate her kindness, and even enjoyed the warmth of the word 

‘woman’ washing over me as though I could embody it for a moment, she is incorrect and should 

certainly check her internal calibration, because she is struggling with accuracy in the most 

uncharacteristic manner. Though I want to, I don’t say anything. I’m not certain if it is because I 

so enjoy the luxurious beauty of the title that I’m not quite ready to take it off, or because I have 

no room to correct anybody. Likely, for a mixture of these reasons, I continue to the parking lot. 

But I know that as I leave that building, get into my car, walk into my apartment, and carry on 

about my life, I will never be the same again. I am seen (perhaps mistakenly), and I am changed 

(perhaps inaccurately). I am a seen, changed woman.  

Themes 

Identity in womanhood, identity in academia, transformation, acceptance of love, desire 

to be witnessed, known, and accepted in wholeness and imperfection, cognitive dissonance, 

shame, self-loathing, trust in others, disarming nature of connection, self-worth, isolation, desire 

for self-awareness, desire for truth and authenticity. 
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Psychosocial Development Stage(s) 

Identity Vs. Role Confusion and Intimacy Vs. Isolation 

Stage of Grief 

Pre-Grief Experience 

Reflection and Analysis 

This moment, taking place early in my doctoral program, illustrates a number of 

important themes associated with my already budding identity development and transformation. 

Of note, this scenario occurred prior to my grief experience. In addition to painting a picture of 

this portion of my identity prior to my grief experience, this true- life example also shows the 

inherent transformation that had already started to take place within me during the course of my 

doctoral program and contextual socialization. Here, I was walking through Erikson’s (1956, 

1959, 1968) fifth stage of Psychosocial Development. I was deeply aware of the increase in 

academic and evaluative rigor, while also negotiating within myself my own perceived abilities 

to succeed or fail. This was especially true as I attempted to unpack my positionality related to 

my colleagues and their abilities as independent consumers and generators of research, as well as 

my own intersecting identities. It is important, here, that students are beginning the work of 

developing a framework for self-efficacy as a researcher (Lamar & Helm, 2017). This certainly 

was the beginning of an identity crisis, which Erikson (1968) described as “a split of self-images, 

a loss of center and a dispersion” (p. 212). Here, I had to determine if I was capable of this work, 

while also reconciling within myself who I even was (as a woman, an academic, a social 

connection, and more) as I navigated the expectations. I was struggling to view myself as a 

capable, active member of this academic community while actually, I felt very much like a fraud.  
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Impostor syndrome is frequently reported among women, especially in academic settings 

where the environment can be full of opportunity for self-limiting beliefs to emerge due to its 

devaluation of feminized dispositions (Burke et al., 2017; Ridgway, 2022). My own personal 

lived experience, however, was such that I was primed to enter the academy with an already 

struggling sense of self as it related to my intellectual capabilities, feminine identity, and my 

overall sense of self-worth. I knew that to be a woman wasn’t necessarily a good thing in my 

personal and family cultural context. And yet, to be called one, felt like the most luxuriously 

beautiful coat that I had ever put on. It felt like being admitted to an exclusive club, but one that I 

had already paid the dues for over the past 25 years. One that actually, my mother had paid the 

dues for as I was just an egg in her body, and my grandmother had, when my mother was but an 

egg in hers. I unknowingly experienced this as simultaneously something to be earned and 

avoided, feared and desired. This was not unlike the lived-experience of my budding academic 

identity, though I did not entirely grasp that just yet.  

 I experienced such a transformation from this particular interaction and, I suspect from 

navigating the cultural context of my doctoral program, that it went on to inform the first lecture 

I would ever give to other doctoral students. It was in my Diversity class, and it was on the topic 

of internalized oppression (Williams, 2012). Though the lecture took place some time later, I 

used this first instance of permission-giving from my colleague, to view myself as a human and a 

woman in the sociocultural context of my doctoral program and even in the world. Additionally, 

the groundwork had been laid for the developmental work that was necessary to reach the place 

of choosing that lecture. Here, the process of dismantling my pre-existing, internal infrastructure 

had already begun and would pick up momentum. Here, in this developmental stage, my sense of 

self had begun an intense journey of morphing and growing, and I was marching toward 
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committing to portions of my identity, such as in my womanhood and as an academic. I believe 

this to be a powerful example of the profound potential doctoral programs have to influence 

student identity development. In this case, the influence was for the better.  

 As I wrote this vignette and scoured the themes that I had developed from codes, I could 

feel myself struggling with shame. I noticed my nagging desire to choose, perhaps, a different 

instance highlighting identity questioning, development, and formation. I found myself feeling 

afraid of what others might think when they read it or even what it could feel like to speak aloud, 

as it had existed only in my memory and journals for the past eight years. I believe that this 

parallel process illustrates the deep humanity of journeying growth and change. Now, years on, I 

have a deep appreciation for my identity as a woman. I have worked hard in numerous contexts 

to get to know as well as care for this portion of myself and yet, I find myself being recruited by 

old shame. I think this is the nature of growth; to grow does not mean to never struggle with 

similar feelings. Rather, it means to approach those feelings as a different version of myself. A 

December 29, 2022, excerpt from an entry in my Systematic Self-Observation (Chang, 2016) 

journal discusses a different instance but similar idea from present day life:  

I wanted to become so small and untouchable that my entire being would just stop. It 

occurs to me now, after I had this facial and as I write tonight, that I feel that same desire 

for stopping when people touch or see or truly witness me. I feel sorry for them, like they 

must be having a terrible, disgusting experience. And yet … this body has changed. This 

mind and heart have changed. The thoughts and the feeling sorry for existing are no 

longer blaring, screaming messages of self-loathing in my mind. Rather, they are a 

strange, automatic memory of the muscle of my heart. Sort of like riding a bike, right? 
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Only now, I’m ready to learn something else. I want to retrain the muscle to lift with 

proper form. Loving form. I am worth at least that much. 

I may never live a life free of shame, or free of the bindings of old pain. I will, however, live a 

life in which I approach old shame as a new, more healed version of myself. I believe this to be 

true in this vignette, this journal entry, and even as I write this today. 

Tell Me Anything You Know, Please 

 It’s a freezing January weekday. I am not at school. I am not going back, and I do not 

need it. I’m sitting at my sister’s round dining room table, unable to shake the feeling of being a 

10- year-old playing hooky to stay home, eat swiss rolls, and watch The Price is Right with Bob 

Barker. My sister is next to me, half-heartedly working at her computer. Unlike me, she does not 

have the luxury of walking away from her responsibilities. Very much like me, though, she 

resents every second of them in the present moment. Days ago, we got back from Texas where 

we had gone to Sammie’s first of two funerals that would take place. Double the trauma. Score.  

 People at the funeral tried so hard to create an air of comfort and consolation by pointing 

out how many people were there. “Look at all of these people that loved him so, so much,” they 

would say. I never did quite understand how this brought people peace. Am I supposed to be 

happy and feel grateful that he had such an impact on those around him? So many that now cried 

in a crowd and then lined up for potatoes and meat? Can’t I just be absolutely devastated and 

furious that an entire event space had to be rented out to acknowledge the fact that my impactful, 

charismatic baby brother is dead?  

 People swap stories at the plastic clothed tables. Sammie was a helper, it seemed. Always 

supporting, always surrounded by people. But, who helped him? I certainly didn’t. None of us 

did. This is among the first instances in my life that I am cognizant of the power and importance 
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of stories for the tellers of the stories. Telling each other ways that they had crossed paths with 

him, a near celebrity it felt like, brought them some sort of connective peace. I recognized this 

even in my demi-presence. I recognize this even as I resent it.  

Still, none of them had the stories that my siblings and I had. None of them had been a 

seven-year-old girl knowing that mom would be coming home with him today, probably by the 

time I get back from my day at first grade at Manor Heights Elementary, with my fancy new 

Pocahontas lunchbox. Nobody had listened to his middle of the night cries or laid their fingers 

unknowingly in the night sweats of his tiny baby body when picking him up to try to comfort 

him. Nobody had spent years hurting for his pain around the ugliest custody battle they could 

ever have seen. Nobody schemed and planned to pick him up and have even an hour’s time with 

him, to hug him, sniff his little noggin, know that he was okay. Nobody failed 10th grade AP 

World History because he was eight years old and having surgery for an unknown aggressor in 

his brain, and this precious head was the only topic of thought and concern. I had. We had.  

Sitting at the dining room table, my sister and I are oscillating between tears of deep 

despair and maniacal laughter about the general mess that we are. We try to manage ourselves, as 

my nephews are painting a room over. The conversation turns, as it often does during this 

season, to Sammie’s last moments. We wonder what he was thinking, doing, each subsequent 

wonderment feeling like a dagger reaching a new depth in the tissue of my heart. All at once, I 

recall a kid at the funeral telling me that she thought he had actually been with people. In the 

moment, I hadn’t absorbed the comment because I was barely surviving, moment to moment, the 

throng of people, stories, stimuli. Now though, with a slight bit more clarity, I remembered.  

I decide that I’m going to find out more. I manage through a conversation with my mom 

to get the young girl’s name. I find her on Facebook and send her a message, requesting more 
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information about this comment. Before I can think better of it, I am sending another, 

significantly less kind Facebook message to a teenage boy who had seen Sammie the night he 

died. “I need to know what happened. I know you know something, and I think he wasn’t alone 

all night. I think there’s more to this story and I’m going to find out. Tell me anything you know, 

please.” The tears feel like helplessness and vulnerability, like an exposed nerve walking around 

in the world. The questions and pursuit of their answers feel like a stance, like a protective 

forcefield between me and the grief-filled world outside. 

I convince myself that if I can just find someone to blame, I can somehow re-situate the 

entire loss in my head and heart. If it’s somebody’s fault, I won’t have to hurt for the loneliness 

he must have been feeling, right? If I can point my finger directly at somebody else, I can stop 

looking in the mirror, right? As a sister, I failed him in life. But maybe I can avenge him, 

somehow, in death. It’s not long before I get a deeply unsatisfying answer from a kid who knows 

very little. Back to the investigative drawing board I go. Maybe this can be the way I spend my 

days now. This feels like the only worthwhile endeavor. 

Themes 

Desire for truth and authenticity, escapism as survival, desire of ownership of time, 

duality/contrast of emotional experience, self-worth, pressure and desire to end generational 

trauma cycles, acceptance of pain, avoidance of pain, ownership/over-responsibility of others’ 

pain, exhaustion, earning and deserving pain/punishment, evolution of beliefs, intolerance of 

ambiguity, shame, regression, lack of trust in others, self-loathing, desire for intact family, 

mistrust of self, voicelessness, over-stimulation, perpetual uncertainty, rage, desire for choice 

and control 
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Psychosocial Development Stage 

Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt 

Stage(s) of Grief 

Bargaining, Depression 

Reflection and Analysis 

In this snapshot of time, I was desperate for control of something, anything. I had 

regressed, significantly and understandably, to a developmental stage marked by the need for 

independence and control. Much like a child who is allowed to choose their own clothes for 

school, even though they are mismatched in pattern and weather appropriateness, I was so 

starved for say. I chose actions that made little sense in the climate of my life. I had to allow 

myself to make my own choices, whether or not they made sense to anybody else, or if they 

made sense to my healing. The stage’s primary question of “can I do this by myself, or do I need 

others to tell me what to do?” (Erikson, 1968) extended not only to my investigative streak, but 

also to my decisions around whether to attend school or not, whether to accept love and 

connection or not, and how to spend my newly freed up time. I did not ask for help, because I 

didn’t know what to ask, and I believed it would never come, anyway. The ownership of my 

time, myself, and the illogical nature of my actions felt like tangible items I could squeeze to my 

chest. For a moment, I had something to hold on to. In a reflective writing from January, 22 , 

2016, I explore the depth of my dilemma, choices, and already shifting identity: 

As I reflect now, I recognize how ungrateful I must seem. Further, I worry that the whole 

premise of this writing is selfish in and of itself. How am I managing to make this pain all 

about myself? For that, I don’t have an answer. And, I can say with confidence that I 

simultaneously love and hate the work I do and the things that I study. What I am coming 
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up against now is a realization that I’ve run from for a long, long time. The fact of the 

matter is: none of this matters. No amount of school. No number of degrees or awards or 

presentations or papers or class days or grades or positive or negative evaluations. No 

amount of ego boosting. If I am honest with myself, and with those of you that love me 

so much, school is an easy way for me to bury my head in the sand and be “too busy” to 

be anything closer than an arm’s length from you and, ultimately, myself. 

I found myself square in the bargaining stage of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014). 

While I intellectually knew that there was no bringing my brother back, I believed that if I could 

somehow find a hidden truth, that perhaps I would have permission to feel differently. I wanted, 

simultaneously, to be let off the hook and punished forever. This duality of experience was not a 

new place for my existence, but it had certainly reached a new degree of intensity with which I 

was deeply lonely and uncomfortable; this was yet another intersection that I would spend a 

great deal of time. 

Long Island Medium 

 “I’ve been emailing back and forth with a psychic. I don’t know if she’s legit but what if 

she is? What if we could talk to Sammie through her?” I open a text from my sister to see this 

message on a cold Tuesday morning. I’m not sure if I think my sister has struck genius, or gone 

off of the deep end. I do know, though, that I’ve just seen an article in my home town’s online 

newspaper, The Trib. It’s the middle of March, 2016. Two and a half months have passed 

without Sammie, and my family is raw and wounded. I’ve never been much for the paranormal, 

but I laugh at myself when I acknowledge how quickly a belief system can change when 

desperation is added to the mix, and, desperate I was. We all were. The article says that the 
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psychic medium from the hit TLC show Long Island Medium will be coming to Casper, 

Wyoming, to perform at the Events Center in just a couple of weeks.  

I have just finished teaching my second practicum as a requirement for my APCE 714 

course. This is a course I was certain I would be pulling out of, even when I had made the 

decision to return to school. I had been so excited back in November when the supervision 

request form was sent out to all supervision eligible Doc students. I received the form at 4:08 PM 

and sent back my request to work in this particular practicum at exactly 4:19 PM. Playing it cool 

had never been my strong suit, and if there is anything I want it is for my faculty to know that I 

care. Even if I’m not the most impressive student, I can certainly be the most persistent and 

tenacious. Still, the thought of talking about suicide, a necessary conversation in practicum 

courses, made me sick to my stomach. The idea of having to support a student as they conduct a 

potential suicide assessment simply felt an impossible feat. Prior to the start of the practicum, I 

panicked and emailed Dr. Helm. Figure 1 represents this email. 

 

Figure 1 

 

Advisor Correspondence 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Unsurprisingly, the answer was a resounding “Of course!” I am grateful, but I am also 

paralyzed at the thought of ever having to work with someone in the depths of despair again. 
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Still, I decide that getting back in the proverbial saddle might take my mind off of my own pain 

and center it on someone else’s. But preferably only the mild kind. Still, the practicum itself has 

worn me out. I didn’t think that I could even be more exhausted than I was, but as it turned out, I 

could. So in this moment, a psychic medium, whether it be my sister’s online contact or the 

leopard print and platform wearing one I had seen on TV, sounded like just the cocktail of 

dopamine and hope I was looking for. I buy a ticket for myself and each of my living siblings 

that very day. 

It is now three weeks later, Wednesday, April 6, 2016. I’ve left Greeley early to make it 

to my sister’s house in Cheyenne, and now we are on the road to Casper where we will pick my 

brother up and head to the show. The car ride is equal parts tense and comforting- we’re both 

wondering if we are doing okay, or if two otherwise reasonable people are on a downward spiral. 

The consensus is that no, we are not okay and yes, we may be on a downward spiral. We are also 

actually okay with this. We also note that the only place that feels safe these past months is 

wherever we can be together. Nobody else understands this pain. Only us. We are in our own 

club of heartbreak, and nobody else is invited.  

My sister, brother and I all arrive at the Events Center. We can’t help but talk about the 

possibility of making contact with him. What if he heard us? What if he has actually never left, 

and has been hanging out with each of us in a weird, spiritual omnipresence? I have recently just 

spent an entire afternoon talking to him in my living room. Wearing days’ old clothes, trying to 

motivate myself to shower, but having a conversation with the air that hung heavy with the 

presence of what I hoped was him, but what I feared was my own pain. Either way, marinating in 

this felt more meaningful than doing anything else. In any case, though we are hesitant to 

describe our collective belief, we are hopeful.  
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The room is abuzz with hundreds, maybe thousands of the bereaved. I can see the pain 

some of them wear like clothing. I can see still others trying to do what I am trying to do, which 

is ignore anyone else’s presence and accomplish this mission. I find myself becoming 

embarrassed to see a few familiar faces; this is to be expected as I am in the town I grew up in. 

Still, I don’t want any of these people to look at me or talk to me or acknowledge me at all. I 

want to talk to Sammie, and I don’t care if I have to go through this woman to do it. 

As the show begins, I remain hopeful that one of us will be chosen to talk to her, so that 

she can talk to him. As it progresses, though, I recognize how very small and faceless we must 

be in this crowd. Twice, she walks by me with conviction and intention, only to settle on another 

person. I find my fists clenching, my finger nails digging into my palms as I try manage the 

urgency coursing through my veins. This feels like my one chance. I have one shot at seeing if he 

is here. If he knows that we love him. If he knows that we would give anything to trade places 

with him. But, we are not chosen. It feels like another imperative moment in time missed, 

another opportunity lost. Still, I can feel him here. The only thing I want is to be where he is. I do 

not know how to do otherwise. 

Themes 

Escapism as survival, isolation, duality/contrast of emotional experience, avoidance of 

pain, exhaustion, desire for peace, cognitive dissonance, tolerance of ambiguity, shame, 

wastefulness, desire for intact family, voicelessness, perpetual uncertainty, rage, hope 

Psychosocial Development Stage 

Identity vs. Role Confusion 

Stage of Grief 

Denial 
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Reflection and Analysis 

This vignette marks a very interesting time in my world and academic career. For the first 

time in my life, I had been faced with something that made me question my roles, 

responsibilities, and desires. Did I even want to train up-and-coming counselors? Did I have the 

energy for the performative vulnerability that would be required of me to connect with students 

entering this field, a field that I was currently furious with, while also seeking formative 

feedback from supervising faculty? These questions and more launched me into a somewhat 

regressive state where my goals, identity, and development were all at odds with the grief of  my 

reality. This caused me a great deal of distress, as often happens in this stage of development. I 

was juggling several values and ideas of who I was, who I wanted to be, and what I believed was 

expected of me. As I worked through the writing and analysis of these vignettes paired with my 

previous steps of immersion in and coding of my data, it became abundantly clear that my own 

process of identity development and grief journey have been anything but linear. Though initially 

I was admittedly frustrated that Identity vs. Role Confusion felt like the most appropriate fit for 

another developmental stage, I also note in my field notes just how reflective this is of the 

journey of the bereaved. If my research illuminated a neatly linear process, I’m not certain how 

truly reflective it would have been of the truth of my process. Though this notion can be found 

throughout my field notes and reflections, this particular vignette stirred it most viscerally. I 

suspect that this is mirrors how I felt at this time of my journey. I felt regressive, uncertain, and 

judgmental of myself. 

Literature suggests that the act of meaning making assists those who are grieving to adapt 

to change, such as life carrying on after an experience of significant loss (Sawyer, 2017). Some 

of the meanings that I may ascribe to the vignette above are around the notion of exclusivity; I 
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felt as though the only two people alive who could understand me were my brother and sister. 

The meaning I made of this was that we could love each other and  support each other well, even 

if we perceived that nobody else could.  

During this stage I was also reducing the overall meaning that I made of my education 

and my program. Prior to this, school was my haven, my religion, and my excuse. It was the 

reason I couldn’t be home often, couldn’t call people I loved enough, and could successfully 

justify avoiding the pain of my loved ones. I was simply too busy, too far, and had an acceptable 

enough reason. The meaning I made from this season and this event was that perhaps I had 

buried my head in the sand for too long, and perhaps my life needed a new meaning. I allowed 

myself, for a time, to view my previous noble endeavor as a distraction. Though painful, this was 

an incredibly liberating experience. To consider terminating my program was unchartered 

territory for me. As a matter of fact, I nearly joined the 50% of doctoral students who do not 

complete their program of study (Bowen & Rudenstine, 2014; Nettles et al., 2006). The very 

existence of this question threw me directly into the middle of a crisis of identity and role 

confusion when it came to my academic world. How could I know who I was to anybody there if 

I didn’t even know who I was to myself anymore?  

Being in the denial stage of my grief process (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014) was an 

especially surreal experience. I was (overly) cognizant of my brother’s death and yet, I clung to a 

magical belief that I may still have access to him, that perhaps only portions of him had left me. 

This stage of denial helped me with unconsciously managing big emotions while the reality of 

the significance of loss slowly became more real and accessible to me. This helped me to avoid 

becoming flooded or swallowed whole by the emotional experience of Sammie’s death, while 

also providing me a mechanism for hope and connection with my siblings. These were things we 
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all desperately needed. I did not know who I was to the academy or who it was to me anymore. I 

did, however, know exactly who I was to my living siblings, and who the deceased one was to 

us. 

I Don’t Know What You Know 

 It is November 29, 2016, at 9:30 a.m., and an incredibly chilly fall day in Greeley. I have 

made my hour’s long commute from Cheyenne to campus, and walk with heavy legs up the 

stairs to McKee 282. Exactly 20 days ago, I filled out the Request to Schedule a Doctoral 

Examination form. I have checked the box “Oral Comprehensive Examination.” I have sent the 

doodle polls and the emails in the most diplomatic fashion, and I have scoured the results of my 

written comprehensive exams (filed on the desktop of my computer with titles like “Question I, 

YOU SUCKED BAD AT THIS ONE, LOOK AND LOOK AGAIN”). I have dressed well and 

let the cold interstate air hit my face as I drove, in an effort to reduce the nausea. I am as ready as 

I will ever be, and I am going to be successful just as my two colleagues have recently been.  

 Sammie has been dead now for exactly 331 days and 7ish hours, but I can’t say exactly 

how many minutes because I wasn’t there when he died. He was alone. I kick myself for this as I 

have every single day for the past 331. I recognize my own deep desire for aloneness, noting that 

if he had to be alone, I should, too. I have earned it. In most ways that a person can be alone, 

shouldn’t I be? I try to put this awareness in a mental box, tape it closed, write “FOR LATER” 

on the outside of it, before putting it on the shelf in the dusty garage of my mind. For a second I 

wonder how often my self-loathing actually masquerades skillfully as self-awareness, whispering 

seductive half-truths to me about me. I don’t have time for this either, though, so into an adjacent 

box this wonderment goes.  



 

 

119 

 I enter the room before anyone else has arrived-this is the plan. I want to have some quiet 

in the space before my committee trickles in. I am also very aware that my classmates will soon 

be walking by on their way to group class. I say a silent prayer that none of them will make good 

on the public meeting aspect of University exams. I have just this morning seen the Graduate 

School post the event on their Facebook page and accumulate approximately one million likes 

(or, two, but it’s all the same to me). Laura Capasso, Counselor Education and Supervision, will 

take her oral comprehensive examination today at 10:00 a.m. To my utter and complete delight, 

the same message has been shared to the school’s website. I make a mental note to attend the 

exam of anyone who attends mine, in the most passive aggressive fashion possible. This brings 

me a moment of joy and I chuckle to myself.  

 Soon, my committee chair walks into the room. Then, two other members of my 

committee trickle in. I sit at the head of the table (which feels such an interesting farce, I note to 

myself). I am also taking in the skillful and seemingly effortless small talk taking place at the 

table. Congenial, easy, warm but not too deep, three members of my committee are chatting 

about things I can only assume are day-to-day plights and joys of their academic worlds. I am 

very, very aware that the final (and in my mind most high profile) member of my committee still 

hasn’t joined us, though the 10:00 a.m. exam start time has come and passed. This is when I 

begin to feel heat rising as it travels all the way from my toes, up my legs, behind my knees, 

under my arms, and settles directly in my round, toddler-like cheeks. I’m certain that I look like a 

cherry tomato. What if they never get here? What if there’s only a little bit of time to do the 

exam? What if they have actually decided I’m as incompetent as I fear that I am, so they’ve 

elected to take themselves off of my committee? Maybe the graduate school has a clause that 

determines if your doc student sucks badly enough, you don’t even have to tell them you’ve 
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jumped ship. My mind races for nearly 15 minutes before, finally, they arrive. Walking through 

the door cool as a cucumber, they sit down to the right of me and join the banter of the room. I 

am struck by the confidence and ease that emanates from them, in stark contrast to the terror that 

must be coming directly off of me energetically.  

 The exam officially begins. The next hour and a half move simultaneously at a snail’s 

pace and at the speed of light. It feels like questions are being hurled in my direction but the 

problem is that I am barely in my physical body enough to catch them, much less analyze and 

report back about them. Rather, most of them fall flat at my feet where they remain. A pile 

begins to form…question after question…one on top of the other. Finally the committee member 

who had entered late asks me a question about ethics. Why hadn’t I written about an ethical 

decision-making model in my written comprehensive exam response? Furthermore, why wasn’t I 

speaking now about an ethical decision-making model to guide my work? Why hadn’t I learned 

this? I want to form an answer. I try. I want to explain that this answer seemed too obvious and 

not quite tricky enough, and that making the implicit explicit is a skill I’m still working on when 

it comes to academics, though it’s one I live by when it comes to emotions. But, the blood 

rushing through my body to settle in my face and turn me into a talking, sweating, failing tomato 

happens to be flowing through my ears right now. It is as loud as a freight train moving through 

my head- I see their lips moving, but the words seem to be on a train car so far back it takes them 

a solid thirty seconds to reach my ears and another thirty to reach my consciousness. Wake up, 

idiot! Why are you doing this? What is wrong with you? Where are you? The monologue I’m 

screaming at myself internally has now become yet another barrier between me and forming a 

somewhat coherent answer. I’m not sure I would know my name at this point.  
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 With a combination of concern and exasperation, my committee tells me that it is now 

time for me to step out of the room so they can deliberate about my fate. I recognize as I push my 

wheeled chair back from the table that my knees feel like creaking iron and my legs feel like 

jelly- this is not a suitable combination to carry the weight of this body out the door. But, here I 

go. I find myself clinging to the doorknob both to stabilize myself, and also to ensure that it 

doesn’t slam. Even though admittedly, I’d love to let it slam, hold up two middle fingers, walk 

down the stairs, to my car, and never come back. But, my ethical decision-making model is 

telling me to certainly not do that. So, I settle on taking a lap around the 2nd floor with a pit stop 

in the bathroom to nervous pee and mop up the sweat accumulating in my sweater instead. As I 

slowly walk back toward the room to wait outside the door-away from the windows for sure (no 

need to be a creep on top of being an academic pariah, Laura. And also why the hell are there so 

many windows in this room??). I stop just down the hall. I recognize that McKee 282 is the same 

room that I first entered on interview day. I gathered information about the program, sat sweating 

in my interview cardigan, and crossed my fingers I’d be chosen for admittance. Now, in the same 

room, I had just sealed my fate as a failure, I was certain.  

 Moments (though, how many I can’t say) later Dr. Helm pops her head out of the room to 

invite me to return. I can see the sadness but lingering, perhaps feigned hope on her face. The 

expression reminds me a lot of what I have seen in the faces of so many throughout the past 331 

days since the death of my brother. I sit back down, more aware of the sound of my own 

heartbeat than ever. I have not passed, laments the committee. The member I am most terrified of 

loudly and firmly says words that I will think about more days, months, years than I am 

comfortable admitting: “I don’t know what you know. I can’t tell.” Well damn that makes two of 

us, okay? I nod my head in understanding, wanting to disappear more than ever before. I try to 
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receive the feedback with a great deal of grace, because even if I am a failure, at least I can be a 

graceful one. I can pay my ticket of admission with, at the very least, a deep willingness to hear 

all of the ways that I am not good enough. This is not a new practice for me. Dr. Helm graciously 

offers to turn the form indicating my failure into the graduate school for me- I am grateful for 

this because at least I don’t have to see the official form marking this loss. I continue to nod my 

head. The committee once again begins their banter- I almost can’t believe that this earth 

shattering moment is so easily transitioned to lunch plans and afternoon commitment inventories.  

 I walk slowly and heavily, once again, to the classroom where my colleagues are learning 

about group facilitation. Why aren’t I just going home? I ask myself internally. Instantaneously 

the answer comes. Because, you can’t be a coward on top of a failure. You’ll have to face them 

soon, anyway. Just go. Be honest. Get through the class. Get through the day. Then go home and 

fall apart. I enter the room and take my seat in the circle that they’re sitting in, discussing the 

idea of conflict in group settings in a supervision moment, as far as I can tell. My dear friend 

looks at me with hopeful eyes, certain that I had passed. I shake my head no and quickly look 

away so that I don’t have to care for her sadness about my sadness in the moment. As class ends, 

I tell the other people in my cohort who also knew I was taking the exam today. I feel a strange 

relief in just coming out with it. I don’t have the energy to hide. I barely have the energy for truth 

and yet, truth is all I can muster.  

Themes 

Desire for truth and authenticity, self-loathing, fear, desire for ownership of time, desire 

for self-awareness, isolation, identity in academia/achievement, self-worth, acceptance of pain, 

ownership and over-responsibility of others’ pain, constant self-reflection, escapism, belief of 
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earning and deserving pain and punishment, shame, mistrust of self, voicelessness, over-

stimulation, duty to remember. 

Psychosocial Development Stage 

Initiative vs. Guilt 

Stage(s) of Grief 

Anger, Depression 

Reflection and Analysis 

This experience was one of the more painful of my doctoral experience. It felt like an 

official, graded confirmation of my biggest fear, which was that no matter how effective my 

counseling, how therapeutic my relationships, how connected I could be to people, that the stuff 

of the academics just wasn’t for me. I had so many examples of fear-based engagement with the 

academic side of my program by this point that I had coined the term “The Collateral.” I felt as 

though my skill existed only in “being with.” But when it came to the ‘doing’, or, engaging with 

the collateral of my academic world, I was simply convinced that I was incapable. I suppose I 

still hold that fear, even as I pour my heart into an alternative form of research for my 

dissertation.  

Though in part due to my own personal lived-experience prior, this was also in large part 

due to the ways that I felt set apart from the group. Thus, in addition to the more obvious 

elements of failure and self-criticism, I view this moment in my life as an example of the depth 

to which I simultaneously deeply desired and deeply feared being seen as incapable and 

incompetent. Outside of the shame of my failure, I was terrified of the prospect of my instructors 

and colleagues viewing me as being an outsider, and terrified that perhaps they already did. 
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In the Initiative vs. Guilt stage of psychosocial development, it is paramount that a person 

be able to enthusiastically engage in attempts at new tasks, logistically and socially, in their 

context. It is perhaps unsurprising that I found myself experiencing effects such as fluctuations in 

ego strength, mood swings, rebelliousness, and heightened physical complaints (Erikson, 1956, 

1959, 1968) as a result of my grief experience, my socialization struggles, and my struggles to 

grasp the academic collateral. I experienced a reduced ego strength (Kidwell et al., 1995) at the 

realization that I had failed to exert power over my own path and adequately complete such a 

central process of my doctoral program. My grief certainly intersected with this particular task 

and process. I believe my grief, paired with my desire to further develop initiative without fear of 

failure, to have been the combined impetus of my rush to complete my oral exam, and the 

escalator of an already high-pressure, high-stakes experience. I wanted so badly to believe in 

myself in order to overshadow the pain of the previous year with a ‘win’, that I did not consider 

how I may struggle to integrate, synthesize, and recall information. I was not mindful of my 

neurological, cardiovascular, respiratory, affective, and cognitive (Schreier, 2002) impacts day-

to-day, least of all in a high-stress scenario. I was convinced that if I could create just enough 

achievement, I may be able to create distance between myself and my pain. This had always 

been the case, even before Sammie died. It had never been truer before this time, though. As a 

result of my failure, I did not develop a sense of initiative, but I did develop a sense of guilt and 

fear over future tasks.  

I believe that on this day, I experienced a great deal of emotional flooding. This speaks to 

a profound, overwhelming emotional experience that activates a physiological arousal response, 

causing different systems of the body to mobilize in order to cope with situations that a person 

perceives as dangerous (Low et al., 2014). Given the priority that I had given my academic 
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achievement to this point, and the ways that it had become so deeply intertwined with my sense 

of self-worth, it is unsurprising that a potential failure registered as a potentially life-threatening 

experience in my nervous system. The process of flooding, a common experience in the 

bereaved, may also be described as diffuse physiological arousal (Gottman, 1999), fight-or-

flight, or emotional hijacking (Siegel, 1999). Further, during flooding, higher-order operations 

like those of accurate self-reflection or abstract thinking are dramatically diminished while 

reflexive responding (or, emotional reactivity) is increased.  

As I wrote this particular vignette, I experienced a combination of complex emotions. 

Unsurprisingly, guilt and shame were at the top of the list. What will people think when they 

realize I have failed something so massively? Or, that I wanted to throw my hands in the air with 

disrespect and leave? I also came to wonder how my memory of the events and of my own 

internal experience of it can feel so profoundly clear and vibrant to this day, though I struggled to 

manage simple conversation and physiological response. 

 Interestingly, literature in the field of neuropsychology has found that the amygdala, the 

emotional memory powerhouse of the human brain, can react without the involvement of other 

portions of the brain responsible for higher order operations (LeDoux, 1996). Once activated, the 

amygdala sends out an emotional response before the neocortex, responsible for those higher 

order operations, has even been able to perceive and integrate what has taken place (Goleman, 

1995). The amygdala is able to activate by the thalamus, the part of the brain that relays sensory 

impulses, without first running through the neocortex. This means that it is possible for 

emotional memories, impulses, and impressions to exist without our conscious awareness or in 

my case, permission (LeDoux, 1996).  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10591-013-9259-1#ref-CR8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10591-013-9259-1#ref-CR23
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10591-013-9259-1#ref-CR17
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By this season of my life, I was well into the anger stage of my grief response  

(Kübler-Ross, 1969). Nearly a full year after my brother’s death had passed, and although I had 

returned to a relatively normal day-to-day operations approach to my life, I found myself living 

with a great deal of resentment and rage. I was resentful of the things that I wanted, and I 

resented that I was alive to pursue them. I sought perfection and title but knew deep in my heart 

that I struggled to believe in what I was doing. The intersection of intense desire and intense 

resentment left me feeling lonely, raw, and oftentimes flooded. I recall feeling a counterintuitive 

appreciation for the experience of anger; it felt like years of repression were finally manifesting 

in my words and my thoughts. To feel something other than sadness was to feel like I had on a 

suit of armor made of the depth of rage I held, although, allowing it made me feel angry at life 

itself. In a piece of reflective writing around this time, I said:  

Already, people have expressed pride in me. They’re proud that I have returned to school 

in spite of my grief. What I need people to know is that in fact, the decision I made is not 

one of strength or courage. It is simply a way to protect myself from my own 

vulnerability. 

I suppose going forward (even as I write the word ‘forward’, I resent it. Here I 

am, making a plan again.), my charge is to learn to tolerate, in a very real way, the pain 

that exists within me. Harder still, to tolerate the pain of my loved ones. I’m learning how 

selfish it is to want to make people (specifically those that I love dearly) happy all of the 

time- to rob them of time and space to sit, marinate, in their pain teaches them that I am 

unable to tolerate it, therefore not seeing them in their wholeness. This is my work. To 

see not just my clients, colleagues, and students. But to see those who I’ve trained myself 

to look away from. 
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I don’t know how to live in a world where my baby brother no longer is. From the 

moment he was born, he occupied a place in my heart that belonged only to him. I don’t 

know how to honor him with the words that I speak, the things that I do, the days that I 

live. Frankly, I’m heart broken and angry that I have to explore those things. I’m angry at 

years gone by and things unsaid. I’m angry that everyone else’s life is going onward. I’m 

angry that mine is. One minute, I find that I’m okay. I enjoy a song, a moment with 

someone I love, a laugh. Then, a wave of grief hits me and I’m drowning in sadness. 

Tears come pouring out of my eyes, and I feel massive amounts of rage and guilt for the 

moment of peace I experienced. This is exhausting, and I am tired. 

We’re Not on Cherry Court Anymore, 

Pumpernickel 

 

 “Well, the tenant before you lived here for 18 years. There were cats, too. A lot of cats. 

That’s the only reason you’re allowed to have Pumpernickel here. Also, they struggled with 

hoarding and it wasn’t until maintenance could get in here when they left, that we saw that the 

pieces of flooring under where stacks of things had been, had deteriorated.” The real estate agent 

responsible for property management is walking me through the basement apartment I have just 

decided to immediately snag up. The enthusiasm with which I have just signed my lease 

would’ve led anyone to believe that I was signing on the dotted line for my dream home. In some 

ways, I am. It is mid-May, 2017. I am 27 years old, and approximately 2-weeks away from the 

day that I am supposed to be marrying my fiancé. That is not what is to happen, however, and at 

the beginning of next month I will be moving into my dingey basement abode. I am terrif ied, 

unready, dreading it, and more confident than I have ever been in any decision of my life. Why 

does the right thing have to hurt so bad?  
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 Two weeks prior to this, I was attending my last in-person course with my cohort. We 

had just completed the third year of our doctoral program. My engagement officially ended a 

couple of weeks prior to this, but I was too embarrassed to take off the ring for fear of people 

seeing my pain and asking me questions. We’re in our final day of Diversity class, and there is 

an excited energy in the room. For most members in the cohort, this marks the final day of their 

status as Doctoral Student. As today ends and grades are entered, they will progress to the status 

of ‘ABD’ or all but dissertation. One of my colleagues’ spouses even made sugar cookies with 

blue icing and ABD piped on top. My own internal code dictated that I could not eat one. I was 

not a part of the exclusive, successful club. Last semester, though it feels like yesterday, I had 

failed my Oral Comprehensive Exam. This means there is no potential for my own advancement 

until I re-take and pass, which I’m not even sure I can do. Genuinely happy for my friends, my 

heart is simply breaking for myself. We are through three years of coursework, and some-how I 

feel no closer to my goal of finishing this program. 

 It is now June 3, 2017. It is a beautiful, sunny day. I go outside to sit on the porch of this 

shared home for the final time. In this home, I retreated from the world when Sammie died, 

which is now 517 long and short days ago. In this home, I spent countless hours studying for 

written and oral exams, writing papers, and designing lectures. In this home, I returned after I 

failed my Oral Exam. I brought a 5-week-old Pumpernickel to this home, where she immediately 

became the boss of me and subsequently of this home. In this home, I tried like hell to create the 

foundation for a lasting relationship, that I knew all along, in my bones, was not meant to last. 

But, it had been mine while I walked the path of death, so I had been desperate to keep it alive. 

Now, today, my dad and my brother are making the two-and-a-half-hour drive from Casper to 

move me from this home, to my new, independent, gross and perfect apartment. I am so deeply 
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ashamed that I have failed at another thing, so much so that I need the help of people who love 

me to navigate through it. 

It is today that I was going to be married on Casper Mountain, right about the time of day 

when the sun is equal parts warm and soft. Instead, I have gotten my keys, and have made the 

barely one block jaunt to me and Pumps’ new home. I decide I want to unlock the doors and 

have a moment to myself in the space, right about the time of day when the sun is bright and 

high. Keys in hand, doors open, air and sun flowing in, I sit directly in the middle of the empty 

living room. The brown, probably cat-urinated-on carpet receives me gently. The layered grief of 

my brother’s death, my failure of my oral exam, and the ending of this relationship are all heavy 

on my heart. I feel more alone and further than I’ve ever been from the goals I have always 

thought I had for myself. And yet, as I sit on my new floor, by myself, I feel the weight of the 

world being lifted off my shoulders. I have no way of knowing it now, but I will spend the next 

three years here, far away from the pursuit of academic and relational perfection and immersed 

in a new reality of my own creation.  

Themes 

Isolation, duality/contrast of emotional experience, acceptance of pain, desire for 

ownership of time, desire for self-awareness, simple pleasures to cope and give meaning, 

perfectionism and control as survival, identity in academia and achievement, self-worth, desire 

for peace, shame, perpetual uncertainty, trusting my process, reverence, differentiation, 

transformation, reclamation of emotional experience, identity moving out of achievement, hope 

Psychosocial Development Stage(s) 

Industry vs. Inferiority, Intimacy vs. Isolation 
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Stage of Grief 

Acceptance 

Reflection and Analysis 

I noted in my field notes being deeply surprised by the generation of this vignette. I was 

taken off-guard by the combination of emotions that seemed to wash over me as I recalled this 

formative moment in my life’s story. A deluge of pain, recalling all of the events that led to the 

demise of the relationship (many of which I considered including, but realized that actually they 

were nothing more than symptoms of a root identity journey). I had, for so many months, fought 

to continue toward my pursuit of perfection in an effort to smother my pain. Even after the initial 

decision not to return to my program when my brother had died, I snapped very quickly back 

into the reality of my own framework, which was to be perfect in order to be worthy. The idea of 

perfect was gauged, in large part, by comparing myself to the functioning of my peers. In this 

moment, I had lost so much. My brother had died, and I was already going to have a wedding 

without him. Then, I had failed a large, meaningful exam marking a milestone in my program. 

Finally, the relationship I had tried to save was gone, too. Though, the dress I had bought was 

waiting to be picked up, and wedding gifts had already begun arriving to our home, and there 

was no going back on the contract which secured the venue. Also, during this time, I was making 

travel plans to be in the wedding of a dear friend of mine, buying gifts and writing cards. In all 

the ways that I had wanted to be a part of something, I had been left behind due to my own 

inferiority, I thought.  

 Many doctoral students are experiencing, at any given time during their program, a 

complex, layered grief experience. We can theorize that at least 25% of undergraduate students 

have also lost a significant person in their personal lives within the previous two years (Varga, 
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2013). Additionally, in 2013, around 266,220 people were entering doctoral programs (Allum et 

al., 2014). If we assume that the ratio of doctoral students in grief is similar to Varga’s (2013) 

data about grieving undergraduates, this points to as many as 66,555 to 103,825 students 

potentially enrolled in doctoral programs across the nation while navigating a grief process. 

These figures do not speak to other experiences which have the potential to cause grief reactions, 

such as the loss of relationships, caring for aging and elderly parents, raising children, moving, 

and program-specific milestone failures. The expansion of these criteria point to the potential for 

even higher rates of grieving students in doctoral programs.  

Though I am able to see that I was most certainly part of that statistic, I note that this 

vignette illustrates the portion of my experience that has less basis in the literature, which is the 

potentially transformative nature of grief. Sitting in this empty living room, soon a living room to 

be scattered with boxes and hand-me-down furniture, it was as if I was sitting in the rubble of my 

previous life and my previous self but was simultaneously breaking ground on my new life. My 

belief system was beginning to change, and a significant amount of cognitive restructuring had 

begun. I hadn’t yet put the pieces together to create something new, but I was beginning to 

become acquainted with those pieces. Though inferiority was my deepest fear, I was beginning 

to see the emergence of industriousness. 

I had lost major components of all of the things that I used as masks previously to define 

myself- sister/protector, perfect academic, a linear progression in romantic partnership. No 

longer could I put on these masks- they wouldn’t even fit my changing face anymore. Would I be 

loved, or would I ultimately be alone and without achievement? I didn’t know. Though painful, I 

experienced significant peace and freedom in the acceptance of this truth. Here, I stopped 

fighting the current of my truth and let it flow, taking me wherever I was going next. For the first 
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time in my entire life, I wasn’t sure where that was, but I was committed to allowing myself to 

get there while controlling and judging my process significantly less. I also thought for the first 

time ever, that even without the armor of achievement, I would be me when I got there. I would 

be okay.  

By the Skins of My Teeth 

 I sit behind the steering wheel of my rickety old Honda Pilot in the Spring. I love this car. 

It carried me to and from Laramie during my master’s program. It carried me here, to Greeley. It 

squeaks anytime anybody gets in or out, a particularly annoying feature for a fluffy young lady 

such as me. I realize that though I am parked in a freakin’ awesome parking spot (score!) outside 

of Carter Hall, my hands are still so tightly wrapped around the steering wheel that my fingertips 

are starting to tingle. But I am here. I’ve come to ask a member of my committee to step down. I, 

a woman absolutely terrified to ask for anything, am going to sit across a table from someone in 

a position of power and explain why my sense is that someone else would be a better fit for my 

committee. What the hell am I doing? But then again, what do I have to lose? Not much, in the 

grand scheme of things. I’m surprised at the power of perspective; nothing can hurt worse than 

what has already hurt. So, do your worst! I think to myself.  

 Much to my delight and surprise, this committee member did not do their worst. We sat 

in a beautiful office, the walls lined with beautifully blue and gold bound books-successful 

dissertations I can only assume. I make my case as calmly and logically as I humanly can. Partly, 

I want to come from a place of genuine kindness and gratitude at their willingness to be with me 

in the first place. Secondarily, I want to prove that I am not the blubbering idiot that took over 

my brain and my body during my oral exam. Kindly and with agreement, they sign my form. In 

addition, they emphasize feeling impressed by my courage to advocate for my own needs. There 
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is also an anecdote about some other student, but I know as I listen that it isn’t sinking in. I leave 

feeling witnessed, valued, and like I can trust myself to do what would come next…retake my 

oral exam. 

 It is now Wednesday, January 16, 2019. Sammie has been gone for just over three years. I 

am 29 years old and somewhere in my fifth year of the program, though my academic 

involvement has been peripheral at best for a long while now. I have worked on a manuscript 

which was published, and done some teaching, and sent panicky text messages to Dr. Helm 

asking her if I can do this. Any of this. But, where progress in my own program of study is 

concerned, I have done little.  

What I have done is secured a faculty position in a medical residency; this position is one 

that they created specifically for me to fill. I have lost more than 100 pounds through a 

combination of self-loathing and newfound self-compassion. On any given day, I could be 

working out with either of these as fuel. I have fallen in love with a human who feels just about 

as solid as any I have ever met. His insides are something that I recognize. I have come to 

recognize that none of these things have magically made me feel like a worthwhile human, 

though they have increased my overall joy and satisfaction. I have thought, every single day, 

about school. But, I have not felt like a portion of a person in its absence.  

It is 6:00 a.m. and I am already dressed in a green, floral, knee length dress that I love. No 

cardigans this time. Bad luck. I have been awake since 4:30 a.m. this morning, studying, though 

I have been studying for weeks. I have no idea what my committee, now with a new member 

(thank God she agreed to get on this train destined for wreckage at worst and mediocrity at 

best!) is going to ask of me. I have no idea what I know. I can’t tell.  
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I decide next that I am going to drink coffee. A lot of coffee. I don’t particularly enjoy it, 

but it does feel like it gives me a bit of an edge. Or, maybe it actually just puts me on edge. 

Either way, I need something. I kiss Pumpernickel and I am on the road by 7:00 a.m., terrified of 

hitting weather on the just over hour long drive to Greeley. Surprisingly easy, the drive flies by 

and before I know it, I am pulling into the parking lot of McKee, my frenemy.  

I am once again on my way to McKee 282 for a 10:00 a.m. meeting. Nearly two hours 

early, I have an abundance of extra time. Punctuality feels like a nice place to start. Luckily, Dr. 

Helm has made some time for me and I am in her office to check-in awhile before the meeting is 

set to start. Her calm, soothing voice feels a lot like salve on an old wound. I recognize my own 

dread around the potential of having to see her sad-for-me-eyes later, though. There is a warm, 

orange illumination in her office that seems to do the opposite of what coffee does to me. 

Somehow, she seems to believe in me. Somehow, I have an emerging sneaking belief in myself. 

We head to the exam room where I once again take my seat at the head of the table. I 

believe, to my core, that the group of people sitting at the table with me believe in my abilities. 

More than this, they are hoping for my success. Objectively speaking, the exam does not go 

perfectly. As a matter of fact, the exam does not even go particularly close to as well as I had 

hoped. The committee digs deep into me, but not for information, and certainly not to hurt me. 

Rather, they are digging to uncover me. They are attempting to free me from the bindings of my 

own making, so that they may hold up a mirror, so that I can see what they see. For the first time, 

I am open to seeing what they see in me. 

I walk out of McKee at 12:07 p.m., the signed ‘Results of The Oral Comprehensive 

Examination’ in hand, indicating that I have passed my exam. My committee is clear that I have 

work to do with regard to my confidence, my self-trust. They tell me that they see me not just for 
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who I show up as in this moment, but for all of the life that I have lived these past years. They 

believe in me, but that will not matter if I don’t believe in myself. As a start, I believe them. I 

wonder if perhaps I, myself, am not far behind them. 

Themes 

Fear of wastefulness, desire for ownership of time, desire for self-awareness, 

duality/contrast of emotional experience, perfectionism and control as survival, self -worth, 

evolution of beliefs, tolerance of ambiguity, inherent self-trust yet self-questioning, shame, trust 

in others, disarming nature of connection, gratitude, self-loathing, giving voice to the voiceless 

(self), growth, differentiation, transformation, accepting love, desire for peace, courage, self -

compassion, identity moving out of achievement, hope 

Psychosocial Development Stage 

Intimacy vs. Isolation 

Stage of Grief 

Acceptance 

Reflection and Analysis 

Three years after the death of my brother, I was no longer counting my loss in days. He 

was as present as ever in my mind, but the felt sense of duty to remember and to toil didn’t feel 

so strong. His death was an accepted part of my reality and my identity, as opposed to the basis 

of either of these things. This shift provided me significant rest, for the first time, maybe ever. 

My life had also begun to take shape in a multidimensional fashion that I had been uncertain 

would ever be for me. I had access to perspective about my wholeness with or without my Ph.D. 

I had seen that people believed in me as I was. 
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These realities positioned me in intimacy vs. isolation (Erikson, 1968). I was still very 

much learning to accept my own sense of worth and value as it related to others wanting to 

connect in deep, meaningful ways with me. Up to this time, my own self-limiting beliefs had 

acted as firm, thick barriers to receiving connection in a real way. Ultimately, this impacted my 

ability to form social networks in my doctoral experience that could have been helpful vehicles 

for my completion.  

Ironically, that which kept me disconnected from others was the same thing that kept me 

disconnected from myself, and from the achievement of my goals. To experience intimacy in any 

context would require me to feel safe enough to engage in true vulnerability. Once I became 

open to the belief that I was worthy of connection to myself and others, I put less premium on the 

importance of achievement and opened myself to the idea of vulnerability that was not 

performative, ultimately freeing me up to do the things I needed to do in order to reach my goals. 

At the very least, I could see myself as someone who was capable of doing so, even if by the 

skins of my teeth. 

I Would Want Her to Be Just Like You 

 It is Wednesday, September 1, 2021. I am off work today on a much-needed vacation. I 

have spent a large portion of my day typing, deleting, and retyping ideas I want to pursue for my 

dissertation. No matter the direction I go, I just can’t seem to find momentum. Currently, my 

idea is to write about the lived experience of massive weight loss for women. This is a path I ’ve 

walked, so why on earth can’t I seem to find the right literature, the right voice, the right 

methodology? I just want to get this thing done. Recently, Dr. Helm asked me “Why would you 

know how to write a dissertation? It’s something you’ve never done before.” before providing 

me some tips that felt helpful. Still, this day feels less and less like a day of vacation.  
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 Matt, my husband of nearly a year, has just gotten home for lunch. We like to spend our 

lunch hour together on the days that I don’t have meetings- it feels like a way to make contact 

with home base in the middle of the day, no matter what may be going on in our respective 

worlds. We feel like we own just a bit more of our time. Today, I’ve heated up leftovers from 

last night. We decide that we are going to eat on the couch and watch some trash TV, a 

paranormal show on this particular day.  

 During the show, a pregnant woman is talking about motherhood (and ghosties), 

prompting conversation for us. Walking into this marriage, Matt had been 100% certain that he 

did not want more children. He has two children, and his experience has been one that has 

caused significant heartache and disenfranchisement. I love them both very much and have 

integrated the role of stepmother deep into my being. I will love and honor these children in 

ways that not a single of the many stepparents of my childhood had done for my siblings or me, 

not that I suspect I’d have let them if they tried. I have been imperfect at the role and some days, 

even resent it. Still, this has been a point of understanding since before we got married. 

I had never felt certain about wanting children or not. The life I lived growing up has left 

me with many questions about the morality of creating life in this world. For many years, I 

thought that perhaps I was broken. The women I know and love often speak about the deep 

desire to have children, or the deep love they feel for the process of doing just that. To this point, 

the closest thing to maternal love I have ever felt was for Sammie, who has now been gone for 

nearly six years. I have told myself for years that obviously, I could not be trusted to love 

someone so deeply. Certainly, I couldn’t be trusted to grow them, teach them, save them. 

Matt must see in my eyes that something in me has shifted. Over the past year, my 

insides have felt like they’ve been doing some inexplicable rearranging. I feel somewhat 
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betrayed by myself. Who is this woman? Does she have some masochistic desire for heartache? I 

don’t recognize myself, but I do recognize a deep, longing desire. When I imagine never having 

the opportunity to share in the creation of life with Matt, my heart breaks. 

“Do you want a baby?” He asks me today. He hasn’t asked me this question since we 

were dating, spending hours upon hours on the hand-me-down couch in my dungeon apartment, 

a time when I felt significantly more certain of my answer. Not feeling brave enough to respond 

with truth in this exact moment, I shrug my shoulders. Then, just as I am chewing on a dry, sort 

of gross piece of chicken from our heated up leftover alfredo which feels just about as exciting as 

my day thus far, he says: “Because I would have a baby with you. I would want her to be a girl, 

and I would want her to be like you. Just like you.”  

This moment marks the first happy tears of my life. Mouth still full, I can feel the warmth 

of the tears streaming down my face and neck. Matt isn’t sure what’s happening, but he knows 

me well enough to stay quiet as opposed to bombarding me with questions. No words come for a 

while, but it’s just as well. I don’t feel like I need them. I will spend the next week crying happy 

tears, anyway. 

Themes 

Desire for truth/authenticity, fear, desire of ownership of time, desire for self -awareness, 

simple pleasures to cope and give meaning, duality/contrast of emotional experience, cognitive 

dissonance, evolution of beliefs (desires), shame, disarming nature of connection, trusting my 

process, reverence, desire for intact family, voicelessness, giving voice to voiceless, step-

motherhood, perpetual uncertainty, need for partnership, growth, differentiation, desire for 

choice, transformation, accepting love, redemption, full circle experience, identity moving out of 

achievement, hope 
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Psychosocial Development Stage 

Generativity vs. Stagnation 

Stage of Grief 

Acceptance 

Reflection and Analysis 

Though this day was the first, it would not be my last experience of warm, streaming, 

happy tears. In the year and a half since this time, I have shed more than I can count. I attribute 

this largely to entering into the generativity vs. stagnation (Erikson, 1968) stage of  development. 

While I recognize that my chronological age does not align with the prescriptive ages of this 

stage-based framework, in this case 40-65 years old, my analysis points to the content and 

process of my academic and personal journey delivering me there around this time. After 

conducting the present study, I also theorize that within a developmental framework, there must 

be space for entrance, emergence, as well as re-entrance, and re-emergence as different, more 

evolved (or at times more devolved) version of oneself within the same stage.  

Here, I find myself not just experiencing but struggling with a deep desire to leave my 

mark. My desire has truly become full circle (Zaner, 2004); I want to be active in my cultural and 

communal contexts, including that of my own family, my work life, and the academy. 

Additionally, there is a degree of stagnation I felt here, given my multiple starts and stops related 

to dissertation attempts. In many ways, this left me feeling uninvolved in my own academic life.  

My desire to make a contribution felt paralyzing in some ways, leading to a cyclical 

experience of stagnation and self-centered neuroticism. I think this was because I had yet to 

come full circle. As I wrote this vignette, the reason for this became incredibly clear to me. In 

each of the attempts I was making at choosing a topic and writing my dissertation, I was focusing 
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solely on topics that were symptoms of the root pain of my life. In attempting to write about 

weight loss, or my experience of being the only Behavioral Scientist at a medical facility during 

the COVID-19 pandemic and my relative successes around these things, I was unknowingly 

writing myself into corners. I felt nothing and my writing was lackluster at best.  

There is only so much to be said about a symptom before the heart and mind run out of 

momentum. As I look back on it now, it felt like continually trying to write about the multitude 

of blistering burns I had tried to prove I’d healed with different treatment methods as opposed to 

naming the fire, always burning, that was continually causing the burns. I needed to find my 

deepest, most core wound. I needed to meet myself there and write about that pain and what it 

had done to and for me. I had to sit next to, stare directly into, and walk through that fire. In 

truth, the profound humanity of that pain is likely to be the only thing I will ever be an expert in. 

I am satisfied with this.  

You, Ma’am, Are Made of the Right Stuff 

 It’s November 18,, 2022. It is the day of my Dissertation Proposal Defense and I am 

terrified. I’ve woken up early, because my fear has been tugging at my sleeve all night long. I’ve 

been waiting for this day since August when I received the go-ahead to schedule it. It has sort of 

felt like fake news all along. Today, I will be presenting the first three chapters of my 

dissertation. I have poured my heart, soul, and time into their creation and feel a deep ownership 

of them. I spent every waking moment that I was not at my job, and even many that I was, 

writing a piece of work that felt like it had the power to mean something. Now, I am hoping that 

the study I have designed will appeal enough to my committee to allow me to proceed. 

 In my mind is my failed oral exam, my barely passed re-take, and the deep desire I have 

to create something equal parts rigorous and truthful. I find myself going over my slides time and 



 

 

141 

again in my mind, praying I don’t stumble badly enough not to pass. Last night, my sister and 

husband became my practice audience for hours’ worth of presentation. I even zoomed my sister 

in to get the distance effect, as I will actually be presenting from my kitchen table. I find a 

strange comfort in knowing that pass or fail, I will be in my own four walls. I find additional 

comfort in the fact that I will be wearing sweatpants as a tiny reward for making it to this day. I 

was not sure that I ever would. 

For the past year and a half, I have all but beat my head against a wall to create any sense 

of movement or momentum where my dissertation is concerned. In February, I met with Dr. 

Helm on a Zoom call that I have requested. I don’t know what I want from her, and I don’t know 

how to ask for it. All I can muster is “I just can’t do this. I can’t figure out how to write this, how 

to get it done.” Then slowly, as the spring wore on, and my life progressed, things began to shift. 

I began to ask myself “Well, what if I can do this? What makes me so different than all of the 

many who have come before me and earned their Ph.D?” Then, on a deliriously warm June day 

after a full day of work and about three hours’ worth of a Sexuality Counseling class that I have 

been avoiding for six years, I am once again writing in my ‘spot’ on the couch. Finally, twenty 

pages into a topic that I felt lukewarm about at best, I had an epiphany as I was about to round 

the corner on page 21. Suddenly I heard a message in my mind. Clear as I day I heard “Why not 

write about Sammie? Why not write about how, even after all this grief, you are laying here six 

years later trying and trying and trying to finish this?”  

I said a silent prayer of remorse and ‘goodbye’ to what I have just written with the only 

bit of momentum I’ve found to date, and I immediately opened a new word document. I was not 

sure how to write academically about this, but I decided that doesn’t matter. For the time being, I 
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was just going to put my heart on the page. I was going to let that be enough until the next steps 

became clear. As it turned out this work carried me purposefully through until the fall. 

Now, it is fall. It is also within the final weeks that a student can successfully defend their 

proposal if there is any hope of finishing in the following semester. I am acutely aware of the 

height of the stakes in my particular situation. My mind flashes to my DegreeWorks: 

The maximum time allowed for completion of a doctoral degree is eight calendar years 

beginning with the student’s first semester of enrollment after admission has been 

granted. 

and 

Laura Capasso Watts Capa860@bears.unco.edu Dear Laura: Your request to have the 

term limit for your Doctor of Philosophy degree program in Counselor Education and 

Supervision extended has been reviewed by the Graduate School and approved. I am 

granting your final request.  

These messages, that I have looked at on my student platform nearly compulsively, 

bouncing around my periphery even now. Still, I try to center myself in what matters, and right 

now, that is clearly and truthfully telling my story. Haven’t I learned the power of human story, 

at my brother’s funeral, in teaching, and daily in my therapeutic relationships? Haven’t I been 

moved by the experiences of others? Right now, in this moment, I choose to acknowledge that I 

have no reason to believe that my truth is less valuable than anyone else’s.  

This morning as I sat at my vanity and listened to my very specific “You Can Do This” 

playlist, I had a frank conversation with myself. The outcome of this defense will have no bearing 

on my enoughness. Pass or fail, I will be unmoved by the result. These people who mean well 

and care deeply for my education are still just that- people. I have spent long enough re-
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calibrating my own sense of self-worth based on how others see me. Not today. “Not today.” I 

say out loud as I clasp the necklace two of my dearest friends gave to me. They each have a 

matching one. I decide I’m going to feel them with me as I do this. 

Dr. Helm has passed on a request from two doctoral students who are early in their 

program. They would like to join to see what the process is like. I have no problem with this, 

chuckling at the evolution evident in this, remembering my absolute paralysis at the thought of 

anyone joining my oral exam meeting. Then, before I know it, I am beginning. I greet them all 

and launch heart first into my work. As I speak, I feel certain. This certainty is not specific to my 

belief in the committee’s perception of me or my presentation. Rather, the certainty is specific to 

my own narrative truth. I am honoring my story and my path with the way that I tell it.  

Soon, my presentation has come to an end and Dr. Helm informs me the committee will 

go to a breakout room to discuss my work. Matt walks in at exactly this time; he has been at 

work but is now home for lunch. I love that he is here now. It is just like him to go showing up 

right when I need him. “How is it going?!” He mouths to me enthusiastically. I tell him that they 

are in a different Zoom room deciding my fate. I recall, momentarily, the pain of waiting outside 

of the overly windowed McKee 282. Today feels different. I am different. There is no scenario in 

which I will crumble. 

Soon, the committee’s faces are once again visible in their little Brady Bunch squares as I 

await the decision. “Laura, congratulations. You have passed.” The pass is not marginal. The 

pass is not accompanied by a stern recommendation or requirement. The pass is a pass, and I am 

speechless. I try to speak, but the words don’t come. Again, this feels okay. I’m not sure that I 

need them. I look around at the squares to see that a few of my members are in tears. This pushes 

me over the edge, the tears come out without warning or any chance of stopping them.  
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For the first time since the start of my doctoral program, over eight years, I feel like I can 

exhale. I have been holding my breath for the better part of a decade. Dr. Helm tells me that I 

had better go celebrate. So, Matt and I decide to have a celebratory Melon Cart. Later today, my 

dad will visit us. I asked him to spend this weekend with us. I didn’t tell him that I had a giant 

defense today; I didn’t want him to be disappointed if I failed. Now, when he comes, I can tell 

him that I have passed, and I am one giant leap closer to my dream. A leap, as a matter of fact, 

that I could never quite see myself making. 

The next morning, we decide that we will all go visit the Cheyenne Train Depot museum. 

I don’t particularly care about trains, but I love exploring with both my dad and my husband. It 

feels a special treat to have them both in the same spot, especially after such a special day in my 

life, and especially when I can finally breathe. Perusing the first area of displays, I am stopped in 

my tracks when I read an informational placard denoting a quote from a former U.S. president 

about a founding member of the Cheyenne community. The narrative discusses the harsh 

conditions, the isolation, and the broad difficulty of making a frontier town like Cheyenne one’s 

home. “You, sir, are made of the right stuff”- Theodore Roosevelt. “Look”, I say, certainly 

beaming with pride and joy as I nudge Matt with my elbow, motioning toward the display with a 

nod. “That could’ve been written about my dad and you.”And you”, he says, as he wraps an arm 

around the back of my waist. This is a truth I am willing to hear and let sink all the way to my 

bones.  

Themes 

Desire for truth/authenticity, fear, desire for self-awareness, simple pleasures to cope and 

give meaning, duality/contrast of emotional experience, cognitive dissonance, evolution of 

beliefs (desires), shame, disarming nature of connection, trusting my process, reverence, desire 
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for intact family, giving voice to voiceless, need for partnership, growth, differentiation, trust in 

others, reverence, transformation, accepting love, redemption, full circle experience, identity 

moving out of achievement, gratitude, desire for peace and rest, reclamation of emotional 

experience, full circle experience, courage, self-compassion, identity moving out of achievement, 

hope 

Psychosocial Development Stage 

Integrity vs. Despair 

Stage of Grief 

Acceptance and beyond 

Reflection and Analysis 

Procedurally, this vignette felt the most difficult to recall and write. I found this fact very 

interesting, given the relative recency of the event. When I consider the amount of emotion and 

life that has taken place in the months since this day, however, I find that it makes more sense. I 

also found myself feeling simultaneous gladness and sadness that this vignette marks the end of 

my opportunity to convey my narrative truth. I became incredibly attached to this piece of work, 

almost as though it became an extension of myself.  

 Successfully completing my proposal defense offered me pause. In all of the years 

before, I never felt like I was paused. Rather, I felt like I was stuck … trapped, even, and holding 

my breath all the while. In the pause offered to me by this moment of success, I was able to look 

back on my academic and personsal lives and notice the deep interconnectedness they had all 

along, even when they seemed the most disjointed. This ability to look back with a sense of truth 

and fulfillment illustrates my entrance into Integrity vs. Despair (Erikson, 1968) from the 

perspective of my doctoral program lifespan.  
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 Looking back, I spent a great deal of time engulfed in a sense of despair. The feelings of 

being stuck were accompanied by feeling lost and aimless. However, using these vignettes as a 

tool to illustrate a zoomed-in and zoomed-out image of these years, it is plain to see that I had 

been laying my own groundwork for the entire time. I can say with confidence that choosing this 

specific methodology to analyze the impact of this specific, core truth of my existence, enabled 

me to live, learn, and write in alignment with my sense of purpose. I am confident that it has led 

to greater wisdom, wholeness, satisfaction, and acceptance (McAdams et al., 2001), which just 

so happen to be among my most cherished personal values. As I write this final reflection and 

analysis of this final vignette, Sammie has been gone for more than seven years. Nothing will 

ever bring him back or create understanding of his death. However, I believe that giving myself a 

voice through written word and a role as a counselor and an educator is one powerfully beautiful 

way to honor his memory and his legacy day after day, and word after word.  
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CHAPTER V 

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter explores my reflections around the process of writing an autoethnography 

for my dissertation. Next, it includes a discussion around the ways that my own experiences 

speak to and connect to the broader experiences of doctoral students. This braided chapter 

discusses potential implications for students and administrators which may provide help for 

understanding other, future grieving doctoral students. Lastly, I discuss my final conclusions. 

Writing an Autoethnography 

 I have long said that my back-pocket skill is naming truth that frightens me. Decades of 

anecdotal evidence have taught me that to speak my truth is the most profoundly connecting act I 

can do. Sometimes, I do not have the right words. Sometimes, I do not have guidance, a plan, or 

another acceptable way to add value to the world around me. What I do have, however, is the 

truth as I see it. Right or wrong, truth has been an act of survival and connection for me.  

 So, when faced with a near paralyzing fear of sitting down for the hours, days, and nearly 

weeks that it took to generate these vignettes, I found myself frequently circling back to one 

prompt for myself: write what is true. That is all you have to do, write what is true. I found that 

the act of giving myself permission to make the implicit explicit was often just the WD40 I 

needed to lubricate my process and get myself unstuck. Interestingly, lack of content was never a 

concern for me. Fear of the exposing nature of this process was often the culprit. “Why couldn’t 
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I have chosen a quantitative method, a survey, something, anything else?” I lamented one 

morning to a dear colleague at work. “Because”, he said “then it wouldn’t be you.” 

 Though I had a very clear sense in choosing this methodology that I would likely be 

stretched to my emotional capacities, it was an experience that still, I couldn’t quite have 

prepared for no matter how cognizant I was willing to be. During a particularly brutal vignette 

(Tell Me Anything You know, Please), I found myself crumbling internally as I sat at my kitchen 

table. I chose my kitchen table because I needed the sun shining in. I needed to be in the light, 

airy space of my upstairs. The cozy downstairs felt dangerously like a place I could burrow into 

(a process I frequent, that my husband refers to as “gerbiling”) my sadness and not emerge for a 

while. Matt sat at the table with me and, near tears, I told him “Damn. I’m hurting my own 

feelings remembering all of this.” That is how so much of this work felt- like I was hurting my 

own feelings. Yet, I knew I could not do different. It was what was for me.  

 Though painful, the healing catharsis I experienced through the process of this method of 

inquiry was profound. In collecting all of my data, I also realized that I have been writing all 

throughout my grief experience. In this dissertation, I have called upon pages and pages of 

reflective writings that I have created since the start of my program, and especially since the 

death of my brother. This is perhaps why, in the summer of 2016 when I first took a Narrative 

Inquiry course and dipped my toes into the water of autoethnography, it felt like such a powerful 

fit. Of note, I was nowhere near ready to externally process or share my grief by that summer. As 

a matter of fact, I simply was not ready until I was ready; it was not time until it was time. 

Exploring the painful yet gainful (Luitel & Dahal, 2021) was the most meaningful way that I 

could engage with my dissertation and the completion of my doctoral program experience while 

simultaneously connecting life and research.  
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 To say that writing this autoethnography has resulted in only positive outcomes is a  

half-truth. The necessary work of immersion in the data carried with it its own disorienting 

impacts. During Sammie’s life, from the time that he was a baby, and I was a small child all the 

way until his death, I had a reoccurring nightmare. The content varied from a situational 

perspective, but the core of the dream was always the same; I had privileged information about 

the lack of safety coming for him and my other siblings, but nobody would listen to me. I would 

try desperately to get them to head my urging that we had to leave, we had to do something 

different, but every time they brushed me off. I would call an ambulance once something bad had 

happened, and no ambulance would come. I had not had a dream like this since January 2016 

when Sammie died, until I began writing my vignettes after I had finally finished collapsing 

codes from my data into themes. The dream so painful, so scary, that I woke Matt and myself up 

screaming.  

I have worked to use the depth of this painful yet illuminating human experience and my 

own budding researcher identity with the intent of creating a meaningful product. My goal has 

been to combine an analytic approach that develops some suggestions around  broadly human, 

social phenomena with an evocative, narrative focus that opens up conversation while evoking 

human emotion (Ellingson & Ellis, 2008). Herein, I reject the notion of an art-science 

dichotomy, in favor of embracing the true-to-my-life blending of the two. This represents the 

intersection that I find the most effective for the work of healers and educators, especially those 

on a journey of healing and educating themselves, too.  

I found that during the construction of chapter four, many of the implications that I would 

later write about in chapter five were becoming clear to me. This, I believe, is an example of 

autoethnographic writing as the vehicle to creating new (to me, and hopefully to the academy) 
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knowledge (Grant, 2020). Additionally, as I began to round the corner of the end of chapter four 

and thus of the generation of my vignettes, I found myself feeling a deep, lingering connection to 

them. Some autoethnographers discuss the need to write in short, discreet periods of scheduled 

times (Matthews, 2017), but I found myself pouring hours upon hours into the analysis of my 

data and the writing of my vignettes. Closing the journal with my sticky notes, months of 

journaling, and years of artifacts stuffed into it felt like saying “see ya later” to a dear, intimate 

friend who I protected and who protected and understood me. Closing my computer screen made 

no difference in the screen image in my mind’s eye; I could not stop thinking about my writing, 

and about remembering my own life. These were stories that are ever-present in my heart, and 

yet I had buried them deep. 

Reflections on Conceptual Frameworks 

I felt confident in my choice of frameworks to organize, understand, and guide my data 

collection and analysis. The stages of grief (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014) and The Psychosocial 

Stages of Development (Erikson, 1968) provided me with structure in a potentially amorphous 

process of gathering, generating, organizing, and analyzing data. I found myself using these 

conceptual underpinnings as cognitive checkpoints; I was consistently asking myself how and if 

I saw each piece of my data being categorized in one or both of them. There were times in my 

writing when I struggled with an a-typically low tolerance for ambiguity as it related to pieces 

that were less clear-cut with regard to their conceptual “house.” For example, noticing that I 

could not, in good faith, categorize the stories of my grief and developmental process as purely, 

perfectly linear was painful for me. As I reflected on this in my field notes and allowed myself to 

explore the themes of this with honesty, I recognized that I feared that the entirety of my research 

must be illogical, and not nearly scientific enough. To be nonlinear is to be illogical. To be 



 

 

151 

illogical is to be imperfect. To be imperfect is to be unworthy. I should press delete on this whole 

thing. I clearly can’t do it. There are clearly lingering pieces of my personal and academic 

identities that deeply desire to prove the adequacy of the scientist in me over the artist.  

 It has taken me every bit of the years I have written about to reach the stage of acceptance 

as it relates to my grief. Further, to reach the end of my doctoral program and the Integrity vs. 

Despair stage of psychosocial development has taken every false-start, set-back, and wisdom 

building experience. Having reached these stages has not meant, however, that I do not have 

periods of extreme paralysis, devastation, or feelings of being stuck. What it does mean for me as 

a student and a researcher is that I have cultivated enough power and sense of self to reflect on 

the life I have lived without it consuming my identity any longer. Pain is no longer my currency, 

or the rent I pay for being a human and a student. Pain is among the experiences I have, which 

connects me to humanity. The act of disentangling the construct of pain from my identity has 

created considerable freedom for me to more clearly witness both my pain and my identity.  

Discussion 

 Autoethnography, as a methodology, does not claim to provide clear, complete 

conclusions (Glesne, 1997; Matthews, 2017; Smith, 1999). What it does do, however, is position 

the researcher to study themselves within the context of academic and personal cultures (Nash & 

Bradley, 2012). Further, it provides an alternative to traditionally accepted statistical, 

mathematical, and computational techniques (Fryer, 2018), leading to a potentially less 

alienating study of the human experience and spirit. I believe this is an answer to the call of 

Leathwood and Hey (2009) for moving toward an educational system, an academy, that values 

the deeply, painfully personal lived-experiences of students navigating their doctoral programs 

while simultaneously navigating their lives.  



 

 

152 

 There is no experience in this life that will stop the pain of my brother’s death for me or 

for my loved ones. There are ways, though, that I may allow the pain to further connect me to 

that which matters to me: people, healing, and education. Using my narrative as a basis, along 

with the themes that I categorized through my analysis is one way that I am able to make 

meaningful sense of this research (Adams et al. 2017; Matthews, 2017). In the discussion that 

follows, I will use prominent themes that were uncovered in my analysis to guide my exploration 

of what I have learned about the way that my life’s primary grief experience transformed my 

sense of identity as a doctoral student, as well as what other doctoral students, program faculty, 

and administrators may learn from my experience that could help students to persist toward 

completion of their own doctoral programs in the face of grief experiences of their own. Though 

not concrete conclusions or action plans, I theorize that these are humanizing, relational 

reminders of ways that members of the academy may walk alongside doctoral students on their 

journey toward completion. As I prepared myself to explore the notion of implications, I found 

myself returning time and again to the same question stirred in the analysis portion of my 

research process: How can we create a doctoral program environment of both rigor and 

reverence (Caro, 2007) for students in an effort to support their persistence to completion? I 

recognized that as I wrote and analyzed this work, this question seemed to house my version of a 

conclusion. 

Intersections 

 Navigating the complexities of human beings, no matter how daunting, is not a process 

that is new to counselors or counselor educators. Further, research and discussion on the topic of 

the intersection of identities, and the paramount importance of competency around this has been 

abuzz in recent years (Ratts, 2017), and with good reason. Each student entering a doctoral 
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program undoubtedly does so with multiple facets of their own identity entering with them. In 

the counseling world, the imperative discussion around intersectionality speaks to the inequities 

related to the oppression and marginalization of groups in our world (Ratts, 2017). Further, it 

discusses the responsibility that counselors and others in positions of power have to 

operationalize the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (Ratts, 2017) by 

acknowledging their own identities and positions of power for the purpose of advocating for 

marginalized clients. I theorize that a similar stance needs to be taken as it relates to 

understanding the intersections of life experiences that students are entering into and navigating 

through doctoral programs. 

 The average age that an individual receives a doctoral degree is 31.5 years (Robertson, 

2017), though there is significant variation within and between fields. Teaching students who are 

in early to mid-adulthood leads me to believe that those in doctoral programs have significantly 

more lived experience than those of previous academic years and developmental stages, by and 

large. This makes it even more likely that faculty, administrators, and colleagues will interface 

with students who have been or will soon be walking a grief experience of their own. This could 

be related to death, transition, loss of relationship, academic or professional failures, or any other 

number of catalysts.  

 Literature exists around the pedagogical utility of an instructor knowing their students 

(Woollacott et al. 2014). Further, research indicates that in fields such as English Language 

Learning (ELL), overall student success increases as the instructors become more aware of the 

students’ home life, culture, and language, as this prepares the instructors to adjust programming 

in responsive and effective ways (Castañeda et al. 2011). This idea translates well to the notion 

of knowing the ‘who’ of students. To know the literal and metaphorical language spoken in their 
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homes and with their loved ones is often to have a better sense of the language spoken in their 

heads (or, their own internal voice). Further, to have an understanding of what their general 

culture is like better prepares an instructor to receive and be received by their students in a 

meaningful, supportive way. I believe that doctoral program educators, specifically in counselor 

education and supervision, are especially well-positioned to take up this task. To witness, in their 

wholeness, the co-creators of the educational experience in any given program is to honor the 

humanity within them. When the humanity is honored, it can be reached. When it can be 

reached, it can be taught.  

 As I was conducting the thematic analysis of my data, I found myself pulled to create a 

visual representation of the multitude of intersections that I consistently see in my mind ’s eye, 

and that I continually described within my entries. These are representative of my life and 

interestingly, many of the intersections represented experiences of emotional duality or contrast. 

I recognized looking at the messily, passionately scrawled drawings in my journal that to carry 

the mental/emotional weight of living with such profound duality of experience has been so 

deeply human, and so deeply exhausting. Further, this says to me that I cannot be the only person 

and doctoral student to have been existing with them. I recognized that among the ways I found 

myself able to persist in my program and in my life, even slowly, were through people in 

positions of support and power having and holding space for my walking, talking duality at the 

many complicated yet appropriate intersections of my grief experience. Table 1 visually 

represents a non-exhaustive list of these contrasting intersections of emotional experience. 
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Table 1 

 

Intersections of Competing Emotional Experiences and Sense of Self 
 

Primary Factor Intersecting Factor 

Love Pain 

Connection Isolation 

High self-expectation on Lowe self-belief 

Pressure to fix or save Low level of agency or control 

Love Resentment 

Overly relied on Under-known 

Meaning Pain 

Need for depth Desire for shallow 

Know nothing Know too much 

Dreaded Necessary 

Need for rigor Need for reverence 

Too much Never enough 

Note. These intersecting and competing experiences and/or elements of self were generated 
during the analysis of systematic self-observation journal entries. In the current research, the 

table is issued to illustrate the varying, contrasting intersections of emotional experience that a 
doctoral student navigating a grief experience may be existing within and/or operating from. 
Source: Systematic Self-Observation on Journal Entries. 

 

Holding space for students in the academic sphere while they hold space for their 

universe that exists (and may be thriving or may be falling apart) outside of the academy goes 

beyond a teaching and supportive tool, entering into the realm of healing through the process of 

education. Below is an excerpt of feedback that my research advisor left for me on a lighthearted 
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closing activity at the end of a Practicum course we co-taught together two or so years after the 

death of my brother.  

Laura- I am so fortunate to know you and to have you be a part of my circle. You are 

precious to me in ways I know you feel, but I hope also in ways you know. You are in my 

life forever!--Heather. 

In this short writing, my advisor said so very much to her grieving advisee. She 

acknowledged the fact that I was known to her, and that the pieces of me that she did know, she 

valued. This was profound for me, given the pieces of myself that I conceptualized as ugly and 

unacceptable. Further, she expressed an awareness that my system of intellect and my system of 

emotional belief sometimes exist with a gap between them; with this awareness, acceptance, and 

acknowledgement, she was able to nonjudgmentally communicate her hope that I would be able 

to trust my value to her, even if the critic of my brain whispered to me otherwise. I do not mean 

to communicate, here, that all faculty have a responsibility to have emotionally close 

relationships with their grieving students. I do intend to say, however, that to have a sense of 

who their students are, what the prominent voices in their heads sound like, and what 

intersections exist within them as they navigate learning and the world, can contribute to 

environments of safety, trust, and persistence in doctoral programs. 

Rigor 

As it turned out, my life did not stop academically or otherwise when my grief event 

happened. Admittedly, I did try to make it stop. Part of me felt a responsibility to retreat and 

isolate given the traumatic, stigmatized nature of losing a loved one to suicide, not to mention 

my own emotional volatility and dysregulation. This is a common phenomenon for those who 

have lost a loved one, but even more so for those who have lost someone to suicide or homicide 
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(Walter, 1994). Another part of me, however, had little interest in perpetuating the ‘hush, hush’, 

out of sight out of mind de-commentary around stigmatized deaths such as this one. Back to 

school I went. With the return to my academic life was the reintroduction of a rigor that I was not 

quite resourced to manage following such a traumatic event.  

In the vignette about my first oral exam experience, (I Don’t Know What You Know) I 

wrote about the process of flooding that I only recognized after my exam had concluded. This 

example of emotional flooding, a profound, overwhelming emotional experience that activates a 

physiological arousal response causing bodily systems to mobilize in order to cope with 

situations that perceived as dangerous (Low et al., 2014) is not uncommon for folks who are 

grieving. The level of unsafety felt when my success during this test was threatened points to the 

depth of my identity that had become rooted in academia. Here, my higher-order operations like 

accurate self-reflection or abstract thinking were dramatically diminished while reflexive 

responding (or, emotional reactivity) is increased. What I needed was an ability to recognize my 

own cognitive emotional train going off the tracks in order to find a system of regulation. 

Many of the tasks and activities of doctoral programs are high-stakes and high-stress at 

baseline for students progressing through their programs. Those that I view as milestone tasks 

such as comprehensive exams, conference presentations, independent lectures, dissertation 

proposal defenses, and dissertation defenses rise to the top of my own list meeting this criterion. 

I believe that these are also the more pronounced, official ways that ability to manage rigor is 

measured in students. As such, doctoral programs may benefit from including lessons and 

curriculums around cognitive flexibility, distress tolerance, and advanced self-soothing skills into 

their required, supported programming. Given the staggering number of students who could be 
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or could at some point during their programs be navigating a grief experience, these could be 

worthwhile skills to support and develop.  

Cognitive Flexibility 

Researchers suggest that individuals who possess skills of greater cognitive flexibility 

also exhibit greater levels of emotional regulation, memory/recall abilities, and overall resilience 

(Arici-Ozcan et al., 2019). Cognitive flexibility can be conceptualized as the ability to think 

flexibly and change perspectives or approaches with relative ease. It is also explained as a way of 

processing cognitive information, including a process of effective adaptation (Canas et al. 2006; 

Payne et al., 1993) to changes or new information. An example of an activity which may have 

the potential to increase overall cognitive flexibility, is that of consistent concentrative 

meditation (Müller et al., 2016). Research shows that concentrative meditation could be a helpful 

intervention in the quest for increased cognitive flexibility. Additionally, it may manifest as 

increased parasympathetic activity which is responsible for relaxing the body after dangerous or 

stressful activities. Finally, it may also generate greater emotional stability and regulation at 

baseline (Lee et al., 2015). I think that the addition of concentrative meditation could make a 

great deal of contextual sense for inclusion in doctoral coursework programming as well as 

university-wide offerings. Had I understood my own propensity for emotional flooding, I wonder 

if I would have taken an opportunity to care for my nervous system in a more effective way prior 

to my exam and other high-stakes scenarios. University counseling centers, psychology clinics, 

and special interest groups are especially well-positioned to offer these up in individual, group, 

and other creative formats.  
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Distress Tolerance 

Distress tolerance can be simply described as a person’s ability to tolerate a negative 

psychological experience without becoming the emotional experience. It may be conceptualized 

as a way to survive the distressing event without making it worse (Linehan, 2014). Though they 

may not necessarily make a person feel better, skills for tolerance help manage the moment to 

get to the next moment. Emotional distress comes about in response to cognitive or physical 

processes but manifests itself as an emotional state (Simons & Gaher, 2005). The number of 

college students diagnosed with mental health struggles has steadily increased over the past 

decade (Muhomba et al., 2017). Though this assertion is specific to undergraduate students, it is 

safe to say that the is likely even higher among doctoral students given the advanced age prior to 

and during their programs.  

I believe that a root cause of at least a portion of these struggles leading to diagnoses is 

likely grief responses. I also suspect that many of these grief responses become over-

pathologized and misunderstood, leaving the students to manage the experience alone. Distress 

tolerance skills are cited in the literature as ways that a person may lead to improved outcomes in 

areas such as confusion about the self (identity, as I conceptualize it in the present study), 

impulsivity, emotional dysregulation, and interpersonal chaos/relationship (Panepinto et al., 

2015). These outcomes were achieved with the use of DBT skills training protocols over the 

course of 7-12 weeks and included consistent group meetings of college students in distress for 

various concerns. I recognize that the feasibility of this type of delivery could be difficult due to 

a number of resources; I wonder, though, how doctoral students might be targeted for this type of 

skills support even within coursework.  
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Advanced Self-Soothing 

When a person’s identity is threatened, they are likely to engage in ways that they believe 

will protect their identity (Goldman & Greenberg, 2013). Unfortunately, the actions taken in the 

quest for self-protection typically are not the most helpful, functional choices. This is especially 

true during periods of grief and similar emotional distress. Taking my own journey as an 

example, it was plain to see that the lion’s share of my identity was wrapped up in the notion of 

academic achievement. If I wanted to ensure my sense of self-worth and my value in this life, I 

had to also ensure my perfection in the form of linear academic progression. When this was 

threatened, my very physical being betrayed me in physiological and emotional ways, given that 

my nervous system discerned a major threat. I do not think my experience is unique.  

Looking to the research around intimate relationships, which doctoral programs can often 

feel like (my program was most certainly the life partner that I was overly enmeshed with), there 

is discussion of the ways in which adults may engage in identity struggles with regard to intimate 

relationships. Goldman and Fox (2010) described the attempt to exert influence and control in an 

effort to “not feel the shame of diminishment and the fear of loss of control or to feel the pride of 

recognition and the joy of efficacy” (p. 70). In this work, it has been revealed that the act of self-

soothing can be especially helpful in the mitigation of shame, specifically around identity threats. 

Specific elements which may threaten identity are those such as being invalidated, disrespected, 

unseen, or feeling generally unimportant and diminished (Greenberg & Goldman, 2008). 

Importantly, this may be viewed as a power struggle around the notion of dominance; that is, 

between programs and students, students often feel as though they are fighting to maintain some 

semblance of who they are, and to feel like they are enough in the process. Once again, this 

struggle may be exacerbated by experiences of profound grief. The bereaved already struggle to 
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know who they are and where they stand when they have lost someone who they deeply loved 

and may have even identified themselves in relationship to (I was Sammie’s sister, protector, and 

ultimately failure; Matthews, 2017). Now, in the face of my own crumbling failure, I was also 

afraid of being rejected and abandoned by the other primary identifier of my human value, the 

academy. These activated identity and attachment fears must be addressed and soothed in the 

grieving doctoral student. 

One mechanism by which students may more effectively increase their own capacities for 

healthy emotional regulation is through the act of self-soothing (Goldman & Fox, 2010). Though 

an effective and important tool, this may not necessarily be an intuitive intervention for folks 

who struggle in intersections of self-criticism and perfectionism. The act of self-soothing is best 

suited to look inward and address internal processes as opposed to interactional processes 

(Goldman & Greenberg, 2013). That is, doing work around the internal sense of self as opposed 

to focusing on ways that scenarios in doctoral programs may be stirring up these internal 

reactions. This is because university systems/settings are often a great deal like emotionally 

unavailable partners; there is likely a high degree of expectation, but the resource to consistently 

provide one on one support simply may not exist.  

The inclusion of self-soothing practices can be explored in any number of ways. Perhaps 

doctoral programs include curriculum that intentionally supports the cultivation of self-

compassion through sensory modulation, mindfulness, or creative activities. Interestingly, in a 

study around the presence of eating disorders in adults, a link between a decreased capacity for 

self-soothing and self-compassion has been noted in folks with a decreased capacity for 

evocative memory recall. These were also associated with more feelings of aloneness (Esplen et 

al., 2000). Perhaps the use of evocative vignettes in autoethnography could be another example 
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of healing, self-compassion and self-soothing promoting educational interventions during 

doctoral study while continuing to attend to the necessary rigor of coursework and tasks. I think 

that the inclusion and encouragement of alternative forms of research such as that of 

autoethnography, especially during the dissertation stage have the power to meet the necessary 

criteria for rigor while also offering students access to rich, meaningful therapeutic self -

exploration and care (Brookfield, 2013; Nash, 2004; Nash & Bradley, 2011). Regardless of the 

self-soothing methodology, it is clear that the practice is a worthwhile dimension to explore as it 

relates to potential possible, intentional supports for grieving students in doctoral programs. 

These things, taken together, may increase students’ overall ability to meet the rigor of doctoral 

education with confidence and sense of self even in the face of grief experiences. 

Conclusion 

Reverence 

 Considering the common components of the abovementioned suggestions, I note that the 

most primary theme is that of relationship. Through the vehicle of relationship with myself, my 

loved ones, and members of the academy, I have been able to return to myself after the most 

painful grief experiences of my life. The return was long, slow, painful, and arduous. Through 

the journey, though, I have also been able to transform. Exploration of relationship is not only 

necessary for cultivating the skills for the tasks of bolstering cognitive flexibility, distress 

tolerance, and self-soothing, but also for exploration of transformation through connection. 

Being known and accepted by others, even in my profound imperfections and failures, has 

helped me to more effectively know and accept myself. Perhaps most importantly, inherent 

within all of these things is the notion of acknowledgement.  
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Educational administrations must acknowledge the experiences of students outside of the 

walls (perhaps even the ivory tower) of the academy. It has been said that the first trauma in any 

scenario is the trauma itself, and the second is the lack of support. Educators and colleagues alike 

in doctoral programs must ask themselves “What intersections is this grieving soul currently 

arriving at? How can I better see them and know them? Am I comfortable with engaging with 

this student’s dualities, and who they are yet to be? If they regress, how might I provide space 

and time for them to get where they are going?” These questions may not be neat, tidy, or linear. 

Similarly, they may not be terribly quantifiable or traditionally academic. They are, however, my 

idea of how we may meet the humanity of grieving doctoral students with profound, healing 

reverence. I believe that, above all, is our work. This is my narrative truth. 
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