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ABSTRACT 

ONCE MORE, WITH FEELING: PARTNERING WITH LEARNERS TO RE-SEE 
THE COLLEGE EXPERIENCE THROUGH METAPHOR AND SENSORY LANGUAGE 

Taran Cardone 

Graduate School of Leadership and Change 

Yellow Springs, OH 

This study focuses on better understanding students and their internal worlds through conceptual 

metaphor theory and sensory language. Using a phenomenological and arts-based approach, I examined 

students’ metaphorical constructions of their college experiences and the sensory language and 

information informing those constructions. By engaging participants in a multimodal process to re-see 

their experience through connoisseurship and criticism, I explored the following research questions: 

How do students metaphorically structure their college experience? What sensory language do college 

students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of their college experience? How does sensory 

information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college experience? Through conversations 

centered on participant-generated images and chosen sensory language, I identified five complex 

metaphors that represented participants’ constructions of their college experience: college is an 

unwieldy package; college is up, forward, and out; college is current and future nostalgia; college is a 

prism; and college is a movie and peers are the soundtrack. By considering these themes, it may be 

possible for educators to better partner with diverse learners to design personally meaningful 

experiences that support student development and success. This dissertation is available in open access 

at AURA (https://aura.antioch.edu) and OhioLINK ETD Center (https://etd.ohiolink.edu).   

 

Keywords: metaphor, conceptual metaphor theory, phenomenology, arts, student success, student 

development, adult development, self-authorship, meaning making, college students, leadership 

 

https://aura.antioch.edu/
https://etd.ohiolink.edu/
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 The COVID-19 pandemic has, for many students and educators1, upended and challenged the 

very nature of the college experience (Alemany-Arrebola et al., 2020; Arslan, 2021; Aucejo et al., 2020; 

Elmer et al., 2020; Sahu, 2020). In spring 2020, many students could sit at their family’s kitchen table 

and say they were engaged in “college.” Although online and hybrid learning have been an option for 

over 30 years (OnlineSchools.org, 2021), it had not been the norm until March 2020. With little notice, 

higher education re-imagined the college experience and student success, moving coursework and 

interactions online (Felten & Lambert, 2020; Sahu, 2020). This experiment continued when many 

institutions returned to an in-person experience that required yet another bout of re-imagining. Having 

experienced multiple versions of “college” and new possibilities for student success, it is timely for 

students and educators to critically examine the nature of the college experience and student success. 

In my role as a student affairs educator, I often found myself in conversations with students 

about their college experience, personal and educational aspirations, and inner and outer resources 

they used to be successful. I was often struck by the complexities that students face with their multiple, 

sometimes-conflicting roles and identities (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012). 

The realities of college often do not match their original expectations (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; 

Cole, 2018; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012) and they often experience debilitating loneliness (Twenge, 

2017a) and unrelenting mental health concerns (American College Health Association, 2021; Arslan, 

2021; Aucejo et al., 2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Moeller et al., 2020). Sometimes students named their 

wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973) outright and, other times, we named them together. Over the 

years, recurring and often unnamed problems include: (a) limited options and space for exploring deeply 

 
 
1 When I refer to educators, I am referring to everyone who creates the conditions for learning in the college 
experience including student affairs educators, faculty, lecturers, administrators, custodians (Magolda, 2016), peer 
educators – anyone who plays a role in “the educational development of the young” (Eisner, 2002, p. 234) so they 
may “form purposes to guide their work” (Eisner, 2002, p. 51). 
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affecting personal topics in traditional learning environments (Freire, 2000; Gallup & Strada Education 

Network, 2018a; Tagg, 2003), (b) difficulty describing their experience even if given the time and space, 

and (c) reluctance to and/or difficulty knowing how to ask for help (Schreiner, 2012)—even when they 

could identify and consult with a resource. 

Since students are presenting wicked problems that defy simple, one-size-fits-all perspectives 

and solutions, we, as educators, cannot fully help them thrive unless we expand our view of them and 

their experiences (Kinzie, 2012; Wade et al., 2015). By gaining a deeper and wider understanding of 

students’ internal worlds, higher education can expand its definition of student success to better 

support diverse students (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Kezar, 2019; Schreiner, 2012). Accounting for 

students’ diverse personal characteristics can help educators design more effective and personally 

meaningful experiences that reflect multiple definitions of success. In this study, I will further explore 

students’ internal worlds from a metaphorical perspective, using conceptual metaphor theory (Grady, 

1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018) to better 

understand how they experience college and define success. Through a phenomenological (Eberle, 

2014; Gill, 2014; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2003; Usher & Jackson, 2014) and arts-based 

approach (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Knowles & Promislow, 2008), I will use metaphor and sensory 

language (Baicchi et al., 2018; Grady, 1997; Redman, 2018; Springborg, 2020) to explore a process for 

accessing students’ meaning-making about themselves and their journey to and through college. 

Toward this end, I will explore the following research questions: 

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience? 

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 
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In the next two sections, I share the purpose of my study and define key terms to clarify the context and 

meaning of these questions. I then outline my research design for the study and describe how my 

positionality has led me to these specific questions.  

Purpose of the Study 

 Higher education literature especially focuses on the importance of a robust student experience 

(Busteed, 2015; Kuh et al., 2017; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012)—one that promotes student learning 

(Tagg, 2003), development (Abes et al., 2019; Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b; Evans et al., 2009; Jones & 

Abes, 2013; Patton et al., 2016), and success (Kuh et al., 2007; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012; Tinto & 

Pusser, 2006). Toward this end, educators offer experiences, services, and initiatives to increase the 

probability of students learning, developing, and succeeding in a number of areas including: 

interdisciplinary liberal arts learning outcomes (King et al., 2007; Pascarella & Blaich, 2013; Rhodes, 

2010), well-being (Arum et al., 2021; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012; Wade et al., 2015), design 

thinking (Burnett & Evans, 2019; Cardone, 2018, 2019), leadership (Komives et al., 2011; Seemiller, 

2014), creativity (Eisner, 2002; Rhodes, 2010; Welkener, 2013), intercultural maturity (Arum et al., 2021; 

King & Baxter Magolda, 2005; Rhodes, 2010; Tanaka, 2007), and civic engagement (Arum et al., 2021; 

Dewey, 1916; The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012; Rhodes, 

2010) to name a few. With increasing attention to predictive analytics and data-driven decision-making, 

educators use what they know about students to design and facilitate interventions. College degree 

completion rates do not reflect this level of investment with only 63% of students graduating in six years 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2021b). Several prominent disconnects reflect an opportunity 

to better understand students and what they expect and need from their experience. These disconnects, 

described below, represent a mismatch between academia’s aspirations and students’ experiences and, 

in their persistence, reveal a chasm between higher education’s espoused and enacted values. 
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Disconnect #1: Competing Purposes for the College Experience 

Most students enter college and frame their experience around professional advancement 

(Gallup & Purdue University, 2014; Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017c, 2018b; Pisarik & 

Whelchel, 2018; Twenge, 2017a) whereas higher education frames the college experience around liberal 

education goals that do not always seem relevant to students (Humphreys & Davenport, 2005; Pisarik & 

Whelchel, 2018). Despite the priority placed by academia on these broader outcomes, many students 

are not meeting these complex learning goals as a result of their college experience (Arum & Roksa, 

2011; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Jaschik, 2015). As a result, employers see a clear gap between 

graduates’ skills and what is expected in the working world (Finley, 2021; Jaschik, 2015). Also, students 

may not gain important developmental and reflective capacities critical to maturity and adulthood 

(Baxter Magolda & King, 2012).  

Disconnect #2: Personalized Experiences versus One-Size-Fits-All Approaches 

 Despite recognizing the value of contemporary visions for student success that call for 

personalized experiences, higher education continues to struggle with scaling such efforts (Cardone, 

2018, 2019; Cardone et al., 2013; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Kinzie, 2012; Schreiner, 2012, 2015; Tagg, 

2003). Colleges and universities market college as a personalized experience full of resources and robust 

experiences tailored to their learning, development, and success (Busteed, 2015; Felten & Lambert, 

2020). However, students often lack the social capital or consistent support to access and maximize 

these resources (Nieto, 2009; Schreiner, 2012; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2006). They hear about the value of 

mentorship (Parks, 2000), high-impact practices (Dugan et al., 2021; Inkelas et al., 2018; Kinzie, 2012; 

Kuh et al., 2007; Kuh et al., 2017), and caring connections (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Felten & 

Lambert, 2020) but often do not engage with them (Busteed, 2015; Dugan et al., 2021; Felten & 

Lambert, 2020; Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017c, 2018a; Inkelas et al., 2018). As a result, many 

students face first-time, challenges with less support (Moeller et al., 2020; Schreiner, 2012). 



   

 

5 

 

Disconnect #3: College as an Ideal versus College as a Reality 

As mentioned above, students enter college expecting to have found their “best overall fit” (The 

Princeton Review, 2021) and hope to benefit from tremendous support and belonging (Center for 

Postsecondary Research, 2020; National Survey of Student Engagement, n.d.; Stolzenberg et al., 2020; 

Strayhorn, 2019). Instead, students are self-reporting loneliness, depression, anxiety, and stress at an 

unprecedented rate (American College Health Association, 2021; Arslan, 2021; Aucejo et al., 2020), 

negatively affecting belonging (Moeller et al., 2020), connectedness (Jorgenson et al., 2018), well-being 

and satisfaction (American College Health Association, 2021; Stolzenberg et al., 2020). Moreover, 

marginalized student groups fare worse than others, reflecting the impact of an unwelcoming 

environment and inequitable practices (American College Health Association, 2021; National Survey of 

Student Engagement, n.d.; Kezar, 2019).   

Summary 

Since higher education invests significant resources into attracting and retaining students, 

understanding the gap between students’ experiences and what colleges offer is critical. What is known 

about students’ actual experiences is surprisingly limited and insufficient when considering the 

complexities of students, their lives, and the vast possibilities for what their college experience is and 

could be (Blaich & Wise, 2021). Although institutions spend a lot of time orienting students to their 

contexts, they often do not become acquainted with students’. Through this study, I hope to learn more 

about students’ college experiences personally, contextually, and multidimensionally. Knowing students 

and their experiences in richer, multifaceted ways is important for reconsidering our approach to 

student success and development (Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014). Using metaphor and sensory 

language is one way to invite students to access and describe their college experience more fully, 

drawing on tacit (Polanyi, 1966), relational (Belenky et al., 1986; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Clinchy, 

2000; Gilligan, 1982; Jordan, 1997; Josselson, 1996), and embodied (Johnson, 2007, 2018; Springborg, 
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2018) understandings. By using a different way of engaging students, there is potential to unearth new 

insights that could complement current metrics to paint a more vivid picture of students and their lives. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Student Success 

By using the term “student success,” I am referring to potential interventions, solutions, and 

approaches that can address students’ needs and facilitate their ability to persist and achieve their 

educational goals (Kinzie, 2012; Kuh et al., 2007; Schreiner, 2012). Various constructs address the larger 

goal of student success such as student belonging (Moeller et al., 2020; National Survey for Student 

Engagement, n.d.; Schreiner, 2013; Strayhorn, 2019), connectedness (Jorgenson et al., 2018), 

involvement (Astin, 1985), engagement (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), academic relevance (Pisarik & 

Whelchel, 2018), hope (Gallagher et al., 2017; López, 2013), thriving (Schreiner, 2012), and satisfaction 

(Astin, 1993). Each student success construct varies in how it answers the following questions: What is 

student success? What conditions facilitate student success? Who facilitates those conditions? How can 

student success be known? Although students have shared their perceptions surrounding a variety of 

student success phenomena (Jorgenson et al., 2018; Pisarik & Whelchel, 2018; Schreiner, Louis, & 

Nelson, 2012), there are opportunities to better understand students’ personal definitions of success 

including how they are shaped by and are facilitated, or thwarted, within their personal contexts (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2012; Blaich & Wise, 2021; Kinzie, 2012; Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014). Moreover, 

there are opportunities to connect these contextually derived definitions to college experiences that 

foster their growth and development (Barber & King, 2014; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). 

Student Development 

 By using the term “student development,” I am referring to the alternating periods of stability 

and change that learners experience as they grow in their college experience. Student development 

theory (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b) is a subset of constructivist adult development theory (Kegan, 
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1982, 1994) that focuses on how higher education can support students’ developmental growth in their 

college experience. Although there is great overlap in the student development and adult development 

strands of literature, higher education, in its largely instruction and teaching-centered approach (Barr & 

Tagg, 1995; Tagg, 2003), often does not conceptualize students as adults. Because I see that students 

are navigating lives as complex as the rest of the adult population, I would prefer to utilize the term 

adult development to address them as well. However, to connect this work to the existing conversation 

around student development theory, I will maintain the “student development” nomenclature. There 

will be times when I refer to adult development theory to draw on the broader construct and scholarly 

conversation. I will signal when I am making this distinction. The student development and adult 

development theory conversations are interconnected traditions with scholars like Baxter Magolda 

(2001, 2009a, 2009b), Baxter Magolda and King (2007, 2012), and Abes et al. (2019) expanding how we 

know and understand individuals’ cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal development.  

Meaning Making 

 When I refer to meaning making, I am describing the psychosocial processes through which 

individuals interpret their experiences. Student success and student development literatures both 

validate the importance of meaning making students engage in prior to their college experience (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2012; Ignelzi, 2000; Kinzie, 2012; Schreiner, 2012). Students’ personal characteristics 

mediate how they construct interpretations of their experiences in the form of enduring developmental 

perspectives (Abes et al., 2007; Abes et al., 2019; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Ignelzi, 2000), social 

identities (Abes et al., 2007; Abes et al., 2019; Belenky et al., 1986; Gilligan, 1982; Jones & Abes, 2013), 

processing styles (Kolb, 1984; McKim, 1980), personal strengths (Asplund et al., 2007; Clifton & 

Anderson, 2002; López & Louis, 2009; Louis & Schreiner, 2012; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Rath, 2007; 

Seligman et al., 2005; Shushok & Hulme, 2006), cognitive appraisal (Schreiner, 2012), and personality 
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dispositions (Clydesdale, 2016; Selingo, 2016). Meaning making is also described as reflection (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2007; King & Kitchener, 2004), perspective (Baxter Magolda, 2009b), wisdom  

(Ambrosi-Randić & Plavšić, 2015), and self-assessment (Andrade, 2019).  

Learning 

 When I refer to learning, I am describing the gains that can be made as a result of student 

success, student development, and meaning making through one’s experiences. The student success 

and student development literatures describe learning as a desired outcome of successful interventions. 

Both perspectives focus on evidence of student learning through: liberal arts outcomes (Baxter Magolda 

& King, 2012; King et al., 2007; Pascarella & Blaich, 2013), attainment of educational and personal goals 

(Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Kinzie, 2012), and qualitative differences in 

students’ cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal meaning making (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b; 

Schreiner, 2012). Schreiner (2012) articulated this learning through a framework of thriving whereas 

Baxter Magolda (2009a, 2009b) described these multidimensional gains as self-authorship. Student 

development foregrounds transformative learning, highlighting changes in the structures, or forms of 

mind, that support meaning making instead of the content of the meaning making itself (Baxter 

Magolda, 2009a, 2009b; Ignelzi, 2000; Mezirow, 2000). Student success literature varies in its focus on 

transformative and/or informational learning, which involves gaining content or skills that facilitate 

persistence (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). Surface and deep learning are not direct translations of 

informational and transformative learning but are parallel in differentiating the depth and quality of 

learning that can occur (Entwistle, 1991; Marton & Säljö, 1976; Reason et al., 2010; Tagg, 2003; Trigwell 

& Prosser, 1991; Wergin, 2019).  
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Metaphor 

 When I use the term “metaphor,” I am referring to the ideas and assumptions central to 

conceptual metaphor theory (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 

2019). According to Moon (2007):  

The word metaphor is derived from the Greek meta, meaning above or beyond, and phorein, 
meaning to carry from one place to another; the latter is the same root as amphora, an ancient 
Greek vessel for carrying and storing precious liquids. Metaphors in language are also carriers: 
They hold information that hides meaning in symbolic form. (p. 3) 
 

In an everyday sense, metaphor is understood as an instance of figurative or nonliteral language. By 

describing one experience, concept, or object in terms of another, meaning can be transferred, or 

inferred, in a nonliteral way. Metaphors transfer information from a source domain to a target domain 

through a mapping process where elements of the former shape our understandings of the latter 

(Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003). To differentiate metaphors from surrounding language, 

I capitalize metaphors as is consistent with the conceptual metaphor theory literature (Grady, 1997; 

Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019). For example, the metaphor LIFE IS AN 

ARTISTIC PROCESS would bring awareness to aspects of life that can be understood through artistic 

processes. Elements like artist, media, and creativity could then be mapped onto life to illuminate 

deeper, different, or previously overlooked meanings. This metaphor could be further specified by 

naming a particular aspect of life or naming a particular artistic process (e.g., EDUCATION IS AN ARTISTIC 

PROCESS, COLLEGE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS).  

In the researcher positionality section, I share how this metaphor—both generic and specific—

informs how I approach this study. In Chapter II, I describe the literature on conceptual metaphor theory 

including what this perspective might contribute to understanding students’ internal worlds. Since 

metaphors are experiential, multisensory, and embodied (Johnson, 2018; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019), they offer a possibility for awakening us to previously hidden or 
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taken-for-granted aspects of students’ experiences. Different types of metaphors may illuminate 

different aspects of students’ meaning making as it relates to their college experience. 

Sensory Language 

When referring to sensory language, I mean how people describe what they see, hear, smell, 

taste, and feel (Baicchi et al., 2018; Redman, 2018; Springborg, 2020). Since all of experience is first 

filtered through the senses, the qualities discerned from the environment embody important sensory 

information (Dirksen, 2016). By accessing the qualities perceived in one’s environment, it is possible to 

gain a perspective on an individual’s felt experience (Eisner, 1998, 2002; Johnson, 2007, 2017, 2018; 

Redman, 2018; Springborg, 2018). Generally, this process of an organism engaging in their environment 

is taken for granted. As a result, recognition, instead of perception, happens, preventing sensory 

information from being assimilated or interpreted through a particular mental model (Dewey, 1934; 

Dirksen, 2016). Dewey (1934) differentiated the two, stating, “Recognition is perception arrested before 

it has a chance to develop freely. In recognition there is a beginning of an act of perception. But this 

beginning is not allowed to serve the development of a full thing recognized” (p. 54). This distinction is 

similar to the difference between “looking” and “seeing” (Eisner, 1998) with recognition aligned with 

the former and perception the latter. By including sensory language in this inquiry, my goal is to access 

previously arrested perceptions as a way to re-see the college experience through students’ potentially 

unprocessed impressions. I am curious what sensory information persisted past sensory memory into 

short-term memory and long-term memory to then be shared as sensory language (Dirksen, 2016).  

Other Terms 

 Throughout this dissertation, I alternate between a variety of terms regarding students such as 

students, college students, learners, individuals, etc. I prefer the term “learners” because it highlights 

the desired change process that higher education can facilitate in ideal conditions (Baxter Magolda & 

King, 2004; Tagg, 2003). The main purpose of partnering with learners is to facilitate learning, 
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development, and success, which is contingent upon the extent to which learning actually occurred—

regardless of how well they have been taught (Tagg, 2003). I also find “learner” to be a more equitable 

term that honors sharing power in the educational process (Freire, 2000). Despite my personal stance, I 

recognize that higher education widely refers to this population as “students” and, therefore, for 

transferability, I also use that language. However, I vary throughout.  

Overview of Research Design 

 To explore my research questions, I conducted an arts-based (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Knowles & 

Promislow, 2012; Taylor & Ladkin, 2009), phenomenological (Eberle, 2014; Gill, 2014; Smith et al., 2009; 

Smith & Osborn, 2003; Usher & Jackson, 2014) study that acknowledges and prioritizes the centrality of 

students’ experiences in meaning making. Since my focus is on learners’ metaphorical constructions of 

their college experience, a phenomenological and arts-based approach allowed me to witness their 

multidimensional internal worlds in a multisensory way. This qualitative approach also aligned with 

metaphor’s philosophical tenets and practical implications which is to reject an objective and absolute 

reality (Eisner, 1998; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Johnson, 2018). In this vein, Eisner (1998) described 

how “Nonpropositional language, the use of metaphor or figurative language, for example, undermines 

the possibility of verification” (p. 50), upending the idea that there is only one reality or Truth. In an 

effort to understand participants’ experiences, I utilized a constructivist perspective to explore their 

personal meanings and constructions.  

 I recruited nine participants through purposive sampling (Creswell, 2014) for “a more closely 

defined group for whom the research question will be significant” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, pp. 54–55). I 

limited inclusion of participants based on their age and university type, with participants needing to be 

older than 18 years old and attending an American college or university. These broad criteria allowed for 

a variety of majors, identities, backgrounds, and experiences (Smith et al., 2009), or personal 

characteristics (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Schreiner, 2012), while maintaining continuity with all 
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participants being college students. To elucidate a multidimensional understanding of these students’ 

inner worlds, I facilitated semi-structured interviews (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003) that explored their 

moving in, moving through, and moving out (Anderson et al., 2012) of their college experience. In these 

conversations, I employed two arts-based methods (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Knowles & Promislow, 2012): 

photo elicitation (Branch & Latz, 2018; Denton et al., 2018) and a sensory similarity activity (Springborg, 

2020). I then interpreted what participants shared in their interviews using interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (i.e., IPA), committing “to exploring, describing, interpreting, and situating 

the means by which our participants make sense of their experiences” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 40).  

Researcher Positionality 

My Own Meaningful Metaphors 

 Since I employed phenomenology, I, as the researcher, was as engaged in the research process 

as the participants themselves (Smith & Osborn, 2003). It is, therefore, necessary to describe my own 

positionality including the experiences and perspectives that I brought to this undertaking (Smith & 

Osborn, 2003). As a scholar-practitioner and human being, I see myself as embodying the metaphors of 

bricoleur (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Hebdige, 1979; Redman, 2018) and trickster (Hyde, 1998). A bricoleur 

engages in the process of bricolage, which is a process of rearranging, re-seeing, and re-representing 

symbols and objects in unexpected ways “to disrupt and reorganize meaning” (Hebdige, 1979, p. 106). 

Hyde (1998) wrote in great detail about the trickster archetype. However, in the context of this 

dissertation, the prevailing definition is Ladkin’s (2012), as it portrays a consistent positivity and 

lightness that is not necessarily consistent across cultures. The trickster, according to Ladkin (2012): 

comes up with ways of waking people up to their senses, to something that is real, here and 
now, and through that contact enables people’s innate creativity to respond – not just their 
creativity but their hearts. The trickster can stir up a whole-bodied response, because he or she 
wakes us up out of our habitual ways of seeing and reacting to the world. (p. 60) 
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Improvisational in approach, the trickster and the bricoleur employ whatever means are available to 

disrupt. Both metaphors imply a person who craftily integrates seemingly disparate parts into a new 

whole, injecting personality and life. 

These metaphors were foundational to choosing not only this topic but also focusing my 

research questions and the approach taken to explore them. I very purposefully chose conceptual 

metaphor theory because it is a creative approach to “waking people up to their senses.” Since 

metaphors are embodied, multisensory, and experiential, they offer a novel perspective to re-see 

“habitual ways of seeing and reacting to the world.” Arts-based methods further capitalize on the 

“innate creativity” and aesthetic dimensions inherent in personal development, life experience, and 

education as creative processes (Dewey, 1934; Eisner, 2002; Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014).  

 In the terms section, I mentioned a metaphor that guides my life and the way that I view 

educational practice: LIFE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS. Having been raised in a creatively inclined family, I 

have always viewed myself as an artist creating the work of art that is my life. I have been on an ongoing 

journey of: 

• gaining clarity on who I am as that artist and human being, 

• developing technical proficiency to increase my capacity to be artful, 

• gathering materials to best convey my message, 

• arranging and treating those materials in a way that “feels right,” and 

• discerning what is “right” by comparing the qualities that I am experiencing with the 

qualities that I prefer to experience (Eisner, 2002).  

This process is one of constant discernment—of who I am and who I am becoming within the context of 

my creative mission and various cultural contexts. In the “Personal Materials” section, I discuss my home 

and education as prominent “holding environments” (Kegan, 1994) for this creative process. Overall, I 
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view each student as an artist undergoing a similar creative process whether or not they are aware. As 

an educator, I support their creative vision and instincts as I expect from others in my own life. 

 In this section, I share key assumptions and experiences shaping my outlook as “the materials of 

a situation” (Schön, 1983, p. 78). If we imagine my life as a visual image that I am constantly creating and 

re-creating, materials could include paints, the paintbrush, and the canvas as well as the design choices I 

make with said materials. Each new experience inspires different nuances and directions, perpetually 

transforming the picture (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Dewey, 1934, 1938; Eisner, 2002). For ease of reading, 

I divided the materials into “Personal Materials” and “Professional Materials” even though, in my view, 

they are all personal and interconnected. This combination of materials is a snapshot of my current 

vision and the totality of my experience. In fact, this dissertation is yet another material added to my 

creation, representing how I view these ideas as the person I am right now.  

As I detail in the “Personal Materials” section, a key part of my process is standing back from 

what I am creating to see qualities including their relationships and complexities. By sharing the LIFE IS 

AN ARTISTIC PROCESS metaphor, its foundations, and its implications for this study, my aim is to include 

readers in discerning what this dissertation, as its own creative work, has to offer. Eisner (1998, 2002) 

described connoisseurship as the private act of discerning qualities that can be communicated through 

the public act of educational criticism. This study is what I make of the educational process based on my 

own experience, the literature, and, most importantly, what I learned from participants. By sharing this 

work with readers, I invite them to engage in their own connoisseurship to consider how creative 

ingenuity and an artful approach can enhance educational practice. Moreover, I welcome educational 

criticism that further extends our understanding of and goodwill toward students and their experiences. 

Personal Materials 

Growing Up Cardone. I grew up in a middle-class home of quirky characters—Italian New 

Yorkers with the requisite passion and gusto one would expect. A strange confluence of introversion 
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allowed solo time to develop an appreciation of, fluency in, and capacity for a number of symbolic 

domains such as reading, music, languages, dance, writing, sports, media, and technology. My father 

worked at a music store which reinforced the importance of creativity as a way of life. My mother 

launched entrepreneurial ventures, intertwining her career path with her own transformative journey. 

They both nurtured the possibilities that creativity allowed, noticed signs of unfolding development, 

offered specific feedback, and helped us shape our co-curricular time based on our strengths, practical 

realities, and available mentors. I remember my mother marveling at a creative short story in which I 

personified a pair of shoes. That was my calling, she emphasized, and I learned that beautiful, crafty, and 

clever things had immense value; practical utility is not the only meaningful end. Growing up with this 

parenting style that blended natural growth and concerted cultivation (Lareau, 2003), I learned the 

value of aimlessly tinkering and intentionally developing in a variety of domains independently and 

collaboratively (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). At a fundamental level, I learned that “creativity must… be seen 

not as something happening within a person but in the relationships within a system” (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1996, p. 36). 

My earliest educational artifact, an autobiographical blurb captured by my kindergarten teacher 

(see Figure 1.1), reflects my upbringing and early interests in creativity and supporting young people: 

At home I like to color, make some cards with paper and crayons, and do reading. In school I like  
to play with ‘tracers’, spelling, and make pictures. I’ll always remember playing on the 
playground. When I grow up, I want to be a doctor because it’s fun helping other children feel 
better. 

 
This excerpt reinforces Eisner’s (2002) observation that kindergarten is often the most expansive, 

multisensory, and embodied educational experience for most learners. I am struck by the domains, 

working styles, and predominant cognitive abilities conveyed since they spurred my interest in re-seeing 

students’ experiences through their stories, metaphorical images, and the ways they moved toward and 

through their college experience (i.e., language, visual arts, movement, and social; Gardner, 2006). 
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Figure 1.1  

Taran's Earliest Educational Artifact 

 

Note. Copyright 1991 by author. 
 

Unlike many learners who lose creative confidence in the educational process (Kelley & Kelley, 2013; 

Welkener, 2000, 2011), I am thankful that my natural sensibilities for design, story, symphony, empathy, 

play, and meaning (Pink, 2005) have always guided me throughout my educational journey.  

As a first-generation college student, I especially realized the value of a creative mindset, my 

parents’ blended parenting style (i.e., natural growth and concerted cultivation; Lareau, 2003), and the 

concerted cultivation reinforced by my predominantly white and upper-class Long Island school district. 

From my K-12 peers, I learned the difference between engaging symbolic domains for social 

advancement versus aesthetic experience. Owing partially to the natural growth approach where I was 

able to experiment spontaneously, I was drawn to activities that I learned would bring me deep 

satisfaction and enjoyment in and of themselves (Biscotte, 2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Weddington, 

2004). Each learning activity was an opportunity to strengthen internal criteria for success and wean 

myself from external sources for validation (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). If I felt genuinely good about my 

efforts and happened to receive positive feedback from trusted sources, it was a good outing. I brought 

this understanding into my experience as a college student. I knew intellectually, emotionally, and 

spiritually from my upbringing that: 
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• There was more to life than drudgery and external definitions of success. 

• Being good at everything was not possible. I needed to find what I loved to do and do it so 

well that someone would pay me enough to use my strengths every day. (Rath, 2007) 

• Who I am and what I love to do could be many things—serious and playful, concrete and 

abstract, analytical and artistic—bound together by creativity. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) 

• The way to discern who I am and what I love to do is to appreciate and engage multiple ways 

of knowing in diverse forms with a comprehensive network. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; 

Gardner, 2006) 

• Discerning who I am and what I love to do is an ongoing developmental, transformative 

learning process that is deeply experiential. (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Mezirow, 2000) 

• Only by engaging in the world can I test who I am and what I love to do by experimenting 

with beliefs, identities, relationships, and pathways. (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Mezirow, 2000) 

• Education is a primary context to learn who I am and what I love to do and, when fully 

engaged, can scaffold transformation between my current and desired self. (Eisner, 2002) 

• Everything in my life, including in my education, is a design choice (Burnett & Evans, 2019). If 

I’m unhappy with how the design is coming along, it is my job to re-design. As my wise friend, 

Dr. Shamika Karikari, says, “Life’s about choices.” 

• The way to intentionally (re)design is to make the unconscious conscious through deep 

reflection and active engagement with others (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Kegan, 1994; 

Mezirow, 2000). Through connoisseurship and criticism (Eisner, 1998), I must hold up my life 

as if it were a piece of art and scrutinize its elements and qualities. What stays and what 

goes? (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014) 

Overall, I developed a perspective that I am the person actively shaping my experience and the way to 

“doing” life is by “making it” by getting clear on: What do I make of what I am experiencing? And, to get 
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to that requires getting all the pieces on the table to determine: What is really going on here? Though 

daunting, the process can be fun and liberating under the right conditions and with good company. I 

brought all these assumptions with me into college, having experienced them in my upbringing.  

Transformative Educational Experiences. Education has been one of the most pivotal cultural 

contexts in which I co-create myself and my life. When I think about my life to this point, I have spent 

the majority of it in an educational context as a student and/or educator. Many of the impressions, cues, 

and sensations informing my meaning making come from an educational environment. Eisner (2002) 

described how: 

That environment is, in its most fundamental state, a qualitative one made up of sights and 
sounds, tastes and smells that can be experienced through our sensory system… Experiencing 
the environment is, of course, a process that continues throughout life; it’s the very stuff of life. 
(p. 1) 
 

Like myself, our students have also been steeped in this sensory world, shaping their experience and 

who they are as humans and artists, to continue my metaphor. Linking experience, education, and the 

arts, Eisner (2002) continued: 

How schools are organized, what is taught in them, the kinds of norms they embrace, and the 
relationships they foster among adults and children all matter, for they all shape the 
experiences that students are likely to have and in the process influence who children will 
become. (p. 3) 
 

My belief in the power of education stems from transformative educational experiences that I have had 

as a learner. These experiences supported and challenged me to develop cognitively, intrapersonally, 

and interpersonally (Baxter Magolda, 2009b) so that I could thrive academically, intrapersonally, and 

interpersonally (Schreiner, 2012). 

Graduate Coursework. In my graduate studies, I took five courses focusing on adult 

development theory. Two courses foregrounded the nuances of college student development theory in 

the context of higher education (Abes et al., 2007; Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2009a, 2009b; Baxter Magolda 

et al., 2008; Baxter Magolda et al., 2010; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, 2005, 2012; Taylor, 2008) and 
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the broader trajectory for adult development (Berger, 2010, 2012; Drago-Severson, 2009; Kegan, 1982, 

1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2009, 2016). The other three courses further examined the whole person in 

context, illuminating sociocultural considerations and highlighting transformative learning conditions 

that promote adult development (Daloz, 2000; Drago-Severson, 2009; Kegan, 2000; Mezirow, 2000). 

Through these courses, I engaged in experiential projects that allowed me to construct an 

embodied understanding of student development. Insights gained from these projects form my 

professional foundation and reverberate through my professional commitments as is evident in the 

remainder of this section. In one project, I interviewed a student subpopulation to generate a tentative 

theory relating to their development. My takeaway from this process is that theory really is, as Coles 

(1989) described, “an enlargement of observation” (p. 20). In another project, I designed a personal 

curriculum around developmentally sequenced learning goals. I then enacted this curriculum in an 

independent study course, facilitating longstanding personal transformation. As a result, I felt 

empowered to customize my own learning and became emboldened to help learners recognize their 

agency to shape their experience and organize their activities to create and re-create themselves. 

Another project extended my personal curriculum by engaging me in the Immunity to Change process 

(Kegan & Lahey, 2009). I realized that re-creation would be a perpetual act and the path to 

transformation was better understanding my internal (and hidden-to-even-me) world. Finally, in a 

culminating project, I wrote an integrative essay on self-authorship in which I positioned the concept as 

an inherently creative process, transforming current selves into future selves. The kernels for exploring 

this topic through conceptual metaphor theory and with arts-based methods originated there.   

Learning Partnerships and Mentoring Communities. Throughout my education, I benefitted 

directly from learning partnerships (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004) with peers, peer leaders, and 

educators who encouraged my hopes and dreams (Busteed, 2015). These confidants, resources, and 

mentors helped me interpret my situation, holding up the image of my current reality while invoking the 



   

 

20 

 

emerging future I imagined. They instilled confidence that I had the technical skills and artistic vision to 

manifest my desired future. When circumstances were tough, these learning partners helped me build 

hope (López, 2013), clarify my goals, brainstorm pathways forward, and channel agency through outer 

(i.e., information, contacts, and services) and inner resources (i.e., strengths, my past experiences and 

internal voice). Perhaps, most importantly, they helped me lighten up and access my “innate creativity 

to respond” through play and humor. And when anxiety reigned, they encouraged me to re-appraise my 

situation (Schreiner, 2012) and ground reality in what I could see, hear, smell, taste, and touch (Baicchi 

et al., 2018; Dirksen, 2016; Vitagliano et al., 2023). 

 Because my personal upbringing helped clarify my personal values and the kind of person I 

wanted to become, it was easy for me to seek personally meaningful educational relationships and 

opportunities. The learning environments I sought designed their curriculum mindfully and cultivated a 

collaborative community of learners. When the Learning Partnerships Model of practice (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2004) scaled beyond one-on-one relationships to my overall experience, my 

educational experience became truly transformative. My Master’s and PhD learning communities have 

provided a clear image of the trust and creativity possible when learners are good company to each 

other. How I understand my internal world is in no small part due to the vulnerability my peers 

encouraged, which allowed me to fully engage in the learning process. All learners deserve a space 

where they can reflect on the qualities of their experience and bring their authentic selves.  

Professional Materials 

Student Development Theory. As described in the previous section, my background in student 

development theory fundamentally shapes my professional work and efforts as a scholar-practitioner. 

My involvement in the Wabash National Study for Liberal Arts Education (WNSLAE) and developmentally 

sequenced learning outcomes frameworks furthered my perspective on student development theory. 
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Wabash National Study for Liberal Arts Education (WNSLAE). The WNSLAE was one of the 

largest mixed methods studies of student learning and development in the United States (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2012). The qualitative portion engaged 300 participants from six institutions in  

90-minute semi-structured, longitudinal interviews. As an interviewer, I explored participants’ meaning 

making as it related to complex collegiate learning outcomes and their overall college experience. After 

interviews, I analyzed transcripts for developmental data, evaluating enduring developmental 

perspectives demonstrated when articulating how they constructed and responded to their experiences. 

My summaries synthesized the interactions between participants’ personal characteristics, college 

experiences, interpretation of said experiences, and resulting developmental growth, if any (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2007, 2012). 

Several takeaways from the WNSLAE informed how I approached this study. My first takeaway 

was how time consuming and mentally demanding the interview and analysis processes were. In my 

own experience, an interview would involve more than 15 hours and that was with extensive training. I 

could not imagine educators, with or without training, having the time to undergo the same process, 

although in fairness, the goal of the study was to offer processes that educators could build from when 

exploring student development and learning in their own contexts. Regardless, the process shared 

limitations with other constructive-developmental approaches (Berger, 2010; Lahey et al., 2011). 

Beyond the format of the study itself, I was struck by patterns in my conversations with 

participants. First, it was clear that most participants were unaware of the learning outcomes they were 

working toward. This held true for liberal arts learning outcomes guiding their overarching experience as 

well as within discrete curricular and co-curricular experiences. It occurred to me that transparency with 

students about learning goals could augment their awareness of and engagement with such complex 

learning outcomes. I also noticed the limitation of employing a logocentric approach where students 

needed to articulate their experiences verbally. The depth of our conversations was constrained by 
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participants’ ability to translate feelings, sensations, and intuitions into words. Finally, the way students 

approached the synthesis portion of the interview signaled that very few people, if any, asked them to 

reflect on and evaluate their overall experience. It took significant encouragement and coaching to help 

them name connections between experiences and generate cross-cutting themes. This lack of depth in 

reflection was also evident in learning achievement gaps and slight, if any, developmental growth noted 

in quantitative and qualitative findings, respectively (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). These disparities 

persisted regardless of involvement in so-called high-impact practices (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; 

Dugan et al., 2021; Kuh et al., 2007; Kuh et al., 2017). Reflective capacity, then, wasn’t a given but rather 

a skill to be learned over time.  

Developmentally Sequenced Learning Outcomes Frameworks. Building on my work with 

WNSLAE, I used student development principles to create transparent frameworks for how students 

could grow in complex learning outcomes over time. I recognized the value of these larger learning goals 

even though they appeared to represent a departure from students’ career advancement goals. I saw 

possibilities for integrating broad capacities with concrete competencies, blending the best of academia 

and professional success. For the Miami University Student Affairs in Higher Education Master’s 

program, I co-authored a student success framework that shared explicit outcomes with learners for 

their personal and professional development. In my professional roles at Lehigh University and Virginia 

Tech, respectively (Cardone, 2018, 2019), I similarly sequenced and communicated shared community 

learning outcomes, answering the question: How do we want students to grow and develop as a result 

of their student life interactions?  

These efforts reinforced the value of situating learning in learners’ experiences (Baxter Magolda 

and King, 2004). By helping students link past contexts to their definition of liberal arts learning 

outcomes (e.g., curiosity, leadership, service), I gained a better understanding of their internal worlds 

and helped them access on-ramps to further exploring and developing in those areas. The benefit of 
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long time horizon experiences (Tagg, 2003) is witnessing transformation of students’ constructed 

meanings (Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2009a), guiding images and metaphors (Parks, 2000), capacity to  

self-assess leading edges for development (Berger, 2012), and ability to enact their revised definitions. 

My leadership of living-learning communities provided a front-row seat to such transformations. I 

further describe my involvement with living-learning communities in the next subsection. 

 Student Success Initiatives. Although all of my work with students has ultimately been for 

student success, the following three efforts most embody my contributions to helping learners flourish 

within a context of institutional effectiveness (Schreiner, 2012).  

Living-Learning Communities. In my career, I (co)advised three living-learning communities 

(LLCs). Considered a high-impact practice in higher education (Dugan et al., 2021; Inkelas et al., 2018; 

Kuh et al., 2007; Schreiner, 2013; Schreiner, Nelson, & Louis, 2012), LLCs engage students in an 

immersive residential experience around a common purpose. These communities often include 

dedicated educators, common courses, co-curricular projects, and additional resources that increase the 

probability of students being known in-depth by peers and mentors (Inkelas et al., 2018). With all three 

LLCs, I had a unique window into the student experience both in and out of the classroom. Most 

notably, my office had a front row seat to a first-year residence hall common lounge for five years. I 

have two major takeaways from this access to students’ worlds. First, I was struck by how few 

opportunities students had to drive conversations and experiences without intervention from authority 

figures.2 Second, even after observing and engaging these students from multiple vantage points, I was 

constantly surprised by what I learned about their lives and worlds. Like the larger adult population, 

 
 
2 Although I was technically an authority figure in the space, I rarely intervened. My observations were a result of 
students’ boisterous interactions that made me aware of their conversations without intention or effort on my 
part. 
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they navigated rich life domains with kaleidoscopic beliefs, identities, roles, strengths, and stories. In my 

study, I hoped to explore these complexities to better understand the fullness of their experience. 

 LLCs, when done well, offer a vivid picture of what is possible when we incorporate students’ 

complexities into the educational process. By creating opportunities where students can use their 

strengths, lose track of time, blur the boundaries of their passions, and have the mentoring community 

they need to take creative risks (Cardone et al., 2013; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Parks, 2000), LLCs can 

create the conditions for an educationally aesthetic experience (Biscotte, 2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; 

Dewey, 1934, 1938; Eisner, 2002; Weddington, 2004) where students can thrive academically, 

intrapersonally, and interpersonally (Schreiner, 2012). In my experience, LLCs are exemplars of 

mentoring communities that guide students with common metaphors, or images (Parks, 2000). For 

example, an LLC that I co-advised, Thrive, invoked a gardening metaphor to engage students in 

conversations about the growth they hoped to cultivate personally and collectively. In my study, I 

brought my understanding of the power of connecting personal and collective metaphors for individual 

and community flourishing. 

 Strengths-Based Learning and Strengths Development. As a proponent of personal 

development and customized learning, I have served as a strengths coach throughout my career. 

Toward this end, I have used the Gallup® CliftonStrengths® assessment (Asplund et al., 2007; Louis & 

Schreiner, 2012; Rath, 2007) and the Values In Action (VIA) Inventory of Strengths (Louis & Schreiner, 

2012; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman et al., 2005) to help students and educators uncover their 

unique strengths (Clifton & Anderson, 2002; López & Louis, 2009; Shushok & Hulme, 2006). The Gallup® 

CliftonStrengths® assessment helps individuals identify their top five out of 34 possible strengths. The 

VIA Inventory provides character strengths from most to least prominent. Both assessments organize 

strengths into categories that represent common patterns in approaching the world, self, and others. No 

matter the assessment, institution or audience, one of my biggest takeaways is the unfortunate impact 
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of an educational model that prioritizes standardization over individualization (Eisner, 2002; Tagg, 2003). 

Regrettably, most individuals—students and educators—had few occasions to consider their personal 

strengths and how they use them. For students, this often meant that they took their natural patterns of 

thinking, feeling, and behaving for granted, imagining that everyone operated how they did. As a result, 

they lacked the awareness, language, and agency to shape their experience based on how they could 

best succeed. They did not realize their strengths could support their personal definitions of success.  

For many reasons, this disconnect in students’ knowledge of their strengths runs counter to the 

student success literature (Kinzie, 2012; Schreiner, 2012, 2015), which advises that students 

meaningfully and fully engage in their experience. Strengths scholars have tied strengths to flow 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996, 2014), engagement (Gallup & Purdue University, 2014; Soria & 

Stubblefield, 2014), and thriving (Schreiner, 2012, 2015; Soria et al., 2019) which are critical to  

well-being (López & Louis, 2009; Schreiner, 2013, 2015; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012; Wade et al., 

2015). If students lack awareness of their personal strengths, they may not have the opportunity to 

tailor their activities to their talents for maximum flow, engagement, and thriving. As a result, they may 

not extract the most from their experience and advocate for what they most need in their education for 

an aesthetic experience (Biscotte, 2015). Moreover, they may inaccurately appraise their capacity to 

navigate transitions and reach personal goals, having overlooked their strengths as inner resources. 

 In terms of student development and metaphor, I have noticed a few additional trends in my 

work with students. Whether students are aware of their strengths or not, I have seen how students’ 

strengths shape how they see and construct their self-concept and experience. Each student’s unique 

strengths comprise a combination of images and metaphors that can signal their personal definition(s) 

of success. For example, when a student took the Gallup® CliftonStrengths® assessment and had 

Competition® in their top five strengths, I often heard them describe themselves as an athlete engaging 

in college as a competition. I have heard students with Achiever®, however, describing themselves as 
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taskmasters tackling college as an unending to-do list. I have also witnessed the impact of coaching on 

helping students unearth and sometimes transform, these images and metaphors. Although research 

reveals the power of students using their strengths in co-curricular experiences with caring mentors, 

higher education often leaves these kinds of interactions to chance (Busteed, 2015; Dugan et al., 2021; 

Felten & Lambert, 2020; Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017c, 2018a). 

 Personal Learning Design. As a result of my collective personal and professional experiences, I 

became curious about ways to scale learning partnerships that facilitate students meeting learning and 

developmental goals central to student success. This approach prioritizes college students customizing 

their learning experience based on their personal goals and strengths. By creating, revising and sharing 

their personal learning designs (i.e., representations or maps of their desired experiences and 

pathways), learners can engage in reflection, receive coaching, and strategize for their future. I have led 

personal learning design initiatives at two institutions, and in my PhD coursework, I realized that I 

wanted to explore the model from a different perspective. My original dissertation topic was students’ 

perceptions of mapping their desired college experience. However, I realized that, before students 

create a concrete representation of their learning design, or map, they pull from an abstract mental map 

in their minds. I therefore became curious how abstract mental maps inform the concrete maps they 

create, shaping how they then engage in the world. It was not until my last year of coursework that I 

realized metaphor could bridge students’ abstract and concrete, internal and external worlds 

(Springborg, 2018). My practice study especially confirmed the possibilities of metaphor for exploring 

students’ constructions of college. 

Summary 

My experiences form the foundation of my educational philosophy and practice that informed 

this study. Eisner (2002) remarked: 
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Experience is central to growth because experience is the medium of education. Education, in 
turn, is the process of learning to create ourselves, and it is what the arts, both as a process and 
as the fruits of that process, promote. (p. 3) 
 

The LIFE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS metaphor reveals my creative process to step back from the life I am 

creating and “take it apart to separately examine its individual elements, perhaps choosing to discard 

elements that seem problematic or no longer fit, retain some elements that continue to be useful, and 

revise those that need to be changed in some way” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012, p. 8). This process, 

although exhilarating, is not for the faint of heart. It requires the courage to see myself clearly and act 

with integrity, even when my creative decisions may not appeal to others. In this study, I used the 

intellectual and somatic knowledge gained from my positionality to support learners in creating and  

re-creating themselves through their education.  

As I mentioned earlier, my study explored the following interconnected research questions:  

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience? 

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 

Through this inquiry, I examined the benefits and limitations offered by metaphor and sensory language 

in expanding educators’ understanding of students and their experiences. By scaffolding a 

“developmental bridge” (Kegan, 1994) between students’ inner and outer worlds to evolving views of 

student success (Arum et al., 2021; Blaich & Wise, 2021; Clydesdale, 2016; Felten & Lambert, 2020; 

Kezar, 2019; Kinzie, 2012; Schreiner et al., 2012) and development (Abes et al., 2019; Baxter Magolda, 

2001, 2009a, 2009b; Baxter Magolda et al., 2010; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Jones & Abes, 2013), I 

hoped to increase the probability that students have personally meaningful college experiences that are 

notable for their aesthetic value and economic viability. The more I reflect, the more I realize that my 
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kindergartener perspective captures the driving force for this study: “When I grow up, I want to be a 

doctor because it’s fun helping other children feel better.” Although a PhD was not likely my intention as 

a kindergartener and this work involves young adults and not “children,” at the heart of it, this guiding 

metaphor is the reason that this dissertation exists.   

Outline of the Remaining Chapters 

 In the following chapters of this dissertation, I highlight the importance of this topic through 

theoretical interpretation, empirical analysis, and practical application. In Chapter II, I outline the 

theoretical conversation surrounding student success, student development, and conceptual metaphor 

theory including interconnections, gaps, and new possibilities demonstrated by the literature. My goal is 

to create a supportive holding environment (Kegan, 1994) that allows readers to interpret findings for 

critique (Eisner, 1998) and transfer (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Eisner, 1998, 2002; Stake, 1995). In Chapter 

III, I further explain the philosophical grounding for my methodological choices and how they will inform 

research design and analysis. Then, in Chapter IV, I share the findings of my study that address the 

research questions. And, finally, in Chapter V, I articulate what those findings mean for future research 

and practice in education and beyond. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following literature review creates a context for exploring the following research questions: 

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience? 

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 

Toward this end, I further describe the terms and nuances presented by my research questions 

throughout this review. I begin by elaborating on current trends for how many college students 

experience their “college experience.” I do this by delving further into the three prominent disconnects 

that I mentioned in the first chapter. Then, I share a model that integrates concepts from the student 

success and student development literatures. Instead of dictating what the college experience is for 

individual students, this model offers sensitizing concepts to consider. After examining the college 

experience in a more individual context, I explore how conceptual metaphor theory (Grady, 1997; 

Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003) and sensory language (Baicchi et al., 2018; Redman, 

2018; Springborg, 2020) might help us partner with learners to re-see the college experience.    

Experience and Education as a Medium for Meaning 

Dewey (1934, 1938) emphasized the inextricable link between experience and education. He 

focused on the process through which human beings, as organisms, navigate their environment to learn, 

allowing them to successfully reach their goals. Beyond the primary goal of biological self-preservation, 

human beings strive for self-actualization (Kenrick et al., 2010; Maslow, 1943, 1970), drawing on 

functions of memory, perception, language, and cognition (Vygotsky, 1978)—all to gain awareness of 

and shape their own experience. In this way, experience is a medium for education and education is a 

medium for experience (Dewey, 1934, 1938; Eisner, 2002; Redman, 2018). As I mentioned in Chapter I, 
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arts educator and educational researcher Eisner (2002) described how the educational system and its 

processes, like any medium, has its constraints and affordances. 

Various scholars have illustrated the possibilities afforded by education when designed to foster 

a unifying experience that carries aesthetic character marked by resonance, pleasure, well-being, flow, 

and meaning (Biscotte, 2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Dewey, 1934, 1938; Eisner, 2002; Schreiner, Louis, 

& Nelson, 2012; Wade et al., 2015; Weddington, 2004; Wergin, 2019). Dewey’s (1938) term “flexible 

purposing” captured the process of using intelligence to pursue personally meaningful goals. Past 

experiences, when accessed, provide intelligence for choosing and maximizing current experiences. This 

interplay, in turn, prepares students for desired future experiences. When education is too rigid to invite 

students into the process, the potential for fuller meaning and experience erode (Biscotte, 2015; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Dewey, 1934, 1938; Eisner, 1994, 1998, 2002; Redman, 2018).  

 The title of this dissertation—“Once More, With Feeling”— is a nod to what I believe a university 

should be. To quote the late Jim Valvano (The V Foundation for Cancer Research, 2008): 

To me, there are three things we all should do every day… Number one is laugh. Number two is  
think. You should spend some time in thought. And number three is you should have your 
emotions moved to tears. It could be happiness or joy, but think about it if you laugh, think and 
cry, that’s a full day. That’s a heck of a day… And I always have to think about what’s important 
in life is to think… about three things: where you started, where you are, and where you’re 
gonna be. Those are the three things that I try to do every day.  
 

I believe that the college experience should be an aesthetic one—it should move students to laugh, 

think, and feel. And it should help them think about where they started, where they are and where 

they’re going. Colleges and universities should facilitate a learning environment that creates the 

conditions for that to occur. Although they spend a lot of time on Valvano’s (The V Foundation for 

Cancer Research, 2008) recommendation to think, I would argue that they do not attend nearly enough 

to his first and third recommendations nor the practice of reflecting on students’ larger experience. This 

inattention to the aesthetic qualities of students’ experiences is evident in the ways that universities 

standardize the experience and prioritize the algorithmic and formulaic aspects of the educational 
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process in practice and evaluation (Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003). In their desire for the orderly, tidy, 

visible and spoken, universities largely align with what Morgan (2006) described as the machine 

metaphor. Students as inputs undergo an assembly line of services and procedures to produce 

predictable and repeatable outputs, like graduation rates and job placements, embodying the COLLEGE 

IS A MACHINE metaphor (Marchant, 1992; Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003; Taylor, 1984). This standardized 

approach, unfortunately, discounts broader views of student success including personalized and 

contextualized approaches that best support diverse students (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Busteed, 

2015; Cardone 2018, 2019; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Nieto, 2009; Schreiner et al., 2012). 

Despite promising students a liberal education that allows them to pursue and live the “good 

life,” there is surprisingly little focus on how students can pursue and live the good life while at college. 

And, yet, with the messaging that students receive about college being the “best years” of their lives, 

they expect that their experience will be an aesthetic one. As I mentioned in the first chapter, three 

disconnects especially contribute to an eroding aesthetic experience. I use the literature to further 

describe these disconnects in the section below. Following that, I expound upon the literature regarding 

student success and student development to further contextualize this conversation. And, finally, I 

describe the role of metaphor and sensory language in re-seeing the aesthetic value of education as a 

creative and transformative process. In their capacity to recenter the messy, human, overlooked, often 

unspoken, and felt aspects of experience, metaphor and sensory language offer new insights and 

possibilities for an aesthetic college experience—one that makes students feel something, that fulfills 

their aspirational qualities, and equips them to cultivate an aesthetic experience for themselves well 

beyond college. 
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Prominent Disconnects within Higher Education 

To examine the gulf between students’ experiences and higher education’s aims, I contextualize 

each of the previously discussed disconnects with pertinent literature. Again, those disconnects include 

the following: 

• Competing Purposes for the College Experience 

• Personalized Experiences versus One-Size-Fits-All Approaches, and 

• College as an Ideal versus College as a Reality 

Better understanding the difference between students’ current and desired qualities for their college 

experiences may provide a relevant starting point for further inquiry and dialogue. 

Disconnect #1: Competing Purposes for the College Experience. Students hold very different 

views about the purpose of college when compared to institutions and administrators. The literature 

highlights these fundamental differences by illuminating why students attend college and are motivated 

to engage in the experience (Gallup & Purdue University, 2014; Gallup & Strada Education Network, 

2017c, 2018b; Pisarik & Whelchel, 2018; Twenge, 2017a). Several mixed methods studies (Gallup & 

Strada Education Network, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c, 2018a, 2018b) revealed that as high as 86% of students 

go to college for a better job (Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017c). In another study with U.S. 

consumers, career advancement was the main reason to go to college across demographics whereas 

only 23% attended college for general learning outcomes. Twenge (2017a) also named financial security 

as a primary motivator for Generation Z students born between approximately 1995–2012 (Twenge, 

2017b). Despite these clear drivers for students around the purpose of college, higher education frames 

the enterprise around liberal arts outcomes (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Center of Inquiry in the 

Liberal Arts at Wabash College, 2021; Humphreys & Davenport, 2005; King et al., 2007; Rhodes, 2010) 

rather than financial and career success (Gallup & Purdue University, 2014; Gallup & Strada Education 

Network, 2017c, 2018b; Pisarik & Whelchel, 2018; Twenge, 2017a).   
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Lewis (2006) articulated this tension between students’ and universities’ aspirations especially 

when institutions do not translate liberal arts education outcomes to students’ goals and experiences:  

Universities affect horror when students attend college in the hope of becoming financially 
successful, but they offer students neither a coherent view of the point of a college education 
nor any guidance on how they might discover for themselves some larger purpose in life. (p. 17)  
 

Without a “coherent view of the point of a college education,” students are often unaware of liberal 

education outcomes (Humphreys & Davenport, 2005) and lack the opportunity to use them 

meaningfully in their own lives (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Pisarik & Whelchel, 2018). Instead, they 

defer to external indicators of success, like transcripts and GPAs, which become commodities that, 

ironically, detract from higher education’s liberal arts focus (Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003). As a result, 

higher education broadly reinforces an instruction paradigm that prioritizes institutional performance 

goals over a learning paradigm that emphasizes students’ learning goals (Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003). 

This extrinsically motivated educational process undermines students’ ability to develop critical 

capacities for navigating their lives and the careers they are driven to secure (Baxter Magolda & King, 

2012; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). 

Disconnect #2: Personalized Experiences versus One-Size-Fits-All Approaches. Despite the 

known impact of high-impact experiences (Dugan et al., 2021; Inkelas et al., 2018; Kuh et al., 2007; Kuh 

et al., 2017) and relational approaches (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Clydesdale, 2016; Felten & 

Lambert, 2020), only 3% of college graduates reported experiencing what Gallup described as the big six 

experiences that contribute to thriving in life after college (Busteed, 2015, 2019, 2020; Gallup-Purdue 

Index, 2014; Seymour & López, 2015). These experiences fit into two categories: work-integrated and 

relationship-rich. The former includes working on a long-term project, applying classroom knowledge in 

a job or internship, and active extracurricular involvement. The latter includes having professors3 who 

 
 
3 For the purpose of this survey, professors also included student affairs educators and other administrators. 
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care, mentors who encouraged goals and dreams, and at least one professor who sparks excitement for 

learning. According to Busteed (2020), these six experiences “double a graduates’ odds of being 

engaged in their work and thriving in their overall wellbeing throughout their lifetime” (para. 4). 

Unfortunately, 50% of bachelor’s degree graduates reported engaging in two of these experiences, 23% 

in one of them, and 25% in none of them (Busteed, 2020). Although these relationship-rich and  

work-integrated experiences could bridge higher education’s liberal education focus and students’ 

desired career advancement (Busteed, 2015, 2019, 2020; Felten & Lambert, 2020), there has been a lag 

in “serious intentionality and framing these experiences as core to the academic mission of the 

university” (Busteed, 2020, para. 5). 

 The aforementioned Lewis (2006) quotation highlights the negative impact of an unclear 

commitment to liberal education and a lack of personal guidance in college. Recent studies have 

reflected the pervasiveness of absent, unintentional, and inconsistent approaches to engaging students 

with ongoing and meaningful connections (Busteed, 2015, 2019, 2020; Clydesdale, 2016; Felten & 

Lambert, 2020; Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017c, 2018a; Selingo, 2016). In one mixed methods 

study (Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2018a), 12% of students reported receiving no career advice 

and 56% of students answered neutral, disagreed, or strongly disagreed that they had a mentor who 

encouraged their hopes and dreams. In fact, only 25% of graduates strongly agreed that they had a 

mentor in college. The majority of those with mentors rarely discussed personal topics such as 

relationships, physical and mental health, and financial issues (Gallup & Strada Education Network, 

2018a). Many students and alumni wish that they had more guidance in educational decision-making 

with 51% wishing they had chosen a different degree type, major, or institution (Gallup & Strada 

Education Network, 2017b). In fact, 40% of Bachelor’s degree graduates would have chosen a different 

major (Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017b). In other words, students need more effective 

guidance to enhance student success, support, and thriving (Moeller et al., 2020; Schreiner, 2012). 
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Disconnect #3: College as an Ideal versus College as a Reality. Students enter their college 

experience, having chosen their ideal college (The Princeton Review, 2021), seeking belonging (Moeller 

et al., 2020), connectedness (Jorgenson et al., 2018), well-being and satisfaction (American College 

Health Association, 2021; Stolzenberg et al., 2020). Unfortunately, the reality of college, for many, is a 

combination of depression, anxiety, and stress (American College Health Association, 2021; Arslan, 

2021; Aucejo et al., 2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Moeller et al., 2020). Even with many living among their 

peers, 55.3% of participants overall reported feeling lonely (American College Health Association, 2021). 

The reasons for their struggles spanned a wide range of situations including issues with family, finances, 

grief, academics, career, and procrastination to name a few (American College Health Association, 

2021). In fact, 78.1% of students reported experiencing three or more challenges out of a list of 18 

challenges in the last 12 months (American College Health Association, 2021). Other important issues 

that students navigate include living with a disability (American College Health Association, 2021; 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2021a), injurious behavior (American College Health 

Association, 2021), pornography addiction (Twenge, 2017a), social media and technology addiction 

(Twenge, 2017a), imposter syndrome (Felten & Lambert, 2020), substance abuse, and suicide with 

25.5% of people aged 18 to 24 experiencing suicidal ideation in June 2020 during the COVID-19 

pandemic (St. Amour, 2020). 

Vulnerable student populations are especially affected by disparities perpetuated by 

marginalized social identities (Jones & Abes, 2013), an unwelcoming environment (Nieto, 2009), and 

inequitable practices (Kezar, 2019). Across the data, indicators for trans and gender non-conforming 

people were significantly lower in terms of quality of life and higher for prevalence of stress-inducing 

concerns (American College Health Association, 2021). One critical finding was that 60.7% of trans and 

gender non-conforming students were considered positive for suicidal screening in comparison to 28.5% 

of students overall (American College Health Association, 2021). First-year students are 2.5 times more 
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likely to be sexually assaulted than older students (Twenge, 2017a). Minority students 

disproportionately feel like they do not belong to their campus community (Felten & Lambert, 2020), 

often resulting in much higher dropout rates in comparison to white students (Hanson, 2021). Unless 

higher education pursues multiple definitions of student success reflective of a diverse student body 

(Cardone, 2019; Kezar, 2019; Kinzie, 2012), educational outcomes will continue to be negatively 

impacted. Standardized systems, processes, and policies assume a very narrow view of student success 

that does not account for the very unique and complex challenges that each college student faces.  

Relevance of Disconnects to the Research Topic 

With an increasingly diverse population, colleges invest considerable funding and energy into 

success initiatives that facilitate the belonging, retention, and graduation of students (Clydesdale, 2016; 

Dugan et al., 2021; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Kuh et al., 2007; Kuh et al., 2017; Schreiner et al., 2012). 

Despite growing evidence that students are not accessing, resonating with or benefitting from these 

initiatives (Busteed, 2015, 2019, 2020; Clydesdale, 2016; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Gallup & Strada 

Education Network, 2017c, 2018a), colleges continue promoting a depersonalized and narrow version of 

success. There is a considerable gap in what we know about students, how we know that information, 

and how we partner with students to use that information to motivate their success. In this literature 

review and study overall, I offer conceptual metaphor theory as a lens through which to better 

understand students, their personal contexts, and the aesthetic qualities and relationships that frame 

and enrich how they conceptualize their college experience and success therein.   

Integrating Students’ College Experiences and Meaning Making 

 The Wabash National Study for Liberal Arts Education (WNSLAE) is one of the most recent and 

comprehensive studies on student success and student development (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012).  

Co-investigators Baxter Magolda and King (2012) synthesized findings from the qualitative portion of the 

study into an organizing framework that illuminates broad considerations for students’ interactions 
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within their educational context. Toward this end, the model incorporates four main interacting 

components including students’ “personal characteristics (personal history, meaning-making capacity), 

experiences (education, family, community), interpretations of experiences (grounded in meaning 

making), and developmental growth” (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012, p. 41 as adapted from Baxter 

Magolda, King, Taylor, & Perez, 2008). In this section, I explain the model and its elements, incorporating 

pertinent literature that highlights sources of variation in how students make sense of and engage in 

their college experience.  

 Baxter Magolda and King’s (2012) model demonstrates the interconnections between students’ 

past, present, and future worlds that impact how they engage in and potentially develop through their 

college experience. In the model, students bring personal characteristics that they have gained in past 

experiences to current experiences. As a result of these characteristics, students may be more likely to 

seek out particular kinds of experiences that, then, mediate future experiences. As students engage in a 

collection of experiences, they engage an overall pattern of meaning making that mediates their 

interpretations—the nature and extent of which shapes how they view what they believe, who they are, 

and how they relate to others. If their experiences cause them to re-examine their original approach to 

their beliefs, identities, and relationships, developmental growth occurs and this, in turn, changes 

students’ personal characteristics and future experiences, interpretations, and subsequent 

developmental growth. In this way, the model reflects Dewey’s (1938) notion of flexible purposing. 

Personal Characteristics 

 Students’ wide range of perspectives, identities, and relationships interact and accumulate into 

the personal characteristics they bring to every experience. Recent studies (Clydesdale, 2016; Selingo, 

2016) yielded unique types of college students, representing distinct constellations of personal 

characteristics. Selingo (2016) broadly categorized these students as sprinters, wanderers, and stragglers 

with: sprinters striving for high achievement and high-paying jobs, wanderers flitting about unsure of 
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their direction, and stragglers lagging behind the rest. Clydesdale (2016) devised a broader range of 

student types along two continuums—one gauging students’ instrumentalism versus idealism and the 

other their low- or high-regard for performance. The more instrumental oriented types were the 

Obsessive, Compulsive Achievers (i.e., OC Achievers); Utilitarians; and the Minimalists (“Beer and 

Circus”). Future Intelligentsia, Reforming Activists, and Rebels comprised the idealism oriented types. 

The types who regarded performance the highest were the OC Achievers and Future Intelligentsia with 

the next cohort being the Utilitarians and Reforming Activists, and then the Minimalists and Rebels after 

them.  

 Beyond types generated from student interviews, students embody a variety of identities 

simultaneously and with varying salience depending on the context (Abes et al., 2007). According to 

Nieto (2009), students with marginalized identities—particularly with regard to race—may prefer 

environments that encourage field dependent learning where knowledge construction connects to 

particular individuals, situations, and cultural contexts. Students with majority identities may be more 

likely, however, to have been socialized in and prefer field independent learning where knowledge is 

constructed apart from a particular context. Scholars (Allen et al., 2008; Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy, 

2000; Gilligan, 1982; Jordan, 1997; Josselson, 1996) studying gender drew similar conclusions regarding 

the importance of contextuality and relationality in learning particularly for female students. Identity is 

therefore inextricably connected to cognition and the ways students come to know and learn in their 

experience (Baxter Magolda, 2009a; Jones & Abes, 2013).  

 Although the idea of learning styles themselves has been problematized (Pashler et al., 2008), 

students’ learning preferences are another important personal characteristic intertwined with how they 

approach their experiences. Kolb (1984) outlined the interacting dichotomies of doing and reflection as 

well as apprehension (i.e., learning from the concrete) and comprehension (i.e., learning from the 

abstract). In students’ preferred combination of these modes, they can transform their experience into 
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understanding via extension or intension. Extension involves trying things out in the physical world 

whereas intension functions similarly but in the internal world. This similar line of thinking extends to 

other assessments including the Myers Briggs Type Indicator® (Myers, 1976), Gallup® CliftonStrengths® 

assessment (Asplund et al., 2007; Buckingham & Clifton, 2000; Clifton & Anderson, 2002; López & Louis, 

2009; Louis & Schreiner, 2012; Rath, 2007; Shushok & Hulme, 2006), and Values in Action Inventory 

(Louis & Schreiner, 2012; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman et al., 2005) sometimes used with 

college students. Students demonstrate preferred ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving that used over 

time encompass personal characteristics.  

These personal characteristics reflect the complexities of person in environment, combining the 

personal and the cultural (Baxter Magolda, 2009a; Jones & Abes, 2013). I return to culture as an 

important source of variation when discussing complex metaphors in a future section of this review. In 

the next section, I revisit instruction and/or learning paradigms since the ethos of students’ previous 

learning environments fundamentally shapes their self-theories about learning and capacity to fulfill 

goals. These paradigms, and their self-theories, can help or hinder how students navigate college and 

the extent to which they see themselves having a role in shaping and reflecting on their experience. This 

interplay between person and context becomes a critical, mediating personal characteristic.  

Experiences 

Before entering the collegiate environment, students have been socialized by their previous 

personal and educational experiences for nearly 18 years. The paradigms they engaged in their personal 

and schooling environments fundamentally shape students’ assumptions about themselves as learners 

and the educational process including its purpose and the nature of the roles played therein.     

Given the predominance of the instruction paradigm in K-12 settings, it is likely that many 

students have been socialized in contexts that reinforce schooling more than education (Tagg, 2003). In 

such experiences, students learn to play the game of school, jumping through hoops to make the grade 
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after they have been taught to the test. Learning is largely performative with final examinations that 

demonstrate students’ ability to converge on accepted answers and represent their understanding in 

often narrow ways (Eisner, 1994, 2002). As a result, students in a primarily instruction paradigm often 

seek single-answers and operate from a fixed mindset (Dweck, 2006; Selingo, 2016), staving off the 

process of learning and improving over time. Such an approach limits confidence in and depth of 

engagement in experiences, resulting in safe or prescriptive goal-setting (Tagg, 2003). As a result, 

learners are socialized for surface learning rather than deep learning (Entwistle, 1991; Marton & Säljö, 

1976; Reason et al., 2010; Tagg, 2003; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Wergin, 2019). Students absorb 

knowledge, satisfy authority figures, gain extrinsic rewards, and interact with peers in limited ways. 

Academically, some students may have engaged in a learning paradigm before or during their 

college experience. Students socialized in a K-12 environment that utilizes approaches like the 

Montessori (Association Montessori International USA, 2021) or Reggio Emelia (Hobson, 2020; Reggio 

Emilia Approach, 2020) methods likely enter their college experience with different assumptions and 

self-theories around learning (Dweck & Molden, 2005). Their approach may resemble more of a growth 

mindset (Dweck, 2006) that allows them to create and pursue personally meaningful goals over time. 

The educational process is a means through which they can further their interests and capacities in 

partnership with educators and co-learners (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). By engaging their intrinsic 

motivation, students socialized in a learning paradigm may set relevant goals that encourage deep 

learning (Tagg, 2003). The focus is on growing a range of capacities to translate across contexts. 

In the university environment, it is important to factor the likelihood that students may interact 

with both paradigms. Institutionally, different types of institutions may favor one paradigm over the 

other (Tagg, 2003). Academically, each discipline and educator varies according to their own disciplinary 

and philosophical assumptions. Even at institutions strongly rooted in an instruction paradigm, students 

may have engaged in outlier experiences that uphold principles of a learning paradigm. Another 
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important distinction is the co-curricular experiences that usually, but do not always, align with a 

learning paradigm by virtue of their: (a) separation from a traditional academic environment, (b) 

sustained participation, and (c) frequent authentic and meaningful performances (Light, 2001; Tagg, 

2003). Despite these promising attributes, an instruction paradigm may still be evident in the ways that 

co-curricular educators frame the learning process and engage students. How a student interprets these 

varied experiences depends on the personal characteristics and capacities they bring to them.  

Students’ Interpretations of Experiences 

How students make meaning of their personal characteristics and experiences depends on 

where they are developmentally (Abes & Jones, 2004; Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2009b; Pizzolato, 2003, 

2004; Pizzolato et al., 2008; Torres, 2010). As with any group of individuals, there are variations based 

on students’ identities (Abes et al., 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013), beliefs, and relational environments. As a 

subgroup of the broader adult population, Kegan’s (1994) trajectory of adult development theory is a 

lens through which the previously mentioned scholars have explored college students’ cognitive, 

intrapersonal, and interpersonal meaning making. Students’ capacity to internally generate meaning is 

at the heart of self-authorship, a way of thinking, being, and relating that embodies a blend of 

connection and autonomy (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). College is an ideal time to develop self-

authorship since students have a unique combination of community and independence. 

Adult Development Theory in the Collegiate Environment. College presents students with a 

“hidden curriculum” (Kegan, 1994, p. 15) that often requires a different set of developmental demands 

of them than their previous home, school, and life contexts. As a result, students are challenged to meet 

the explicit and, often, implicit demands of the college environment. If there is a mismatch, students can 

choose a less demanding environment or transform their capacities to match the demands if the 

conditions allow. This transformation of capacities is important because it shapes how an individual 

interprets and engages in their experiences. 
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The integrative set of capacities that college students bring to their experiences are the result of 

the collective environments in which they previously found themselves. Depending on the types of 

thinking, being, and relating these environments reinforced or challenged, students will have developed 

a particular form of mind with which to construct and make meaning of their experience. Within the 

adult development theory trajectory, individuals can potentially develop increasingly complex ways of 

knowing, being, and relating in the world if presented with conditions for development. According to 

Kegan (1994), these qualitatively different ways of engaging the world are described as orders of 

consciousness, meaning-making structures, or forms of mind. They include sovereign mind (i.e., 2nd 

order of conscious), socialized mind (i.e., 3rd order of consciousness), self-authoring mind (i.e., 4th order 

of consciousness), and self-transforming mind (i.e., 5th order of consciousness). Each form of mind has 

its own intelligence, capacities, immunities (Kegan & Lahey, 2001, 2009), and vulnerabilities. Horizontal 

learning adds to current capacities within the same form of mind, resulting in in-form-ation (Mezirow, 

2000; Murray, 2017). Vertical learning, however, involves trans-form-ation (Mezirow, 2000) and affords 

new capacities within a new form of mind. 

Forms of Mind that Shape Development and Interpretation of Experiences. Each form of mind 

allows different awareness and behavioral flexibility with later forms allowing the greatest range of 

complexity. Transformation to the next form of mind requires an evolution in the organizing principle, or 

basis, of the previous form of mind. This organizing principle is known as the subject-object relationship 

and describes how in each form of mind, there are “elements of our knowing or organizing that we can 

reflect on, handle, look at, be responsible for, relate to each other, take control of, internalize, 

assimilate, or otherwise operate upon” (Kegan, 1994, p. 15). Such elements are object and “distinct 

enough from us that we can do something with it” (Kegan, 1994, p. 15). Other elements are subject and 

“we are identified with, tied to, fused with, or embedded” therein (Kegan, 1994, p. 15). Summarizing the 

subject-object relationship, Kegan (1994) summarized that “We have object; we are subject. Subject is 
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immediate; object is mediate. Subject is ultimate or absolute; object is relative” (p. 15). The orders of 

consciousness, then, comprise elements that an individual “has” as object within a perspective that the 

individual is “subject to” or “had by.” For example, if an individual identifies primarily with a socialized 

mind, it will be difficult for them to differentiate themselves from their relationships with others. As a 

result, they would likely struggle with gaining enough distance from others’ perspectives since they are 

had by those relationships. In fact, it may not even occur to them to create space between themselves 

and others to have their own perspectives. Since authoring distinct perspectives can be perceived as 

threatening to the relationships that they are defined by, it would likely be more difficult to even 

consider doing so especially without sufficient validation and support.  

Typically, when describing college student development, scholars tend to focus on the transition 

between a socialized mind and a self-authoring mind (Abes & Jones, 2004; Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 

2009b; Baxter Magolda et al., 2008; Baxter Magolda et al., 2010; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Torres, 

2010). For the purpose of this literature review, I begin with earlier forms of mind because they will 

inform later sections about conceptual metaphor theory. The qualitative differences between forms of 

mind in these areas shape personal characteristics and offer partial perspectives for how experiences 

can be approached and interpreted in fundamentally different ways. 

 Forms of Mind, Socialization, and the Educational Environment. Before entering formal 

schooling, individuals operate in the zero and first forms of mind (Kegan, 1982). In order zero, infants 

are “living in an objectless world, a world in which everything sensed is taken to be an extension of the 

infant” (Kegan, 1982, p. 78). Objects (i.e., things, people) have them, dominating their reality. At around 

two years old, toddlers can differentiate themselves from objects but are had by their impulses. As a 

result, their world and thinking are “fantastic and illogical, their feelings impulsive and fluid, their  

social-relating egocentric” (Kegan, 1994, p. 29). The line between fantasy and reality is thin.  
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 College students will occupy the subsequent forms of mind. A student operating from the 

sovereign mind is had by rules and regulations and defers to them in a manner that prioritizes their  

self-interest. They may struggle to regard others’ needs as important as their own and may be wary of 

abstractions like values or psychological states. As students gain distance from their own needs and 

desires, being less had by them, the socialized mind becomes possible. This form of mind is most 

prevalent in college students and the overall general population (Drago-Severson, 2009; Kegan & Lahey, 

2016). An individual operating from the socialized mind is had by relationships and fuses their identity 

strongly to their social groups (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, Berger, 2012; Kegan, 1994). As a result, they may 

struggle to find their own voice and prioritize their own needs. 

 Depending on the environments in which college students find themselves, they may develop 

the capacity for the self-authoring mind. An individual operating from a self-authoring perspective can 

mediate others’ perspectives and now have their relationships. No longer drowned out by external 

voices, the internal voice gains volume and intensity and their ideology becomes what the individual is 

had by. Relief arises from the increasing clarity of their values, or internal criteria, that guide how they 

choose and navigate experiences. If these personal values or criteria differ from important people in 

their life, they may need to fundamentally change those relationships, and/or revisit their own ideology.  

Although extremely rare, an individual operating from a self-transforming mind has realized the 

limitations of their own ideology that they now have. To complement their grounded perspective, they 

seek other individuals, ideologies, and institutions that will complicate, if not upend, their perspective. 

Students operating from a self-transforming mind may have difficulty finding thought partners receptive 

to mutual open and challenging engagement.  

Relating back to the Wabash model’s element of interpretations of experiences, each form of 

mind will interpret the “same” experience differently based on the assumptions it brings. A student 

defined by more of a socialized mind may see a bad grade as their teacher’s responsibility or they might 
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view that grade as irrelevant or embarrassing depending on their peers’ views. Either way, there is a 

reliance on others’ perspectives as an external locus of control. In that same situation, another student 

embodying a self-authoring mind may instead examine their own personal responsibility from an 

internal locus of control. The prevailing paradigms of students’ learning environments may reinforce or 

challenge their predominant form of mind, or meaning-making structure. An instruction paradigm often 

reinforces a socialized mind by prioritizing others’ expectations and convergent, single answers (Eisner, 

1994, 2002; Tagg, 2003). A learning paradigm often encourages a self-authoring mind by encouraging 

personal reflection and divergent and multiple interpretations (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Eisner, 

2002; Tagg, 2003).  

Developmental Growth 

Baxter Magolda (2009) conducted a 33-year longitudinal study, interviewing once-college 

students into their 40s. She articulated the developmental dimensions as asking: “How do I know?” (i.e., 

cognitive), “Who am I?” (i.e., intrapersonal), and “What kinds of relationships do I want to have with 

others?” (i.e., interpersonal; Baxter Magolda, 2001). Baxter Magolda’s participants traversed an 

undulating path largely navigating the socialized mind, or what she called “external formulas.” If they 

encountered a blend of challenge and support through partnerships, pain, or perspective (i.e., 

reflection; Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004), they often experienced the 

crossroads (i.e., intersection between the socialized and self-authoring mind). If supportive forces 

outweighed challenge in a developmentally constructive manner, these individuals often surfaced on 

the other side of the crossroads with the capacity to self-author.  

Baxter Magolda and King (2012) translated insights from Baxter Magolda’s longitudinal study 

(2001, 2009b) to the Wabash National Study for Liberal Arts Education, encompassing six institutions 

and a diverse cohort of college students. The study focused on: (a) the extent to which college students 

learned a core set of liberal arts learning outcomes and (b) the conditions of their various learning 
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experiences and the extent to which they were developmentally effective. An unfortunate conclusion is 

that the majority of experiences did not promote developmental growth because they did not account 

for students’ personal characteristics and operated from a primarily teaching paradigm, limiting 

students’ ability to embed their learning within their personal contexts. This approach mirrors my intent 

to re-integrate students’ personal characteristics as a basis from which to more effectively partner with 

them as learners. Redman (2012) used the term reconnected learning to describe similar aims. 

Other scholars extended Baxter Magolda’s (2001, 2009) work to study diverse college student 

populations including lesbian students (Abes & Jones, 2004), Latino students (Torres, 2010), high-risk 

students (Pizzolato, 2003, 2004), and Asian students (Pizzolato et al., 2008). These scholars complicated 

earlier understandings by introducing implications of privilege, identity, and marginalization further into 

the discourse. For example, Pizzolato (2010) questioned the very notion of the “self” part of  

self-authorship in light of different notions of self in collectivist cultures. Scholars also attempted to 

address linear constructions of self-authorship both in the theory’s analysis and articulation, using 

perspectives like queer theory (Abes, 2008; Abes & Kasch, 2007), feminism (Okello, 2018), critical theory 

(Hernández, 2016), and poststructuralism (Abes & Hernández, 2016; Hernández, 2016). Moreover, they 

questioned the goodness of developmental growth as a goal for college students and the broader adult 

population (Abes & Hernández, 2016; Berger, 2012). 

Development—both its study and lived experience—has its own aesthetic and artistic 

experience. There is movement—subject-object shifts (Kegan, 1994; Lahey et al., 2011), instigative 

forces, and propelling conditions (Baxter Magolda, 2009; Debold, 2002), stagnation, release, fluidity and 

non-linearity (Abes & Kasch, 2007). There is drama—peaks, valleys (Lahey et al., 2011), and shadowlands 

(Baxter Magolda, 2009). There is sound when we “hear” development (Baxter Magolda & King, 2007) 

and cultivate our internal voices (Baxter Magolda, 2009b). Personal stylistic form develops through 

bricolage (Hebdige, 1979; Redman, 2018), combining elements from inner and outer worlds so that, “we 
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build a bridge between who we feel ourselves to be internally and who we are recognized as being by 

our social world” (Josselson, 1996, p. 27). Metaphorical, sensory, and arts-based approaches can capture 

these different dimensions (Branch & Latz, 2018; Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014) and invite 

connoisseurship, criticism, and creativity (Eisner, 2002). These approaches will be explored in Chapter III. 

They provide new ways for exploring student development. 

Summary 

 Although the student success and development literatures have uncovered many complexities 

surrounding students’ lives and experiences, there is still much more to know and learn. My study 

magnified what could be known and learned about students’ felt experiences from a sensory and 

metaphorical perspective. In the following section, I delve into the ideas and possibilities offered by 

conceptual metaphor theory to partner with learners in re-seeing their experiences.  

Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

 The main theoretical lens for my study, conceptual metaphor theory is elaborated in a body of 

literature that examines how “most of our normal conceptual system is metaphorically structured; that 

is, most concepts are partially understood in terms of other concepts” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003, p. 

56). Although conceptual metaphor theory emerged from linguistics, its main tenet is that metaphors 

are more than linguistic devices (Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003). Rather, metaphors are 

pervasive, reflect conscious and unconscious thinking, and, unlike what is commonly understood, they 

are not always based on similarity. Metaphors link two conceptual domains, mapping compatible 

elements, or properties, from one to the other. “A conceptual domain is any coherent organization of 

experience” (Kövecses, 2010, p. 4). One conceptual domain acts as the source domain, replete with 

properties and elements that transfer to the target domain that requires further elaboration. Through a 

unidirectional mapping process, only those aspects of the source domain that are compatible with the 

target domain will transfer.  
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In my study, conceptual metaphor theory served as a bridge between students’ sensory 

perceptions, memories, and mental models, allowing the possibility of re-seeing their college 

experience. In other words, conceptual metaphor theory provided a window into students’ inner worlds 

and the rich source domain material therein, offering a more personalized understanding of students’ 

concepts of their college experience, the target domain. Partnering with learners to contextualize their 

personal characteristics, experiences, meaning making, and developmental growth is one way to 

“critique, refine, and enhance our understanding of the possibilities of young adults’ meaning making as 

their personal characteristics intersect with college and societal environments” (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 

p. 633).  

Distinctive Properties of Metaphors 

 Metaphors stand apart for their generalizable, empirical, and comprehensive nature (Kövecses, 

2010). Although each of these qualities are respective assets, they inform each other. Their integrative 

combination differentiates metaphor from other forms of thinking and reasoning. 

Generalizability. Due to their generalizability, metaphors cover a vast number of concepts and, 

thereby, experiential domains (Kövecses, 2010). By illuminating previously inaccessible meanings or 

extending existing analysis, metaphors can facilitate deeper understanding of everyday concepts. 

Common target domains include aspects of society like religion, the economy (Geary, 2012), politics 

(Lakoff, 1992), education (Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012; Taylor, 1984), and human relationships in 

general (Gibbs, 1994). They also include abstract topics like emotion (Kövecses, 2000), desire (Lakoff, 

1987), morality (Johnson, 1992), thought (Johnson, 2018), communication (Reddy, 1979), time (Evans, 

2004), life and death (Lakoff & Turner, 1989), and events and actions (Lakoff, 1990, 1993). Since 

metaphors are robust in their ability to convey and create understanding, conceptual metaphor theory 

is useful for exploring the college experience which encompasses many conceptual domains and aspects 

of human life. 
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Empirical. In addition to being generalizable, metaphors are also empirical. In this section, I 

explain how metaphors are embedded and experiential, embodied and aesthetic, as well as multimodal. 

In other words, as humans engage in their environments, they create and utilize metaphors that inform 

their experience. 

Embedded and Experiential. Because metaphors are experientially motivated and elaborate on 

experiential domains, they are profoundly empirical. Metaphors partially structure a number of 

experiential gestalts, “multidimensional structures… which are ways of organizing experiences into 

structured wholes” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003, p. 81). Such gestalts are multifaceted and often 

involve contradictory dimensions that multiple metaphors can simultaneously inform. Lakoff and 

Johnson (1980/2003) emphasized that experiential gestalts, like conceptual metaphors, are naturally 

apart of our conceptual system. We intuitively link particular events and actions to form experiential 

gestalts that allow us to quickly recognize an experience and act accordingly therein. For example, when 

we go to the store, we generally know that we enter the store, find what we need, pay for our items, 

and leave. These parts form then form a larger whole. An important aspect of conceptual metaphor 

theory is the human capacity for and tendency to structure and interpret experiential gestalts through a 

combination of metaphors. Different metaphors provide insight into different parts of the gestalt, 

foregrounding some aspects and obscuring others (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Morgan, 2006; Torbert, 2004). 

Embodied and Aesthetic. The human capacity to construct and interpret metaphors stems from 

our ability to perceive and differentiate qualities through embodied cognition. All perception, 

interpretation, and behavior is embedded within a biological, social, and cultural context—each of which 

affords a variety of assets and constraints. Langer (1996) described our nervous system as the mind that 

engages the world with the brain at the center and sensory organs as the extremities. As I detail in 

Chapter III, there is a growth process for the depth to which humans can see, experience, appreciate, 

and convey qualities in their world, or what Eisner (2002) called connoisseurship and criticism. Johnson 
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(2018), like Eisner, connected these capacities to the arts which unify experience and center the 

aesthetic (Dewey, 1938; Wergin, 2019). In describing the nature of aesthetic experience, Johnson (2018) 

described the: 

meaning constituted by patterns, images, qualities, relations, feelings, and emotions… any 
adequate theory of meaning will have to focus on those qualitative and affective dimensions of 
experience that have usually been regarded as operative mostly in our experience, appreciation, 
and creation of various arts, but are now recognized as lying at the heart of all meaning-making. 
(p. 51) 
 

Like the arts, metaphors name and reconfigure various elements of our experience to awaken the 

senses and create shared meaning. 

 Metaphors draw on sensory information to infer which elements of the source domain ought to 

transfer to the target domain (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Springborg, 2018). Common source 

domains include the human body, health and illness, animals, plants, buildings, machines and tools, 

games and sport, economics, cooking and food, heat and cold, light and darkness, forces, movement, 

and objects and substances and their properties (Gibbs, 1994; Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Morgan, 

2006). Kövecses (2010) captured the experiential motivation for drawing inferences from these aspects 

of our experience when he stated: 

In this world, it seems, there are people, animals, and plants; the people live in houses, they 
have bodies, they eat, they get sick and get better; they move around and travel; they live in a 
physical environment with all kinds of objects and substances in it; the objects and substances 
have all kinds of properties; the physical environment affects the people; and the people make 
tools, work, and engage in various other transactions with other people. This is an extremely 
simplified world, but it is exactly the simplified nature of this world that enables us to make use 
of parts of it in creating more complex abstract ones. (p. 22-23) 
 

Just by living in their bodies, humans perceive qualities and relationships that can be utilized in forming 

and communicating metaphors. Conceptual metaphor theory may provide insights into various aspects 

of students’ environments and the qualities they associate with each. The examples that they use, the 

experiences that they prioritize, and the sensory information provided could illuminate what they find 

particularly meaningful, provocative, or challenging. If sensory information can be recalled days, 
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months, or years beyond the original experience, it was likely part of a noteworthy or outlier experience 

(Dirksen, 2016; Heath & Heath, 2017). Most sensory information does not become encoded in short- or 

long-term memory. Usually, it has a short life span in sensory memory.  

 This embodiment is further reflected in the way metaphors manifest through our neural 

infrastructure (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Narayanan, 1997; Springborg, 2014, 2018). This 

manifestation is made possible because of the mirroring effect created by a simulatory nervous system. 

It is this same mirroring effect that allows the brain to function similarly whether imagining, perceiving, 

or acting (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003). This phenomenon is possible because the motor cortex (i.e., 

the part of the brain responsible for physical movement) holds a map of the body as well as neuronal 

clusters that correspond to like neuronal clusters in other areas of the body. Neuronal clusters gather 

into nodes, creating a rich network where metaphorical mappings can occur. When such a mapping 

occurs, the neurons connected to the source and target domains learn to co-activate during particular 

experiences. The more these co-occurrences happen, the more the neurons co-activate, which 

strengthens and reinforces that connection. I will explore this phenomenon more in the subsection 

describing primary metaphors. 

 Multimodal. Since metaphors are a product of our multisensory lives experienced in our bodies, 

they are multimodal in nature. They can take many forms, occurring linguistically or non-linguistically 

(e.g., visually, sonically/aurally, kinetically, haptically; Fox, 1989; Kövecses, 2010; Lawley & Tompkins, 

2000; Moon, 2007; Redman, 2018; Springborg, 2018). Metaphors do not require words to convey 

meaning or establish a relationship between different qualities, concepts, and entities within our 

experience (Kövecses, 2010; Moon, 2007; Redman, 2018; Springborg, 2018). The senses, then, not only 

motivate metaphors but also represent them. Springborg (2018) used arts-based methods to show how 

metaphors translate concrete, sensorimotor experiences into complex, abstract concepts via sensory 

templates. Redman (2018) similarly fused the concrete and the abstract when stating: 
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we develop a unified and rather complex qualitative experience as a result of our direct 
observation or physical interaction with the objects in their immediate environment. This 
knowing of objects through a subjective experience, referred to by Edelman and Tononi (2013) 
as qualia, is private and ‘cannot be communicated directly through scientific theory that by its 
nature, is public and intersubjective’ (p. 14)… The divergence of the life experience was reduced 
from superfluous sensory unity into pure abstract symbolic systems of specialised disciplinary 
meaning-making. (p. 33) 
 

When metaphors encode concrete sensorimotor experiences into an analogous, abstract 

representation, they reflect processes that humans use to represent “direct observation or physical 

interaction with the objects in their immediate environment” within the context of their “subjective 

experience.” Such representation can be in the form of visual images and art (Moon, 2007; Parks, 2000; 

Redman, 2018; Springborg, 2018; Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014), music and other sonic forms 

(Redman, 2018), gestures (Kövecses, 2010; Littlemore, 2019; Redman, 2018), motion (Redman, 2018), 

buildings and sculptures, advertisements, myths, dreams (Jung, 1964), and symbols (Fox, 1989; Jung, 

1964) with many metaphors resulting from layered production and bricolage (Kövecses, 2010; Redman, 

2018). 

Comprehensive (Although Not Complete). Metaphors are comprehensive in the range of 

phenomena they illuminate as well as the manner in which they elucidate meanings. Since metaphors 

extend thinking that can then be applied practically, they are theoretical and practical. Because they 

uncover the relationships between qualities and gestalts, they are holistic and relational. They also 

range from conventional to unconventional and simple to complex. In this section, I further explain 

these dimensions of metaphors.   

Theoretical and Practical. By structuring our thoughts and focusing our attention in particular 

ways, metaphors highlight and hide particular aspects of a concept, situation, or experience, creating 

ways of seeing and not seeing (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Morgan, 2006). As 

individuals become aware of their metaphorically structured theories, perspectives, and frames, they 
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realize that any metaphor “while capable of creating valuable insights, is also incomplete, biased, and 

potentially misleading” (Morgan, 2006, p. 5). Morgan (2006) further elaborated: 

The insights generated by different metaphors are not just theoretical. They are incredibly 
practical. As we gain comfort in using the implications of different metaphors… we quickly learn 
that the insights of one metaphor can often help us overcome the limitations of another. This, in 
turn, encourages us to recognize and, indeed, search for the limitations of existing insights. So 
that we can use them as springboards for new insight. (p. 342) 
 
Whether intentionally or unintentionally, when a metaphor structures one’s outlook and, 

thereby, influences one’s actions, it is serving as a metaphorical model or frame (Bolman & Deal, 2008; 

Lawley & Tompkins, 2000; Morgan, 2006). Some metaphors are personally generated and/or held while 

others are culturally generated and/or held (Littlemore, 2019). Some metaphors may, therefore, 

resonate for some people and not others. The goal is to be aware of one’s own metaphors in use and 

adopt a variety of competing and complementary metaphors to increase one’s range of perspective and 

action (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Morgan, 2006; Torbert, 2004). 

 Holistic and Relational. Metaphors are inherently holistic and relational for reasons already 

discussed in this section. Experiential gestalts, in their metaphorical structuring, reflect how the 

relationship of concepts and elements within a metaphor maps onto everyday experiences to imbue 

meaning. Moreover, since metaphors are embodied, they reflect our networked nervous systems and 

complex qualia wherein perceptions, impressions, and sensations interrelate to become felt experience. 

And since these perceptions, impressions, and sensations are multimodal and simultaneous, metaphors 

represent the interplay of our senses and the associative connections formed between thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences. Fox (1989) captured these sentiments by stating, “Metaphors cannot be 

confined or reduced to narrow meanings. They provoke thought and feeling at the same time. What 

they are is intimately linked with what they mean… Metaphor promotes the discovery of connecting 

patterns and unites these into a holistic picture” (pp. 234–235). 
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 Metaphors are also inherently holistic and relational because they require a connection 

between a person and their experiences, and often between a person who creates, represents, or 

shares a metaphor as well as another person observing, receiving, and understanding that metaphor. In 

a social work context, Fox (1989) offered: 

Metaphor is the dreamwork of language and, like all dream work, it reflects as much on the 
observer as on the originator. Understanding… requires collaboration between a dreamer and a 
waker, even if they be the same person; and the acts of comprehension and enactment are 
themselves works of the imagination. So too, understanding a metaphor is as much a creative 
endeavor as making a metaphor. 
 

Taylor (1984) similarly stated, “Metaphors evoke relationships… The making of the relationships 

between primary and secondary subject, between tenor and vehicle, is very much a task for the hearer 

or the reader. Interpretation involves the filling in of connections” (p. 16). In an art therapy context, 

Moon (2007) called the “observer” or “hearer” a metaphoretician who “uses metaphors to uncover and 

convey truths” (p. 9). Cohen (1979) spoke of the empathy required of understanding others’ metaphors 

and the intimacy that process engenders.  

 Conventional and Unconventional. Metaphors range in their ability to uniquely capture and 

create meaning. Conventional metaphors, or dead metaphors, are cliché representations of reality that 

are to be expected (Geary, 2011; Kövecses, 2010; Taylor, 1984). They do not convey new information 

and are relatively devoid of meaningful content. For example, when “someone sounds like a broken 

record,” it is widely understood that they are repeating themselves. Because it is so common, the phrase 

lacks depth and is somewhat disconnected from its original meaning. Unconventional metaphors, 

however, challenge taken-for-granted assumptions and make the “obvious dubious” (Patton, 1990). 

Kövecses (2010) named four ways to create more novel metaphors and images: elaboration, extending, 

questioning, and combining. Elaboration entails mapping an expected element but taking it a step 

further than usual. Extension involves mapping an unexpected element from the source domain to the 

target domain. Questioning invites the reader to reconsider their original interpretation of an everyday 
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metaphor. Finally, combination mixes previous elements or relationships into new configurations 

sometimes in new contexts. All four of these approaches, like the trickster (Ladkin, 2012), can wake us 

up to our senses so we can reconsider our original views. 

 Simple and Complex. As Kövecses (2010) mentioned earlier, metaphors are derived from 

everyday, often-taken-for-granted aspects of our environment, “but it is exactly the simplified nature of 

this world that enables us to make use of parts of it in creating more complex abstract ones” (p. 23). 

Two main types of metaphor reflect the simplicity and complexity that metaphors can offer: primary and 

complex metaphors. 

Types of Metaphors 

Primary Metaphors. Primary metaphors are hardwired into our bodies through embodied 

cognition (Grady, 1997). They relate to the qualities perceived through objects and substances that are 

first perceived and interpreted at an early age when sensations and impressions are fused with one’s 

being (Grady, 1997; Kegan, 1994; Vygotsky, 1978). The kinds of sensory experiences involved include 

qualities like warm, cold, smooth, gritty, light and heavy (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Springborg, 

2014, 2018). Directional and orientational sensory experiences are also central to primary metaphors 

including up-down, front-back, near-far, etc. (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Springborg, 2014, 2018). 

These qualities and orientations are embedded in image-schemas that, despite their name, are less 

about rich imagery than about foundational assumptions surrounding ourselves, physical objects, and 

physical forces. According to Kövecses (2010): 

These basic image-schemas derive from our interactions with the world; we explore physical 
objects by contact with them; we experience ourselves and other objects as containers with 
other objects in them or outside of them; we move around the world; we experience physical 
forces affecting us and we also try to resist these forces, such as when we walk against the wind. 
Interactions such as these occur repeatedly in human experience. These basic physical 
experiences give rise to what are called image-schemas, and the image-schemas structure many 
of our abstract concepts metaphorically. (p. 43) 
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Grady (1997) illustrated how these image-schemas ground primary metaphors by providing a blueprint 

for the most basic of life experiences. 

Primary metaphors that result from experiencing these qualities and orientations early in life 

include examples like: AFFECTION IS WARMTH, PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS, SIMILARITY IS 

CLOSENESS, ORGANIZATION IS PHYSICAL STRUCTURE, CATEGORIES ARE CONTAINERS, IMPORTANCE IS 

SIZE, etc. (Grady, 1997; Springborg, 2014, 2018). For example, AFFECTION IS WARMTH is derived from 

early childhood experiences of being held by the people closest to us and feeling their body heat (Grady, 

1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2014, 2018). This co-occurrence of 

experiences resulted in neuronal clusters being activated in domains related to feelings (i.e., AFFECTION) 

and temperature (i.e., WARMTH; Narayanan, 1997). The more experiences in these two domains  

co-occur, the more this neural connection becomes unconscious and instinctual. As a result of such 

strong and early associations, primary metaphors are closer to our physical, sensorimotor understanding 

and are, therefore, more concrete. Also, because these sensations are not differentiated from the self at 

the time of direct experience (e.g., as a baby or toddler), these qualities and the relationships between 

them are understood quite unconsciously and nonverbally. Their universality stem from: (a) the 

developmental space in which we first experienced these qualities and (b) the similarity of human 

sensory systems we used to interpret them (Grady, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 

2019; Springborg, 2014, 2018). 

Complex Metaphors. Complex metaphors rely on primary metaphors and simple metaphors to 

structure and elaborate on abstract concepts. I did not write an entirely separate section on simple 

metaphors because they are very similar to complex metaphors except for their scope. Simple and 

complex metaphors are not activated by co-occurrences of experience as is the case with primary 

metaphors. Complex metaphors do, however, often rely on primary metaphors to provide imagery and 

grounding for basic assumptions to edify the meanings and understandings they are able to convey. 
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Kövecses (2010) used the example of ANGER IS FIRE to differentiate between complex and simple 

metaphors. This metaphor is complex because it contains a variety of mappings or associations. One 

such mapping is INTENSITY IS HEAT. Since INTENSITY IS HEAT is a submetaphor of ANGER IS FIRE, the 

former is a simple metaphor and the latter is a complex metaphor. 

Kövecses (2010) also used the ARGUMENT (THEORY) IS A BUILDING metaphor to illustrate the 

difference between primary and complex metaphors. An example of the metaphor is when someone 

comments, “The scholar made a strong argument.” Because persuasive arguments and buildings do not 

naturally co-occur in everyday experience, the example itself is a complex metaphor. Universally, young 

children do not naturally associate an argument, scholarly or otherwise, with buildings. However, for the 

complex metaphor to work, it relies on a primary metaphor that is generally learned in early experience 

through trial and error or direct observation: PERSISTING IS ERECTNESS (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010). 

There is a mapping that happens between frameworks of buildings and logical structures of 

arguments/theories, connecting these concepts to form a complex metaphor. This mapping can be 

reflected as “VIABLE LOGICAL STRUCTURES ARE ERECT PHYSICAL STRUCTURES” (Kövecses, 2010, p. 96). 

As with any metaphor that highlights certain elements, and hides others, building frameworks are 

mapped whereas chimneys and windows are not. 

Metaphors in Education 

Education is one context in which metaphors can be used by various constituents—consciously 

or unconsciously—to guide philosophy and practice (Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012; Erickson & 

Pinnegar, 2017; Geary, 2011; Jorgensen-Earp & Staton, 1993; Taylor, 1984). In fact, educational 

literature is often rich in metaphor even if metaphor is not the explicit topic of investigation (Badley & 

Van Brummelen, 2012; Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003). Badley and Van Brummelen (2012) reinforced this 

idea, stating that, “Teachers continually say sentences filled with metaphors. The conversations contain 

a gold mine of educational metaphors” (pp. 1–2). They went on to say that, “Teachers, principals, and 
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parents—in fact, everyone, including students—think about students and schools using metaphoric 

language… educational metaphors are not just nice, but that they powerfully affect teaching and 

learning, and, therefore, the lives of children and adolescents” (Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012, p. 3). 

This ubiquity is not necessarily unique to educators since, according to Geary (2011), “We utter about 

one metaphor for every ten to twenty-five words, or about six metaphors a minute” (p. 5). Given the 

frequency with which humans use metaphors, it is unsurprising that metaphor has been a topic of 

exploration. Although it can be argued that, to date, the scope of exploration has not reflected the 

possibilities offered by metaphor to understand students’ current and desired educational experiences.   

Personal Metaphors Held by Educators 

 Much of the literature on metaphor in education centers on the personal metaphors that 

educators hold about themselves, their students, and the learning process (Badley & Van Brummelen, 

2012; Erickson & Pinnegar, 2017). These metaphors guide and scaffold educators’ philosophies and 

practices such that they “work in a dialogical relationship, informing and transforming each other over 

time” (Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012, p. 8). By unearthing educators’ metaphors, it is possible to 

engage in critical self-reflection on praxis and transform professionally, aligning espoused and enacted 

values (Badley & Nelson, 2012; Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012). Badley & Van Brummelen (2012) 

acknowledged the power of metaphors in shaping and re-shaping educational practice while also 

acknowledging their limits: 

Curriculum, students, social conditions and society’s needs all may change but some teachers 
carry on the same program year after year because they possess and teach out of a specific 
metaphor of teaching and learning… a specific metaphor possesses them, often implicitly... But 
many have warned that metaphors are limited. No single metaphor catches any teacher’s entire 
vision or classroom praxis. Moreover, if pushed too far, metaphors may break down or give a 
skewed view. What is clear is that we need to consider teachers’ metaphors in the overall 
context of their story and practice. (pp. 9–10)    
 

In highlighting educators’ personal metaphors, scholars have explored the impact metaphorical thinking 

has on beliefs and attitudes toward teaching and learning, curriculum, and assessment (Badley & Van 
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Brummelen, 2012). In stating that “a specific metaphor possesses them, often implicitly,” Badley and 

Van Brummelen (2012) revealed how individuals’ personal metaphors can be subject, rather than 

object, to them (Kegan, 1994). I provide examples of such personal metaphors in the remainder of this 

subsection and the next. 

    Educators hold a variety of personal metaphors regarding themselves and their roles as 

educators (Allard, 2004; Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012; Clandinin, 1985; Erickson & Pinnegar, 2017; 

Wineberg, 2012; Zhu & Zhu, 2018). Clandinin (1985) was one of the foundational scholars to write about 

the various metaphors, or images, guiding teachers’ practice through personal practical knowledge. 

Other scholars (Allard, 2004; Erickson & Pinnegar, 2017) built on personal practical knowledge by 

exploring personal metaphors held by educators at a particular point in time through various 

methodologies. For example, Erickson and Pinnegar (2017) illuminated teachers’ personal metaphors 

through positioning theory, which involved exploring plotlines, roles, assumptions, and obligations 

manifested within and across four unique cases. As a result, they partnered with educators, “making 

more explicit the intuitive knowledge teachers hold” (Erickson & Pinnegar, 2017, p. 106) and unearthed 

the metaphors of teacher as gardener, Queen of England, traveler on a journey, and butterfly across its 

life cycle. Allard (2004) noted that, although educators were interested in learning more about the role 

of metaphor in their work, they struggled in naming any metaphors that described how they related to 

students. She also argued for the need to contextualize educators’ metaphors within a larger social 

discourse because “particular images, metaphors, and language are not ‘freely’ available at all times and 

in all places” (Allard, 2004, p. 361). 

 Educators’ personal metaphors, of course, also have implications for metaphors regarding 

students, influencing the learning environment by shaping language, relations, curriculum, and 

assessment (Allard, 2004; Badley & Van Brummelen, 2012). Allard (2004) examined teachers’ 

metaphorical constructs of male and female students from a poststructural lens. By situating teachers’ 
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metaphors in a social discourse, Allard highlighted how educators’ conceptualization of male students as 

Labrador puppies, “closed off from the world of ideas,” and “‘masking’ their lack of skills” was 

detrimental to both them and female students who were burdened with an added expectation of 

maturity. In other words, educators’ metaphorical constructions reveal a range of assumptions that 

actively perpetuate a set of possibilities for teaching and learning (Badley & Hollabaugh, 2012), and roles 

and obligations within learning activities (Allard, 2004; Badley & Nelson, 2012; Erickson & Pinnegar, 

2017). For example, Badley and Hollabaugh (2012) illustrated stark differences between teaching and 

learning as: (a) transmission, (b) facilitation, guidance, and coaching, and (c) a catalyst. 

Personal Metaphors Held by Students 

 Although there has been investigation into personal metaphors held by educators, considerably 

less inquiry has been expended toward students’ personal metaphors (Jorgensen-Earp & Staton, 1993; 

Marchant, 1992). Marchant (1992) explored undergraduate and graduate students’ personal metaphors 

regarding their teachers, students, and classrooms. Participants expressed their beliefs and attitudes by 

responding to open-ended statements, generating lists of similes that highlighted patterns in personal 

metaphors. The most frequent personal metaphors for their concept of teacher included role model, 

leader, motivator, mentor, babysitter, and artist. Their most often mentioned personal metaphors for 

students were follower, assistant, blank slate, empty vessel, and artwork. Further, their commonly held 

personal metaphors for classroom included library, museum, lab or experiment, meeting place, and 

place of safety. Through factor analysis the following themes emerged as matching the pre-existing 

literature about metaphors held by teachers: authority, caregiving, production, captives, fun, trial, 

business, and change. Although this study implies alignment in metaphors (Kövcses, 2010; Lakoff & 

Johnson 1980/2003) held by teachers and students, it does not capture personal metaphors from the 

participants’ actual teachers. Further, it does not capture in-depth quotations from students to offer a 

more in-depth exploration of these personal metaphors. 
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 Jorgensen-Earp and Staton (1993) conducted a similar study to explore students’ perceptions on 

their socialization process into University culture. They were curious about how students at two very 

different institutions navigated the unknown and communicated the non-literal to share their 

understandings and experiences. They asked college students two questions in an open-ended 

questionnaire: (a) “What does it mean to you to be a University freshman?” and (b) “Being a University 

freshman is like…” (Jorgensen-Earp & Staton, 1993). They collected data twice and used analytic 

induction and coding, generating five themes amongst 206 generated metaphors. The identified themes 

were: newness, status, control, engagement, and satisfaction. In addition to highlighting the nature of 

students’ personal metaphors when adjusting to college, Jorgensen-Earp and Staton (1993) highlighted 

the lack of inquiry for student metaphors except for one study until that point. Despite this insight, there 

remains a dearth of literature around students’ personal metaphors. I extended upon Jorgensen-Earp 

and Staton’s (1993) study by expanding beyond students’ first year in college. Moreover, by 

incorporating a nonverbal and sensory approach, I incorporated a wider range of students’ non-literal 

understandings and experiences. Since this study included nonverbal representations of students’ 

experiences, it also contributed to Jorgensen-Earp and Staton’s (1993) inquiry around what it means to 

be a University student and the associations students tie to holding that identity. 

Metaphors for Educational Organizations and Processes 

 In addition to personal metaphors held by teachers and students, educational organizations and 

their processes have conjured a range of images through metaphor. These images largely capture the 

difference between instruction and learning paradigms as was discussed earlier. In describing an 

instruction paradigm various scholars have described educational institutions as factories (Marchant, 

1992; Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003; Taylor, 1984) producing fearful puppets and cheerful robots (Redman, 

2018). When manifesting their less than ideal conditions and outcomes, schools reinforce algorithmic, 

formulaic ways of knowing, being, and relating at the expense of more androrithmic, human qualities 
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like emotion, play, and metaphor (Eisner, 2002; Pink, 2005; Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003). Educational 

organizations portrayed as biological cultures (Morgan, 2006) or gardens may fare better at nurturing 

students through natural development (Allard, 2004; Brouwer, 2012; Erickson & Pinnegar, 2017). 

Role of Metaphor in Student and Adult Development Theory 

 In addition to shaping educators’ and learners’ views, and commonly held perceptions of 

educational organizations and their processes, metaphor can also be observed in scholarly discourse 

guiding educational practice. As was discussed earlier, one critical area of such educational scholarship is 

adult development theory which also encompasses college student development theory. The 

conversation surrounding the nature of students’ transformation, including its instigators and 

potentialities, is rich in metaphor. Three metaphors particularly come to mind: DEVELOPMENT IS 

BUILDING, DEVELOPMENT IS A CREATIVE AND ARTISTIC PROCESS, and LIFE IS A JOURNEY. In the first 

metaphor, individuals edify meaning-making structures through transformative reflection upon 

previously unexamined assumptions. Transformation occurs by building a “developmental bridge” 

between current and future capacities. In the second metaphor, participants have articulated how they 

shaped an authentic role in their story through metaphors of writing, cooking, acting, and crafting 

pottery (Baxter Magolda, 2009b). In the third metaphor, individuals traverse qualitatively different 

frontiers including the occasional “shadowlands,” revising their meaning-making structures (Baxter 

Magolda, 2009b).  

As developmental theorists examined what supported their participants’ development, they 

named several key conditions including: pain, perspective, and partnerships (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; 

Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Kegan, 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2016). For example, the Learning 

Partnerships Model (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004) utilizes a tandem bike metaphor to describe the 

balance of challenge and support needed to cultivate students’ development. In the beginning of their 

experience, educators sit on the front of the tandem bike, taking a more active role in shaping students’ 
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learning. Over time, students move to the front of the bike and assume more responsibility while the 

educator guides from the back. The tandem bike metaphor then reinforces the LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

metaphor with the educator serving as tour guide. 

Re-Seeing the College Experience with Conceptual Metaphor Theory and a Multimodal Approach 

 Although metaphor itself has played a prominent, albeit largely unexamined role in education, 

conceptual metaphor theory has not been a primary perspective used to access and interpret learners’ 

experiences. In this section, I explain what conceptual metaphor theory offers that is different from and 

yet complementary to current approaches for understanding the college experience. Since student 

development theory is especially foundational to the literature on students’ experiences, I especially 

focus on that perspective and its pervading methodology. 

Reconceptualizing the Qualia at the Heart of the College Experience  

 Qualitative approaches to students’ meaning making generally attend to their qualia, or “unified 

and rather complex qualitative experience” resulting from the “knowing of objects through a subjective 

experience” (Redman, 2018, p. 33). This subjective experience emerges “from the continuous 

interactions of individuals with their natural, cultural, and social systems in the mode of rippling 

circularities” (Redman, 2018, p. 32). Redman (2018) described two rippling circularities that particularly 

inform my approach to exploring students’ experiences with conceptual metaphor theory in a 

multimodal fashion: (a) divergence and convergence and (b) meaning making and representation. In her 

book, she used the symbol of two arrows forming a circle to highlight the reciprocal nature of these 

processes. The interplay between these circularities contributes to (re)conceptualizing, accessing, and 

representing qualia that resemble “a complex body of personal associations and individual experiences” 

(Redman, 2018, p. 34).   

 In its embodied, multimodal, and holistic approach, conceptual metaphor theory reinforces 

“exploring divergent lifeworlds and the qualia of transforming experiences into multimodal symbolic 
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system(s) according to the personal distinctive cognitive appeal” (Redman, 2018, p. 35). Redman (2018) 

described how students integrate divergent experiences into a gestalt, or “an interplay of all modes in 

the construction of unified meaning” (Redman, 2018, p. 86). By weaving multiple modes together—

images, text, sounds, motion, etc., students cycle between meaning making and representation to 

develop a coherent lifeworld. Through bricolage, they fashion the bricoles, or fragments of their 

experience, into “a pieced-together set of representations that are fitted to the specifics of a complex 

situation… that changes and takes new forms as different tools, methods, and techniques of 

representation and interpretation are added to the puzzle” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 4). These 

“multidisciplinary, multimodal and uniquely personal systems of knowing” are organized by mental 

grasps (Redman, 2018, p. 5). 

 A mental grasp is a combination of bricoles that retains its own respective unity, representing a 

distinct experience. Dewey’s (1934) description of “an experience” mirrors this notion of unity: 

In an experience, flow is from something to something. As one part leads into another and as 
one part carries on what went before, each gains distinctness in itself. The enduring whole is 
diversified by successive phases that are emphases of its varied colors. (p. 38) 
 

He went on to describe the role of emotion in integrating and solidifying experiences as experiences: 

Emotion is the moving and cementing force. It selects what is congruous and dyes what is 
selected with its color, thereby giving qualitative unity to materials externally disparate and 
dissimilar. It thus provides unity in and through the varied parts of an experience… the 
experience has esthetic character. (Dewey, 1934, p. 44) 
 

Recalling, interpreting, and sharing each mental grasp involves a feedback loop of meaning making and 

representation – both of which involve “accessing data and constructing symbols, literally ‘at hand’” that 

draw on “the agent’s individual abilities, skills, and interests” (Redman, 2018, p. 5). As individuals 

engage in their environment, more impressions, perceptions, and meanings become integrated into 

their lifeworld, expanding mental grasps that occupy their mind-cinema (Redman, 2018). This  

mind-cinema reflects this ever-changing process by remixing fragments of memory and experience into 

a multilayered montage of the past, present, and future (Redman, 2018). 
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According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), “Montage… create[s] the sense that images, sounds, 

and understandings are blending together, overlapping, forming a new composite, a new creation. The 

images seem to shape and define one another, and an emotional, gestalt effect is produced” (p. 4). They 

continued: 

Montage invites viewers to construct interpretations that build on one another as the scene 
unfolds. These interpretations are built on associations based on the contrasting images that 
blend into one another… The viewer puts the sequences together into a meaningful emotional 
whole, as if in a glance, all at once. 
 

Metaphor, like montage, blends together disparate elements to create new, multimodal meanings and 

experiential gestalts. Fox (1989) reflected this sentiment by stating, “A picture provides a visual  

short-cut to the larger entity it represents. Likewise, a metaphor condenses complex and even opposite 

feelings, needs, wishes, fears and experiences. It does so with great economy and apparent simplicity” 

(p. 233). Authors have framed this “larger entity,” or personal metaphorical gestalt in a variety of ways 

(Kövecses, 2010; Lawley & Tompkins, 2000). Lawley and Tompkins (2000) described a Metaphor 

Landscape, or “The sum total of a person’s verbal, nonverbal, material and imaginative metaphors” 

which is “self-consistent and coherent” (p. 20). Springborg (2018) named the sensory template as 

integrating the concrete and conceptual into metaphorical gestalts. In other words, humans translate 

concrete sensory information into the metaphors they use to guide their thinking and action. My goal in 

this study was to attend to various layers of students’ metaphorical constructions. 

Advancing a New Approach for Accessing and Interpreting Students’ College Experiences 

Given the similarity between metaphor and the inherent complexity of the qualia at the heart of 

the college experience, conceptual metaphor theory, when combined with a multimodal approach, can 

offer unique insights into students’ experiences. Redman (2018) acknowledged that, “Making meaning 

of the divergently experienced qualia may appear to be overwhelming, ambiguous or even confusing” 

(p. 33). I offer my approach to bolster and complement current approaches because of the complexity 

and elusiveness of this goal.  
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 As I mentioned in Chapter I, I employed a phenomenological (Eberle, 2014; Gill, 2014; Smith et 

al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2003; Usher & Jackson, 2014) and arts-based study (Cole & Knowles, 2008; 

Knowles & Promislow, 2008) to gain insights into the metaphorical dimensions of students’ college 

experiences. Phenomenology, by its very nature, attends to the qualia, seeking to illuminate the unique 

qualities felt through individuals’ experiences. An arts-based approach further attends to and evokes 

these qualities through multimodal engagement and, in my study, participant-generated art forms. By 

inviting participants to vividly describe their experiences through visuals and via sensory descriptions, 

my goal was to elucidate as many perceptions, impressions and “images, sounds, and understandings” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 4) as possible. I elaborate on the methodology of the study in Chapter III.  

Studies Informing My Approach 

 As demonstrated in this literature review, many studies informed my inquiry. To elucidate why I 

chose my particular approach outlined in Chapter III, I will highlight several in two categories: those 

studies focusing on students in higher education (Kelly & Kortegast, 2018; Redman, 2018; Welkener & 

Baxter Magolda, 2014) and those focusing on broader populations in other fields (Grady, 1997; 

Springborg, 2014). I did not focus on studies on student and adult development that I already described 

in-depth in preceding sections although they were certainly foundational as well (Baxter Magolda, 

2009b; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Lahey et al., 2011).  

Studies in Higher Education. Kelly and Kortegast (2018) highlighted a variety of studies in higher 

education that utilize visual methods. In their overview of collected works, authors highlighted the 

benefits of incorporating visual inquiry and arts-based methods into studies focused on student success 

and development (Branch & Latz, 2018; Chapman & McShay, 2018; Denton et al., 2018; Eaton, 2018; 

Latz & Rodgers, 2018; Linder, 2018). What struck me about these studies was the vast and varied 

possibilities for expanding our understanding of students’ complex identities, multifaceted everyday 

lives, and unique definitions for success. Integrating multiple forms of representation can elicit rich, and 
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sometimes unexpected insights, particularly as participants respond to shared authority with enhanced 

reflection and intentional engagement (Branch & Latz, 2018). Moreover, these visual methods extended 

the more logocentric approach taken in student development research, highlighting how “individuals 

develop, create, and express a situated, polyvocal identity” (Kelly & Kortegast, 2018, p. 220). Multimodal 

communication emphasizes that “we live in a visual world and our research and pedagogies need to 

keep pace with this reality” (Magolda, 2018, pp. xi–xii). Despite the research and learning opportunities 

presented by visual and arts-based methods (Magolda, 2018), the use of such approaches is uncommon 

and nascent within student affairs research (Branch & Latz, 2018).  

 Branch’s (Branch & Latz, 2018; Douglas, 1997) study explored how first-year, African American 

students transitioned into a predominantly White research university with photo elicitation to “use 

reflexive photographs produced previously by research study participants or generated by participants 

for specific research purposes” (Branch & Latz, 2018, p. 33). Up until that point, she “could find only one 

published study that used reflexive photographs taken by college students and employed photo 

elicitation interviews” (Branch & Latz, 2018, p. 33). In her inquiry, Branch explored participants’ 

impressions of their college environment which included “‘thoughts, feelings, ideas, or images remaining 

with a person as a result of perceptions stemming from some type of experience(s)’” (Douglas, 1997, p. 

9 as quoted in Branch & Latz, 2018). Selected through purposive, maximum variation sampling, 

participants represented a variety of selection criteria including in-state and out-of-state hometowns, 

on- and off-campus residential settings, and varied affiliation with minority recruitment and retention 

programs. Before interviews, these participants recorded the time and date of each photograph as well 

as their thoughts and feelings at the time. They arranged the photos in order of how they wanted to talk 

about them and drew on their journaling to share their thoughts. After construct development and 

focus group analysis, six themes emerged: natural, physical environment; institutional size; racial 
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consciousness; Greek-letter organizations; and racial and cultural interactions. This study highlighted for 

me the importance of participants driving the process based on what is salient to their meaning making. 

 Denton’s (2014; Denton et al., 2018) arts-based, poststructural study on gay college men living 

with HIV was also informative. Participants created artwork to represent their relationship to HIV/AIDS 

and engaged in a life-story interview conversation. With the prompt of generating any art that can be 

“reproducible on a page” (Denton et al., 2018, p. 23), they created linguistic, visual, and physical works 

of art, including poetry, paintings, drawings, and a bonsai tree. As a result, “the theoretical framework 

called for finding a way to allow participants to express multiple voices or selves” and “amplified their 

narratives, and illuminated tensions and contradictions not always evident in their verbal narratives” 

(Denton et al., 2018, p. 23). An arts-based method allowed participants to share reflections on a 

sensitive and complex topic through multimodal communication. This study highlights the ways that 

indirect communication, such as through metaphor, can support vulnerability and sharing (Moon, 2007). 

 Welkener and Baxter Magolda’s (2014) study also informed this inquiry by linking student 

development theory (i.e., self-authorship in particular), and arts-based and visual research methods. 

They engaged participants in creating self-portraits to better understand the ways they construct their 

knowledge, identities, and relationships, asking “‘What elements make you who you are and why are 

those elements most important to describe you?’ ‘What kind(s) of relationships are important to you 

and why?’ and ‘How do you come to know/believe something or make decisions?’” (p. 582). As a result, 

they were able to observe student development through participants’ use of two- and  

three-dimensional materials via collage and sculpture. Participants also contributed free-writing 

exercises and participated in interviews that expanded their articulation of their experiences and 

developmental journey. The multimodal nature of the study elicited “rich metaphors she [the 

participant] shared through imagery, combined with her verbal and written descriptions, provide a 

unique window into her view of self, relationships, and knowledge that is, as her opening quote conveys, 
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‘so much more intense’” than just a logocentric description (Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014, p. 584). 

Welkener and Baxter Magolda’s (2014) study in addition to Branch’s (Branch & Latz, 2018; Douglas, 

1997) and Denton’s (2014; Denton et al., 2018) respective studies invited me to: 

Imagine the richness of data that students could generate if asked to respond visually—with no 
other parameters—to exploring identity development, investigating belongingness, and 
assessing influences of their collegiate environment. What might we see and discover if students 
make use of myriad and ever-expanding technologies to engage in these tasks? (Branch & Latz, 
2018, p. 30) 
 

 Building on her integrative dissertation, Redman (2018) outlined a pedagogical model that 

emphasizes reconnected, rather than alienated learning, through a variety of paradoxical relationships, 

or feedback loops, between an individual and their environment. Within the Ripples model, learners 

have: 

the means and tools of accessing data and constructing symbols, literally ‘at hand’, the learner 
can now find ways of expressing him/herself in his/her own way. In doing so, the learner can 
invent his/her own multidisciplinary, multimodal and uniquely personal systems of knowing and 
sharing knowledge. This can be termed as reconnected learning, where the learner reconnects 
the ways of learning with the ways of being … stepping ‘outside the box’ of verbal language and 
exploring the reflection(s) conducted through verbal and other symbolic systems, or modes of 
expression. Thus, self-agency is given an autonomous mode of operation that is aligned with the 
agent’s individual abilities, skills, and interests. (Redman, 2018, p. 5) 

 
Redman’s conceptualization integrated a variety of strands of literature for me in ways that were 

foundational to this study including scholarly inquiry surrounding: self-authorship, learning-centered 

pedagogy, multimodal communication, metaphor, and arts-based and visual based research. 

Studies in Fields Outside of Higher Education. Two studies outside of higher education 

especially informed my thinking. One integrative study, by Grady (1997), focused on primary metaphors 

as described in the conceptual metaphor theory section above, originated in the field of cognitive 

linguistics. The other arts-based study, by Springborg (2014, 2018), is within the field of management 

education. Although situated in different fields, each of these studies extended my understanding of the 

role of metaphor in embodied cognition and the human experience. 
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 Grady’s study (1997) built on the work of Lakoff and Johnson (1980/2003) who also advanced 

scholarly inquiry in cognitive linguistics. Grady (1997) explored the nature of primary metaphors, basic 

multimodal units of experience that are hard-wired into our conceptual system. Similar to Redman’s 

(2018) use of mind-cinema to frame embodied cognition, these primary metaphors are comprised of 

primary scenes that we re-live in our thinking and acting on an everyday basis, thereby, shaping our 

understanding of the world. Combining insights from Redman (2018) and Grady (1997), I could more 

vividly picture how metaphors are experientially driven and form the basis of many of the mental grasps 

that each of us have of our various experiences.  

 In Springborg’s (2014, 2018) study, he invited managers to use arts-based methods to re-see 

what they deemed as unsolvable problems. In doing so, he illustrated how “we use the structure in 

concrete sensorimotor experiences to give structure to most abstract phenomena” (pp. 2–3). The 

underlying “sensorimotor experiences,” or what he called sensory templates, are a part of our 

embodied cognition and metaphorical understandings of our world. Through sensory templates, 

humans ground abstract concepts in concrete sensorimotor experiences in a metaphorical fashion. The 

integration of our systems for perceiving, thinking, and physical interacting (Springborg, 2014) reinforce 

the activation of these sensory templates as our theories-in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1974), structuring our 

thinking and action in everyday experiences.  

 Springborg (2014, 2018) described how new experiences spurred through arts-based methods, 

triggered associative thinking that evoked information encoded within the sensory template. 

Participants’ sensory templates acted as shortcuts as theories-in-use in a variety of situations. The 

sensory template, then, encoded previous knowledge from sensorimotor experience until it was ready 

for decoding. This translation helped participants attach abstract concepts to actual experiences both 

through conscious interpretation of the present and through unconscious elaboration of the past. By 

using participant-generated unsolvable problems as a personal context for examining their sensory 
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templates, Springborg and his participants demonstrated how, depending on the situation or 

environment, one sensory template might be more helpful than another, challenging an individual’s 

theory-in-use. This finding resembled scholars’ (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Morgan, 2006; Torbert, 2004) 

conclusions that multiple frames of inquiry and interpretation equip leaders to expand their range of 

thinking and action, whether through metaphor and/or action logic. This study clarified the importance 

of illuminating the sensory input at the heart of metaphorical reasoning guiding our thinking and action. 

Summary 

 The above studies were a springboard for my thinking around re-seeing students’ college 

experiences through conceptual metaphor theory, sensory similarity, and arts-based research methods. 

Redman (2018) helped me broaden my view considerably to explore the homological relationships 

(Hebdige, 1979) amongst the various bricoles (Redman, 2018)—pieces of data, tools, and bodies of 

literature—that I was weaving together in my outlook and approach. I could see more acutely that my 

protocol required multimodal communication to: (a) capture a fuller, more true-to-life although not at 

all replicable version of their qualia and mind-cinema (Redman, 2018), and (b) provide learners with 

agency to make meaning and represent their experiences with their unique strengths and capabilities. 

Branch and Latz (2018), Denton et al. (2018), and Welkener and Baxter Magolda (2014) demonstrated 

how such an approach could allow us to truly re-see the college experience. In reading their studies, I 

was empowered to enact my own identity as a bricoleur to connect their insights with Grady (1997) and 

Springborg (2014). I was curious how conceptual metaphor theory and multimodal inquiry could expand 

our understanding of students and their mind-cinemas through unearthing metaphors and sensory 

language that guides their thinking and action.  

Conclusion 

The literature I reviewed highlights a process for raising awareness of that which is subject so 

that individuals can be liberated from what they are had by. Individuals can, thereby, gain enough 
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distance to engage in critical reflection. As they contemplate the kind of person they want to be, they 

can better coordinate their environment for that purpose. Langer (1962) confirmed this point when 

stating, “the primary function of art is to objectify experience so that we can contemplate and 

understand it” (p. 90). Further, Taylor and Ladkin (2009) stated: 

By making art about our own experience, we in effect make that experience exist as an object in 
the world. It is an object that can contain contradictions (logical and/or moral) as well as 
unrealized possibilities that are not constrained by logic or the limitations of our current lives. In 
this way, art making enables us to draw upon, and subsequently reflect on, a deep well of 
‘unconscious stuff.’ (p. 58) 
 

Art is, therefore, one way to help individuals see anew, discerning how they can realize complex 

possibilities and develop into future selves. The gap between an individual’s current and future selves is 

a design challenge that requires “changing existing situations into preferred ones” (Simon, 1969, p. 111). 

By naming and recognizing their reality (i.e., making it object), individuals can satisfice solutions (Simon, 

1969) based on their conceivable desired futures and selves (i.e., those futures and selves that are not 

completely subject to them).  

The arts and metaphor offer an indirect, non-verbal means (Moon, 2007) for increasingly raising 

previously taken-for-granted or unaccessed perspectives and identities into object consciousness. 

Through the transformative process of moving that which is subject to increasingly object, “we 

transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and opinions that will 

prove more true or justified to guide action” (Mezirow, 2000, pp. 7–8). In Chapter III, I further describe 

the methodology for my study and the ways my approach intends to build on the discourses and 

complexities addressed in this literature review.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter outlines the relationship between my research questions, philosophical outlook, 

who I am as an inquirer, and how those elements, in turn, shape my methodology for this study. In the 

following sections, I provide a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of these aspects of my inquiry process. 

In Chapter I, I foregrounded the metaphor, LIFE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS, as one that guides this study. I 

approach life as an inquiry process and, therefore, inquiry, for me, is also an artistic process. Research is 

an inherently creative act of bricolage (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Hebdige, 1979) and, as I also mentioned 

in the first chapter, I see myself as a trickster (Ladkin, 2012) and bricoleur (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 

Hebdige, 1979; Redman, 2018), weaving strands of scholarship into a personally resonant (Smith et al., 

2009; Smith & Osborn, 2003), wholly new form—one that integrates and represents who I am and what 

I know from kind participants willing to share their deeply held stories that represent who they are and 

what they know. 

  I start by outlining my philosophical and methodological approach. As a qualitative researcher, it 

is important for me to be aware of my own subjectivities (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Creswell, 2014). By 

being reflexive about my own thought process, I can better explain why I chose particular 

methodologies. I applied these principles to a study that I conducted with nine participants, engaging 

them in approximately 90-minute semi-structured interviews. My research questions driving these 

conversations were: 

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience? 

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 
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I share emergent themes in Chapter IV, interpreting participants’ lived experiences (Smith & Osborn, 

2003) in light of the relevant literature described in Chapter II. Finally, Chapter V translates these 

insights into conclusions and future recommendations. Overall, my goal was to convey “a high level of 

authenticity to the truthfulness and sincerity of the research relationship, process of inquiry, 

interpretation, and representational form” (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 67). “Under scrutiny it ought to be 

evident that the purposes, processes, orientations, literatures, and outcomes of the study work together 

in harmony” (Cole & Knowles, 2008, pp. 63–64). 

My Philosophical & Methodological Approach 

 To elucidate how my philosophical leanings contributed to the formulation of my research 

questions, I articulate my constructivist worldview (Creswell, 2014) and how that informed my choice of 

a qualitative approach (Creswell, 2014; Eisner, 1998; Stake, 1995). I then offer an account of my 

positionality as a bridge between my worldview and chosen methodology of phenomenology to 

illuminate participants’ experiences (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2003). I round out my 

methodological summary by explaining why I chose an arts-informed (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Knowles & 

Promislow, 2012) and visual approach (Branch & Latz, 2018; Denton et al., 2018) to complement a 

phenomenological approach.   

Ontology: Constructivism as a Container for Multiple Truths 

 As a constructivist (Creswell, 2014), my ontological perspective is that there is no one “capital T” 

Truth that can be discovered “out there.” Rather, there are many “lowercase t” truths that can be 

explored and all truths stem from our respective meaning-making processes as humans. We, as humans, 

attribute particular meanings to our experiences and, thereby, construct the very foundation of the 

realities that we experience. We, then, construct our realities as a result of our interaction with our 

environment. Having been socialized in the adult development research community, I very much 

operate from this paradigm (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Lahey et al., 2011). I knew going into the 
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study that understanding college students’ experiences meant being curious about how they construct 

and interpret their respective worlds. Assuming that each individual has their own unique lifeworld 

predicates the existence of multiple realities to explore. 

 Another important principle of constructivism is that there is no goal to experience reality 

directly as it is. Since there is no one Truth, there is no one Reality to discover, rendering the idea of 

ontological objectivity impossible (Eisner, 1998). The point of constructivist inquiry is to, instead, 

illuminate multiple meanings to the fullest extent and depth possible—contradictions, tensions, and all. 

Since we are not objective humans, our perception can never be objective (Eisner, 1998). Even so, it is 

worthwhile to generate possibilities for interpretation that act as a guiding, albeit fallible resource to 

make sense of the world. Given my philosophical orientation to many interpretations and truths that 

can be explored, I used a qualitative approach in my study. This decision allowed me to observe 

students’ multilayered, complex reflections on their college experiences. 

A Qualitative Approach: Discerning and Interpreting Qualities as a Way of Knowing 

 Choosing a qualitative approach for my study lent itself to exploring and understanding instead 

of explaining and controlling, the latter of which is the goal of a quantitative approach that seeks to 

reduce phenomena into essences that can be known in relation to each other. The issue, however, is 

that such an approach dissociates the observer from a direct, immersive experience with said 

phenomena (Creswell, 2014; Eisner, 1998; Stake, 1995). As a result, the meanings become diluted and 

distant from their original vitality. As someone who is more of a connected and relational knower 

(Clinchy, 2000; Gilligan, 1982), it was critical that I moved toward what it is that I sought to know so I 

could learn all the nuances that I could. Moreover, I sought to use my whole, embodied person to 

understand a phenomenon holistically, which meant my emotion, intuition, and gut played a critical role 

(Johnson, 2018). Qualitative research, therefore, allowed me congruence with who I am as a knower and 

human being. This approach did not, however, preclude me from the rigor required of quality research. 
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 My goal as a qualitative researcher was to retain the complexity of what I sought to understand 

within a naturalistic environment (Jorgensen, 1989). It was from my, hopefully, unobtrusive participant 

observation (Jorgensen, 1989) that I could honor participants as intentional actors and co-create 

knowledge with them. For me, an unobtrusive approach meant providing an ample and gracious space 

for participants’ stories to emerge without my interruption (Hollingsworth & Dybdahl, 2007). It also 

meant that I crafted questions with rapport in mind. As rapport deepened, so, too, did our joint 

exploration of the topic. In other words, partnership became the basis for accessing and understanding 

the complexity of the topic. This partnership regarded participants as experts of their own experiences 

in line with my educational philosophy of enacting the Learning Partnerships Model (Baxter Magolda & 

King, 2004, 2007). By sharing power and building rapport with college students as participants, I could, 

then, thoroughly abstract sensitizing concepts (Jorgensen, 1989) that readers can examine for 

themselves. As a result, I can share power and expertise with readers and engage myself and others in a 

dialogue that is both empathic and questioning (Smith & Osborn, 2003).  

 A triple hermeneutic circle involves three dynamic, interactive levels of analysis and, thereby, 

includes interpretations from the participant, the researcher, and the reader. The participant strives to 

interpret their own experience and the researcher, as the research instrument (Eisner, 1998; Peshkin, 

1988), engages in their own interpretation of the participant’s account. The reader then examines the 

researcher’s interpretation, searching for resonance and transfer instead of generalizability (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005; Eisner, 1998; Stake, 1995). In other words, how does the researcher’s account translate to 

the reader’s own experiences in their own respective environments? As Eisner (1998) stated, “In 

qualitative research the facts never speak for themselves” (p. 39). 

 Eisner (1998) further described qualitative research, musing, “The entire character of the 

enterprise has a strong rational and often aesthetic spirit. It is an approach to the social world that 

accepts its dynamic and living quality” (p. 39). Qualitative research is an act of artistry involving 
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openness and intuition in various phases including participant observation (Jorgensen, 1989), analysis 

(Jorgensen, 1989; Smith et al., 2009), and memo writing (Jorgensen, 1989). It is “a conversation with the 

materials of a situation” (Schön, 1983, p. 78). “In answer to the situation’s back-talk, the designer 

reflects-in-action on the construction of the problem, the strategies of action, or the model of the 

phenomena, which have been implicit in his moves” (Schön, 1983, p. 78). 

 This study reflected my conversation with the materials of my research situation. This chapter 

reflects an embodied understanding of why my methodological approach aligns with my “construction 

of the problem” and “strategies of action.” A qualitative approach gave me the latitude for 

understanding the more artistic, aesthetic, and metaphorical aspects of a college students’ experience. 

Arts-informed (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Knowles & Promislow, 2012) and visual approaches (Branch & 

Latz, 2018; Denton et al., 2018; Kelly & Kortegast, 2018; Magolda, 2018) furthered that by expanding 

how these meanings can emerge and be represented. Moreover, a phenomenological approach (Smith 

et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2003) honored the “dynamic and living quality” (Eisner, 1998, p. 39) 

inherent in each person’s lifeworld and experience. To further situate my embodied alignment with 

these approaches, I turn to my own positionality (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014), acknowledging the 

subjectivities I bring to this enterprise. 

Positionality: Exploring Embodied Phenomena from an Embodied Perspective 

 For as long as I can remember, I have been fascinated by what I cannot see, the vast inner 

worlds that lie within and between human beings. The interstitial fibers of these unseen worlds pulse 

with multiple truths and realities of knowing and experience. In attempting to understand these unseen 

worlds, inquiry has always been a predominant part of my everyday life including finding unique ways to 

uncover: What is going on here? How do I know? What does that mean and why does that matter? I am 

often known to slow down social situations with a “Wait, what?” to create space for perception instead 

of mere recognition (Dewey, 1934). I was and still am deeply concerned with matters of perception. 
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  Eisner’s (1998) description of perception as the continuous conversation between an organism 

and its environment especially resonates with me. As a highly sensitive person (Aron, 1996), I cannot 

help but perceive the tiniest, nuanced details, often in high definition. The barrage of sensory input is as 

much a part of who I am as other salient identity dimensions. I have learned through discernment and 

practice how to sort and interpret the many observations, impressions, and cues, aided by research, 

mentorship, reflection, community, and my upbringing steeped in creativity and the arts. Music, dance, 

art, graphic design, rhetoric, and writing gave me a kaleidoscopic palette of concepts, sensations, and 

symbols to see instead of look. Eisner (1998) described the difference between the two: 

Seeing, rather than mere looking, requires an enlightened eye: this is as true and important in 
understanding and improving education as in creating a painting. Vision, at least initially, 
depends upon the existence of qualities that can be seen. These qualities may be aspects of the 
world we inhabit or products of our imagination. To imagine is to generate images; to see is to 
experience qualities. It is through the perception of qualities – not only those we can see, but 
those we experience through any of our senses – that our consciousness comes into being. The 
Enlightened Eye is about the perception of qualities, those that pervade intimate social relations 
and those that constitute complex social institutions, such as schools. It is also about the 
meaning of those qualities and the values we assign to them. (p. 1) 
 

Having internalized seeing as my normal way of being, I had taken for granted the enlightened eye that I 

bring to my life and education as works of art. After reflecting on the literature, this study, and the 

metaphor, LIFE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS, and its corollary EDUCATION IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS, I re-see 

the value of an enlightened eye in “understanding and improving education”. Fundamentally, I am 

reminded that, “Seeing is an achievement, not merely a task” (Eisner, 2002, p. 12). 

 This re-internalized understanding of the enlightened eye—both its value and the process for 

cultivating such a capacity—undergirds three key assumptions informing my positionality. First, I believe 

in the power of the senses to navigate and uncover an uncertain and complex world. As a researcher, 

educator, and human being, I strive to sharpen and develop my sensory capacities (Eisner, 1998, 2002; 

Springborg, 2020) because I believe that they are at the heart of richly and accurately seeing qualities in 

my own and others’ experiences. Second, by seeing better, I believe that I can better shape my own 
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consciousness and be more present to how I engage in my own experience and co-create experiences 

with others. This awareness, as an educator, allows me to more effectively design environments where 

learners can attend to their own qualities, grow their sensory capacities, and develop an “intelligent 

apprehension of the qualitative world” through which they “make sense” (Eisner, 1998, p. 21). As a 

researcher, I was able to translate this same outlook to engaging participants in a dynamic and mutual 

inquiry process of knowing and being known (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). Third, by recognizing my 

positionality in shaping sensory environments, I can better account for the ways that I use power to 

prioritize certain qualities over others, whether consciously or unconsciously (Eisner, 1998, 2003; Freire, 

2000). As an educator and researcher, I make and made choices that suppress or animate different 

possibilities for consciousness and becoming. By making these qualities and my appraisal of them 

“object” instead of “subject” (Kegan, 1994), I can “have them” instead of “being had by them,” allowing 

me to be more mindful and increase my range of intention, understanding, and action (Eisner, 1998, 

2002; Kegan, 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2009, 2016; Torbert, 2004). These three assumptions represent my 

striving for rigor in qualitative research and taking seriously the art of educational practice and criticism. 

In addition to seeing versus looking, Eisner (1998) awakened me to the power of 

connoisseurship and criticism in strengthening the enlightened eye, facilitating seeing as an 

achievement, and harnessing the power of sensory experience in educational reform. Connoisseurship is 

a private process “through which we come to know the complexities, nuances, and subtleties of aspects 

of the world in which we have a special interest” (Eisner, 1998, p. 68). Criticism, however, is our “way of 

making public what we have come to know” (Eisner, 1998, p. 68) through describing, interpreting, 

evaluating, and thematizing sensory qualities gained from experience (Eisner, 1998). It is also “the 

process of enabling others to see the qualities that a work of art possesses” and, when effective, 

“functions as a midwife to perception” (Eisner, 1998, p. 6). By inviting participants to describe the 

sensory qualities underlying their interpretations, evaluations, and thematic schema for their college 
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experience, I engaged them as a connoisseur and critic. In this way, I enacted my trickster orientation to 

inquiry and education.  

As I mentioned in Chapter I, the trickster “comes up with ways of waking people up to their 

senses” (Ladkin, 2012, p. 60) to “stir up a whole-bodied response, because he or she wakes us up out of 

our habitual ways of seeing and reacting to the world” (Ladkin, 2012, p. 60). Through this study, I 

partnered with learners in the processes of connoisseurship and criticism, thereby, engaging a triple 

hermeneutic loop (Smith et al., 2009) that potentially awakened myself, participants, and readers to our 

senses. In such a loop, I, as a researcher, re-formed my sensemaking after interpreting participants’ 

experiences. This new sensemaking may then have informed subsequent interactions with participants 

whose sensemaking may, too, have shifted. Our mutual interactions, captured by this study might then 

shape readers’ sensemaking. Overall, my hope was to spark “people’s innate creativity to respond” 

(Ladkin, 2012, p. 60) and empower them to see instead of look (Eisner, 1998). 

My strong orientation to connoisseurship as a young child forms my personal history as an 

inquirer including what I ask, how I ask, and what I consider valuable as an expression of knowledge. 

This truth is unsurprising since “Knowledge of antecedent factors can serve as a guide for searching for 

the qualities” (Eisner, 1998, p. 65) valued in connoisseurship. My understanding of connoisseurship and 

criticism stems from my own personal story, having waited to speak full sentences until age four. My 

grandfather asked me, “Why did you wait so long to speak?” And I responded, “Because I didn’t have 

anything to say.” Though I had knowledge, it was not my priority to publicly share that knowledge. This 

perspective grounds my respect for the precarious balance between connoisseurship and criticism. As a 

researcher, I am committed to welcoming learners’ educational criticism in expanding the literature, and 

definitions and interventions surrounding student success but not while furthering the illusion that 

connoisseurship holds less value. My embodied understanding is that “Our knowing does not depend 

upon our telling” (Eisner, 1998, p. 68). Exploring participants’ pre-verbal and nonverbal landscape 
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through conceptual metaphor theory and arts-based methods was my best attempt to honor 

connoisseurship and criticism. 

These insights on my positionality largely informed my research topic and chosen 

methodological approach. My antecedent knowledge and experience solidified my personal value of the 

internally held, unperformed, and unsaid. By providing space for participants to express qualities of their 

experiences that may have been largely tacit and metaphorical, I invited them to acknowledge and 

access the pre-verbal and nonverbal realms of their consciousness. Moreover, I invited them to share 

those insights through multiple modalities including discursive language (Langer, 1942; Taylor & Ladkin, 

2009), participant-generated images (Branch & Latz, 2018; Denton et al., 2018), and embodied sensory 

language (Springborg, 2018, 2020).  

In this process, I primarily sought to access their aesthetic interpretations of their own college 

experience. Because I am an educator at heart, a secondary goal was to awaken these students to their 

own rich inner landscape, the aesthetic nature of everyday life, and the role they can play as 

connoisseurs and critics in interpreting and shaping their experience. By repurposing their own 

impressions and symbols, they can illuminate a path forward—one that is more authentically aligned 

with the aesthetic experience they wish to have. 

Phenomenology: Accessing the Aesthetic Qualities of Inner Lifeworlds and Lived Experiences 

 Since my focus was on studying college students’ inner felt sense of their college experience, 

phenomenology was a natural fit for my methodology. After reading about the various branches of 

phenomenology (Gill, 2014), I decided that interpretative phenomenological analysis (i.e., IPA) was the 

best fit for my ontological worldview and qualitative leanings. Smith et al. (2009) stated, “In choosing 

IPA for a research project, we commit ourselves to exploring, describing, interpreting, and situating the 

means by which our participants make sense of their experiences. Thus, IPA researchers need first of all 

to access rich and detailed personal accounts” (p. 40). Although this orientation is true for all 
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phenomenological research, IPA is distinctive in that it allows me to bring my own perspective to this 

process. I share more on that later in this subsection. Overall, because of IPA’s focus on exploring and 

interpreting individuals’ life experiences, it matched my preference for qualitative inquiry as a way to 

understand. Moreover, its goals to uncover meanings and perceptions of one’s inner world aligned well 

with my constructivist worldview. Choosing IPA implicated a set of choices around sampling, data 

collection, and analysis that I address in later sections addressing research design.  

 Dewey (1938) established a critical link between experience and education, further aligning 

phenomenology with my approach. He outlined three major forms of experience in which learners find 

themselves: non-educative experiences, mis-educative experiences, and educative experiences.  

Non-educative experiences engage the student in some kind of environment or process where there is 

no real impact on their learning. A mis-educative experience has a negative impact on the student’s 

learning whereas an educative experience has a positive impact. By framing experience as a vehicle for 

student learning, Dewey sensitized us to the aesthetic aspects of the educational enterprise (Biscotte, 

2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Weddington, 2004). For students to learn truly and deeply, how they felt 

and how they were involved in their experience mattered. By using phenomenology, I examined how 

the aesthetic quality of students’ college experiences informed how they see their various experiences 

therein. Which aspects of their overall college experience did they characterize as non-educative,  

mis-educative, and educative and why? And how do their metaphorical and sensory descriptions 

corroborate or complicate these characterizations? By investigating the nature of their experiences with 

phenomenology, I explored how their lifeworld shapes and is shaped by their education. For this reason, 

phenomenology was an especially fitting methodology. 

 As with qualitative research overall, phenomenology allowed for an open-ended approach to 

inquiry that centered what I learned from participants. This flexibility allowed me, as the research 

instrument, to navigate the inquiry process as patterns emerged (Smith et al., 2009). Since there is no 
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prescriptive process for IPA, I could use my intuition to determine where to go next—all within the 

bounds of my chosen context of higher education. In fact, the researcher’s intuition and previous 

experiences are valued in IPA. A big reason I chose this approach was because it did not require me to 

bracket my previous viewpoints as if I could ever be fully neutral as a researcher. Although this degree of 

autonomy and expansiveness was exciting, it was also imbued with ambiguity. After all, how did I know 

if my intuition was “sound”? To make sure my intuition passed muster, I first prioritized my participants’ 

stories. It was their textual accounts that superseded my interpretative leanings (Smith et al., 2009; 

Smith & Osborn, 2003), as insights needed to first emerge from the text. To further clarify and 

document their accounts, I engaged in extensive notetaking to ensure accuracy and reflect on my own 

sensemaking. Moreover, I relied upon peer debriefing (Creswell, 2014), through scholarship and 

dialogue, to scrutinize my perspective.  

 IPA is a combination of three areas within the field of the philosophy of knowledge: 

phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography (Smith et al., 2009). As previously mentioned, 

phenomenology is all about studying “what the experience of being human is like, in all of its various 

aspects, but especially in terms of the things which matter to us, and which constitute our lived world” 

(Smith et al., 2009, p. 11). Hermeneutics is about the interpretation of these experiences which, in IPA, 

is available through a descriptive text, representing the participant’s experiences. Smith et al. (2009) 

described how Schleiermacher differentiated between a grammatical and psychological interpretation 

of a text. The former involves a direct reading of the actual words in a text whereas the latter attends to 

the life of a text within the context of a person. Interpretation, then, is more than an act of 

comprehension; “it is a craft or art, involving the combination of a range of skills, including intuition” 

(Smith et al., 2009, p. 22). Finally, the third area, idiography, entails an in-depth view into each person as 

their own respective case. By starting with and focusing on the particular, insights can eventually be 

gained at an abstract level across cases. 
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 IPA also aligned with who I am as an inquirer and human being because of its strong focus on 

writing. I have always identified as a writer and come to know most things through the process of 

writing. Eisner (1998) described how language is at the heart of and is a vehicle for experience: 

“language like all other forms of representation is constitutive of experience, it is not merely a conveyor 

of it. Language shapes, focuses, and directs our attention; it transforms our experience in the process of 

making it public” (p. 28). By analyzing and sharing my participants’ direct language, I could paint a vivid 

picture for how they perceived their own college experience. Moreover, I can engage readers in that 

experience vicariously such that they can determine if my findings resonate with their own experiences. 

Arts-Informed Research: Recovering and Representing Aesthetic Qualities Through Form 

 I also framed my study within the context of arts-informed research which “is a way of 

redefining research form and representation and creating new understandings of process, spirit, 

purpose, subjectivities, emotion, responsiveness” as a “challenge to logical positivism and technical 

rationality” (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 59). Acknowledging the multilayered nature of human experience, 

an arts-informed methodology expands the notion of what knowledge is, what counts as knowledge, 

and how that knowledge can be known (Knowles & Promislow, 2012). It recognizes that people know 

more than they can say with words. Arts-informed research, whether explicitly or implicitly, illuminates 

the shortcomings of propositional forms of knowledge (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Langer, 1942; Taylor & 

Ladkin, 2009). By incorporating presentational forms of knowledge (Langer, 1942; Taylor & Ladkin, 

2009), it is able to “honor the many and diverse ways of knowing—personal, narrative, embodied, 

artistic, aesthetic—that stand outside sanctioned intellectual frameworks” (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 

55). Moreover, it allows researchers to rely on their intuition, like IPA, to navigate the creative process 

which includes capitalizing on serendipity. The researcher is able to rely upon their subjectivities to 

inform the shaping and shifting of that process.  
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 Aligned with qualitative research, arts-informed research not only acknowledges the personal, it 

prioritizes the personal. It moves toward the personal and seeks to immerse researchers and 

participants in an experience that makes them feel something. In so doing, it hopes to translate that 

feeling to a larger audience through its accessible and engaging forms of representation. By appealing to 

people’s emotions, arts-informed research aims to serve and change the human condition. This same 

care materializes in its desire to really see participants and their experiences with deep empathy. By 

inviting participants to share their full experiences, there is more room to consider paradox and 

contradiction which illuminate the idiosyncratic and perhaps unexpected aspects of human nature. 

Redman (2018) contrasted the benefits of these androrithmic aspects of human experiences—the 

untidy, unpredictable, and circuitous—despite the over-prioritization of the algorithmic aspects—order, 

sequence, and control—in education and life. Although one Truth or Reality is not possible or necessarily 

desired (Eisner, 1998), contradiction is often at the heart of human experience and can signal what is 

important, prioritized, and reconciled within each individual’s authentic meaning making. 

 As implied by its name, arts-informed research engages the arts in a variety of ways. A key 

question at the crux of this methodology is, “How do the arts inform the research process, and how do 

the arts inform the research presentation?” (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 66). The specific arts engaged 

depends upon the research questions as well as the larger methodological approach. Since my research 

questions centered on the metaphorical and sensory dimensions of participants’ experiences, aspects 

not always accessed easily through logocentric means, this approach helped elucidate participants’ 

inner felt sense of their college experience. As I mentioned, because of my phenomenological approach, 

an emphasis on the art of writing was assumed. I also included the visual arts, described in the next 

section, to reinforce the multimodal nature of experience and gain a direct view of students’ 

environments. Music also emerged as a way to represent the findings around participants’ experiences 

of sound in their college experience. 



   

 

86 

 

 Although somewhat encompassed within writing, the nature of my study sometimes reflected 

or invoked other arts. Participants, for example, drew on baking as another form through which to 

describe their college experience. Or, as I mentioned, sound sensory words invoked auditory qualities 

that contributed a musical sensibility. Regardless of the arts included in an arts-informed study, their 

incorporation serves as a medium, method, or as any of the following elements: structural, technical, 

communication, aesthetic, and procedural. Art serves as a medium in that it expresses messages and 

ideas through a particular set of techniques and traditions (Eisner, 2002). If a particular art form is used 

as a vehicle to know in research, it is then a method. For this study, writing is both a medium and 

method because this integrative work is a writing product and, because of IPA’s principles, writing is the 

central form of analysis. The extent to which art invoked any of the aforementioned elements—

structural, technical, communication, etc.—depended on participants’ stories and the nature of the 

inquiry process.  

As a structural element, art served as an organizing framework in how I organized portions of 

this dissertation. For example, I used text and image placement to convey ideas and created an 

ambience in an artful manner, using art as a technical and communication element. By vividly describing 

participants’ experiences through their chosen art forms and the eloquence of their prose, I employed 

art as an aesthetic element, creating a holding environment (Kegan, 1994) where current meanings 

could be reconsidered through each participant’s enlightened eye (Eisner, 1998).  

In keeping with art as a procedural element or emergent phenomenon, I was open to changing 

my thought process on how the arts would inform this study. If the inquiry process changed in its 

direction, aesthetic properties, or findings, I reconsidered which art forms were employed and the 

extent to which they operated as a medium, method, or as any of the elements. The arts can, thereby, 

shape representation of the research findings (e.g., structural and technical) or shape the research 

process itself (e.g., method, procedural)—the combination of which determines the overall aesthetic 
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feeling communicated to audiences (Cole & Knowles, 2008). The more arts-informed scholarship 

demonstrates thoughtfulness, showcases the researcher’s authentic voice, and holistically engages the 

arts, the more effective it is (Cole & Knowles, 2008). 

Visual Methods: Beholding Aesthetic Qualities by Seeing with an Enlightened Eye 

 To access participants’ lifeworlds as is prioritized by phenomenology (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & 

Osborn, 2003), I wanted to see the world as they saw it (Kelly & Kortegast, 2018). I knew that gaining 

entry into participants’ sensory worlds (Jorgensen, 1989) required additional ways to empathize with 

and envision their experience including their role therein. For this reason, visual methods were an ideal 

avenue to perceive “the aesthetic features of the case” (Eisner, 1998, p. 38). As the research instrument 

in this qualitative, phenomenological, and arts-informed study, it was important to acknowledge how I  

come to know and understand phenomena. As a connected knower (Clinchy, 2000), I need to first know 

from a feeling place and then I can intellectually comprehend. Through engaging with images, I was able 

to gain access to participants’ imagic store (Eisner, 1998), or range of perceptions, feelings, impressions, 

cues, and frameworks from which each participant constructed and navigated their world. Each imagic 

store offered a perch into a participant’s unique enlightened eye, adding detail while differentiating it 

from others. “Revelation of the particular situation requires, first, awareness, of its distinctiveness” 

(Eisner, 1998, p. 38). 

 In this study, I used photo elicitation to generate images central to each participant’s imagic 

store. Photo elicitation: 

 is a method of interviewing that involves the use of images, researcher- or participant- 
generated photos, archival photos, or advertisements during the interview process to elicit  
information from respondents. These images serve as visual prompts to guide the research  
interview to gain information from participants about a particular topic… In general, photo  
elicitation is a method that utilizes photography to explore meanings individuals attach to  
particular topics. (Denton et al., 2018, p. 18) 
 

Similar to my practice study, which I describe in a later section, I invited participants to create and share 

three images through a variety of means: hand drawings, graphic design, use of a camera, and one 



   

 

88 

 

participant unexpectedly used an AI-generated image. My goal was to allow participants to express 

themselves in ways that were comfortable and resonant. I knew that photo elicitation might eliminate 

certain people from volunteering. However, this requirement may have attracted participants who were 

more willing to explore the sensory and aesthetic nature of their experience. By expanding what images 

qualified, I hoped to circumvent these challenges. I also hoped to capture multiple perspectives of a 

participant’s experience (Denton et al., 2018), as they could combine different types of images for their 

set of three. Only one participant, Sophia, mixed multiple image types with one being hand-drawn and 

the other two being photographs.  

 As a subset of an arts-informed approach, visual methods reinforce the desire to challenge 

traditional notions of knowledge and scholarship. Asking participants to generate images signaled that 

the interview would not conform to “education as usual.” My intention was to create room for 

recognizing aesthetic and felt aspects of students’ everyday experience instead of the typical logocentric 

approach dominant in society and higher education research (Branch & Latz, 2018; Denton et al., 2018; 

Eisner, 1998). 

Research Design: Enacting My Philosophical Outlook and Methodological Approach 

 In this section, I provide an overview of my research design including the participant recruitment 

process, my interview approach, and the analytic process. To begin, I describe how my practice study 

informed this overall research design for my proposed study. Then, I share a visual representation of the 

inquiry process followed by a description of each step.  

Practice Study 

 Before undertaking the study, I completed a practice study with four participants that largely 

shaped how I approached the research. In that inquiry process, I followed the methodology outlined 

here. However, I was able to test two semi-structured interview protocols (included in the Appendix), 

which led me to the protocol I used. In my first two practice study interviews, I only included  
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participant-generated images as a basis for dialogue. In a call to participate (outlined in the Practice 

Study Consent Form in Appendix B), I asked participants to bring three images they generated by hand 

or electronically with each representing: (a) their path to college, (b) what college meant to them, and, 

(c) their role in their college experience. Up to two of the three images could be from the past (i.e., over 

a month ago) as long as they were still meaningful. Although these conversations were rich and highly 

personal, my hunch was that we could go even closer to the qualitative nature of their experiences.  

To further access the depth of their experiences, I wondered how I could journey back in time to 

see what they saw, hear what they heard, and, in short, engage all of my senses in the lifeworld of their 

college experience. This musing led me to include the sensory similarity activity (Springborg, 2020) in the 

last two interviews of the practice study which added shape and specificity. By having participants name 

resonant sensory qualities, we could discuss their experiences more concretely, which allowed us to 

better infer metaphorical relationships between qualities embedded in and constructing their meaning 

making. This improvement allowed me to better include participants in the analytic process. The sensory 

words acted as a metaphorical bridge between concrete and abstract (Springborg, 2018) meaning 

making and increased the likelihood of detecting paradoxical relationships. Such contradictions are 

often difficult to detect in more logocentric, linear, and algorithmic forms of inquiry and expression 

(Eisner, 2002; Lahey et al., 2011; Langer, 1942; Redman, 2018; Taylor & Ladkin, 2009; Welkener & Baxter 

Magolda, 2014). Uncovering these contradictions added dimension and authenticity to understanding 

students’ complex lifeworlds and the challenges they faced navigating their experiences. For example, in 

this study, Sarah chose both “sweet” and “nauseating” to describe her role in college.  

 Another takeaway from the practice study was the benefit of providing latitude for  

participant-driven decision-making. Participants had a choice to bring hand drawings,  

computer-generated graphics, or photographs so long as they authored them and no faces were 

represented. Each participant’s unique combination of images provided additional unexpected insight. I 
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paid special attention to the types of images generated, (non)conformity across image types, and the 

phenomena represented including the abstractness or concreteness, timing if applicable, and contexts. 

For the sensory similarity activity, providing ample space for participants to choose resonant words and 

reflect on predominant sensory categories yielded ample insights. Hearing and seeing their choices with 

participants allowed me to really get an aesthetic sense of each participant including: how they saw 

their experience, what it took to get there, what was at stake, how college did or did not live up to their 

hopes, and the role they played in all of that. As a result of what I learned from our conversations and 

the practice study overall, I followed the inquiry process outlined in Figure 3.1 entitled, “Overall Inquiry 

Process.” In the subsections thereafter, I elaborate on each phase of this process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

91 

 

Figure 3.1 

Overall Inquiry Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

1. Gather Potential Participants (after IRB 
approval) 

• Draft, customize, and send email template from 
myself to: 

o potential participants and 
o contacts who can help find potential 

participants 
• Draft email template from contacts to: 

o potential participants and  
o their contacts who may know potential 

participants 
• Create social media advertisements that 

encourages potential participants: 
o to learn more 
o to submit the survey to be considered 
o to share their information 

• Post social media advertisements on personal 
page and higher education groups 
 

2. Screen Potential Participants 
• Gather information from potential 

participants via survey 
• Sort data by personal and institutional 

characteristics; exclude participants 
who do not attend college in the 
United States and who are not 18 
years old 
 

3. E-mail Selected Participants 
• Send email introducing myself and the 

topic of the study 
• Ask if they are still interested 
• Share the Participant Consent Form 
• Ask that they bring three participant-

generated images that represent: 
o their path to college 
o what college means to them 
o their role in college     

4. Interview Participants 
• Engage participants in fluid, participant-led 

semi-structured interviews 
• Gain an in-depth understanding of participants’ 

felt experience by exploring the metaphorical 
and sensory dimensions in three interview 
sections: 

 
 

•  
•  

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Analyze Participants’ Stories 
• Engage in primary epistemic seeing -- 

Analyze each participant story on their 
own and note preliminary themes 

• Engage in secondary epistemic seeing – 
Explore themes across cases 

• Look again at each case in light of the 
whole    

Path to 
College 

What 
College 
Means 

Role in 
College 

Each section included exploration of the participant- 
generated images and sensory qualities. Interviews were non-
linear both in terms of interview sections and inquiry 
approaches. 

Participant-Generated 
Images 

Sensory Similarity 
Activity 
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Recruiting Participants: Gaining Access to College Students’ Lifeworlds 

Before initiating recruitment efforts, I consulted with my committee and gained approval from 

the Institutional Review Board. I also drafted a Consent Form and an outreach email to potential 

participants that explained the study in approachable terms. For potential recruiters, I created a list of 

people who met a variety of criteria such as:  

• people who I believed would actually forward my email or share my social media posting, 

people who worked with/knew a lot of students (e.g., colleagues who work at universities or 

are still connected to people who do, former students who work at universities or are 

connected to universities),  

• people who worked with/knew students who might have a special interest in the topic or 

methodology (e.g., arts, interdisciplinary, education or philosophy students), 

• and people with access to broad higher education networks (e.g., members of listservs, 

leaders in professional associations, participants in social media groups, alumni of student 

affairs graduate programs).  

I then sent these contacts my approved communications and, if needed, followed up with several of my 

potential recruiters. I imagined that my contacts would secure participants primarily through e-mail by 

sharing the post to individual people and higher education groups.  

 Since this study involved exploring participants’ experiences from a novel perspective with a 

novel methodology, my intention was to purposefully cast the widest net possible while employing 

purposive sampling (Creswell, 2014). By not imposing too many criteria, I could maximize my 

opportunities for understanding students’ college experiences with this approach. An array of 

experiences allowed me to observe the potential benefits and limitations across cases. To maintain the 

homogenous sampling usually seen with IPA, I bounded the scope of experiences by expecting that all 

participants were current college students at an American institution who were more than 18 years old. 
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Beyond that, I hoped for maximum variation with respect to a variety of characteristics: number of years 

in college, identity dimensions, academic majors, and institution types. I did not formally ask 

participants for these personal characteristics but, instead, allowed them to emerge as a part of the 

interview process. This decision aligned with the spirit of serendipity that is valued in arts-informed 

research (Cole & Knowles, 2008; Knowles & Promislow, 2012). Despite minimal planning around 

participants’ personal characteristics, there was a mix of backgrounds that highlighted a range of 

environments and experiences amongst the participants. The one notable exception was around gender, 

although I did not formally ask the participants about their gender identities. What I knew about that 

was only from what they shared in the interviews. With the study parameters and the allotted 

recruitment timeline, I was able to recruit nine participants. I invited all selected participants to choose 

pseudonyms to secure their identities beyond safeguarding files on my password protected computer.  

Interviewing Participants: Re-Accessing Metaphorical and Sensory Dimensions 

 As is most common with IPA, I engaged my participants in semi-structured interviews that 

combined structure with fluidity (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). Aligned with the prioritization of intuition 

in an IPA (Smith et al., 2009) and an arts-informed approach (Cole & Knowles, 2008), semi-structured 

interviews allowed me, as a researcher, to move where the energy is. I, therefore, paid close attention 

to my participants’ interests and allowed them to lead me where they desired. Since qualitative research 

in the constructivist tradition aims for partnerships with participants, this approach aligned with my 

overall paradigm. Epistemologically, phenomenology further emphasizes that responsibility since 

participants are the experts of their experience. If I wanted to know what “the experience of being a 

human is like” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 11) and “know in detail what the experience for this person is like, 

what sense this particular person is making of what is happening to them” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3), then 

I needed to be open to move with the contours of their sensemaking and not just my own. 
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 Semi-structured interviews with participants lasted approximately 60–90 minutes. The interview 

protocol consisted of three main sections that examined participants’ path to college, current college 

experience, and their role in college. We used their participant-generated images (Branch & Latz, 2018; 

Denton et al., 2018) to organize the interview around these sections. The images served as visual cues 

for what we were discussing since participants remembered why they selected that image. Moreover, 

the images evoked emotion and feeling since they included denoted and connotated meanings (Denton 

et al., 2018), reconnecting participants to earlier perceptions. The first image helped me understand 

their larger personal backgrounds that informed their college experience and assumptions about 

college. The second image conveyed the general vibe of their current experience and illuminated how 

they viewed the purpose of college. The third image helped me further contextualize their world, how 

they relate to it, and the extent to which they perceived their autonomy and agency.  

 For all three sections of the interview, I also engaged participants in a sensory similarity activity 

where they matched Springborg’s (2020) neutral sensory words with earlier perceptions of their 

experiences. The comprehensive list of sensory words provided a heuristic frame, or lens through which 

the participants and I made sense of phenomena. Springborg (2020) organized the list by the following 

categories: touch/texture, movement, colors, size, vision, sound, smell, and taste (please see Appendix 

for the complete list). They are “neutral” because they are words for which there is, arguably, no other 

word to describe that quality in human experience. For example, even though one might argue that 

“slimy” has negative connotations, there is really no other word to account for that quality. Most of the 

words do not, however, invoke a reaction and, thereby, perhaps bypass charged feelings about choosing 

them. As a result, participants may be less likely to choose particular qualities because of obvious values 

assigned to them. From a developmental perspective, they may, therefore, be less likely to choose them 

to gain approval or achieve an intended positive result.  
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 In the sensory similarity activity, I asked participants to review the sensory words three times, 

respectively, using the same prompts as their three images: their path to college, their current 

experience, and their role in college. Through connoisseurship, participants first reflected on which 

qualities most represented their inner felt experience. I asked them to circle words that served as 

accurate descriptors for each prompt, starring those that especially resonate. For each time that 

participants engaged in this process, I wrote down their collection of words and corresponding sensory 

categories in one place (e.g., “fragrant” corresponds with the “smell” category). I then revisited the 

collection of words with the participant in the Zoom chat window to discuss relationships and 

differences between sensory words both within and between prompts. We examined how particular 

sensory words reinforced or contradicted each other. Moreover, we contrasted sensory words for the 

path to college versus their current experience and role therein. By sharing qualities at the heart of their 

experience, participants engaged in criticism, comparing the qualitative difference, if any, between their 

actual and aspirational qualities, or their lived and desired aesthetic experience. Through dialogue, we 

co-constructed an internally constructed image comprised of impressions from their imagic store. We 

attempted to re-see the mind-cinema at the heart of their experience (Redman, 2018). Expanding on the 

example of Sarah, it was far richer and more up-close to explore her role in college from her 

combination of sensory words than it would have been for her to answer a set of linear questions. To 

start from a list of words like powdery, spacious, babble, dazzling, and whiff was a totally different 

starting point. Each word added a new hue and the pairings and constellations added depth.   

 In terms of the order of using the images and sensory language to weave in and out of the three 

sections, I was flexible as I mentioned earlier. Generally, we defaulted to beginning each section with 

their participant-generated image and then dove deeper with the sensory similarity activity. I was open 

to participants globally discussing all three of their images at the beginning of the interview but they all 

preferred a sequential approach. My inclination to follow participants’ natural rhythm matched my 
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messaging in the inquiry process. For example, as participants circled the qualities that resonated with 

them in the sensory similarity activity, I emphasized the importance of using their gut and not worrying 

about the “reason” for choosing certain words over others. By creating space for participants to honor 

their experiences and validate their appraisals, I hoped to further reinforce their creative instincts—

these same instincts could potentially support realigning their experience toward the sensory qualities 

they hoped to experience. Validating learners’ capacity to know is an important part of a learning 

partnership (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). 

Analyzing & Interpreting Stories: Making Sense of Each Participant’s Distinct Experience 

 As per IPA’s idiographic bent (Smith et al., 2009), I began with primary epistemic seeing (Eisner, 

1998), thoroughly examining the first interview as its own respective case. I then moved to the other 

interviews as their own respective cases. After treating each interview in this manner, I engaged in 

secondary epistemic seeing (Eisner, 1998), looking across the interviews to discern abstract themes that 

spanned the participants’ experiences. This inductive process, reflecting the tradition of qualitative 

research, intentionally moves from the particular to the general to allow theoretical generalizability 

instead of empirical generalizability (Smith et al., 2009; Stake, 1995). As a result, I identified themes that 

served as the most pertinent and consistent sensitizing concepts (Jorgensen, 1989). I share these 

findings in Chapter IV which include five complex metaphors and broader overarching themes. 

Conclusion 

 The following Eisner (1998) quotation summarizes the core takeaways from this chapter:  

… each person’s history, and hence world, is unlike anyone else’s. This means that the way in 
which we see and respond to a situation, and how we interpret what we see, will bear our own 
signature. This unique signature is not a liability but a way of providing individual insight into a 
situation. (p. 34) 
 

In other words, my methodological approach reflects my personal history and unique signature. 

Through my research study design, I attempted to scaffold an environment where participants could 

demonstrate their own personal history and unique signature. Undoubtedly, my critical work as a 
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researcher has been to co-construct spaces for participants to re-see and re-interpret their situations. By 

attending to the metaphorical and sensory dimensions of their college experience through conceptual 

metaphor theory and an arts-informed approach, I aimed to bring our collective signatures and 

individual insights to bear.  

Since “Artistic form is congruent with the dynamic forms of our direct sensuous life” (Langer as 

quoted in Eisner, 1998, p. 27), accessing sensory qualities via participant-generated images and sensory 

similarity is an inherently metaphorical endeavor. Ideally, engagement with “a created sensuous 

symbol—a work of art” will ingratiate us to “a version, or projection, of living process… that is 

commensurable with the essential forms of life” (Langer, 1957, p. 46). In the next chapter, I share and 

interpret participants’ representations of their lives as college students. Consistent with the metaphor 

that I shared in the first chapter, LIFE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS, participants used sensory words to paint 

a vivid picture of their college experience as a work of art. They partnered with me as connoisseurs and 

critics to engage in their own “conversation with the materials of a situation” (Schön, 1983, p. 78).  
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

In my study, I explored the following questions in semi-structured interviews with nine 

participants:  

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience?  

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 

Since metaphors are experientially grounded (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018), it was vital to access the sensory memories 

underpinning participants’ metaphorical constructions. As participants remembered what they sensed in 

their experiences, they related their impressions through descriptive metaphors. Sensory words then 

served as a supportive vehicle for exploring their primary and complex metaphors for their college 

experience. To summarize, primary metaphors are those that are more universal in nature, having been 

generated from largely shared human experiences (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Littlemore, 2019). 

Complex metaphors are, however, more particular to unique individuals in particular bodies and 

environments (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Littlemore, 2019). Through this study, the participants and I 

gained insights into the metaphors structuring their experience. Moreover, we discovered the sensory 

words leading to these metaphors and the sensory information that led to choosing that language. 

To gain a holistic perspective, I asked participants to describe three aspects of their college 

experience – their pathway to college, what college means to them, and their role in college—using 

participant-generated images and sensory language. Each segment of the interview focused on one of 

these aspects, entering into conversation with anchoring images and delving deeper with sensory words 

(Springborg, 2020). Table 4.1 below offers a high-level description of participants including their 
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personal characteristics and experiences (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012), and their images for each 

interview segment. The column entitled, “Personal Characteristics and Key Experiences” mirrors the 

Wabash National Study’s approach toward conceptualizing students’ experiences (Baxter Magolda & 

King, 2012). Since metaphors are experience-driven and, therefore, context dependent, answering the 

research questions requires situating the findings in participants’ dynamic and complex stories (Grady, 

1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018). Columns three 

through five include descriptions of the images. Images have been revised or excluded if they threaten 

participants’ confidentiality. Throughout the remainder of this chapter, I refer to select images and 

sensory words when analyzing imagery and metaphors shared by participants.  
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Table 4.1  

Summary of Participants’ Personal Characteristics and Participant-Generated Images 

Participant 
Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Personal Characteristics 
and Key Experiences 

Pathway to 
College 

What College 
Means 

Role in College 

Vee Sophomore, studying 
biochemistry, speaks 
English as an additional 
language, immigrated 
from Vietnam, went 
through a college prep 
program in high school; 
serves as a tutor, leader 
in residence hall, and 
volunteer 

Highway exit for 
her university 
taken on a college 
visit with her 
father 

Jellyfish (most 
appear blue and 
a few are white) 
swimming at the 
aquarium; one 
of the white 
jellyfish is in the 
center and 
seems to be 
separate from 
the rest; navy 
almost black 
background 

Ducks, some 
white and others 
multicolored, 
swimming 
together around 
rocks in a pond 

Isabell Maria Junior, studying 
management and 
business, “first 
generation born 
American,” attends 
college across the 
country, low-income 
and minority 
background, grew up 
with single mom 

Diagram including 
her support 
systems, 
involvement, and 
interests with 
each aspect of her 
pathway to 
college 
represented 
as elements in the 
form of a snow 
globe and its 
contents 

Diagram of 
building blocks 
with college as 
the foundation, 
career above 
that, financial 
stability above 
that, and, finally, 
prestige at the 
top 

Diagram with a 
circle at the 
center and 
spokes 
emanating from 
the center like a 
wheel; each 
spoke represents 
a different aspect 
of the student’s 
experience 

Pico Junior, studying 
psychology, attends 
college across the 
country, lives in a 
multigenerational 
home, financially 
independent and is 
funding her own college 
experience 

An open suitcase 
with her cat lying 
on one side and 
her belongings on 
the other as she 
packs to attend 
college across the 
country 

Picturesque 
scene from a 
bridge at the 
park  

Her actual cat 
looking at a  
virtual cat on a 
video game 
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Participant 
Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Personal Characteristics 
and Key Experiences 

Pathway to 
College 

What College 
Means 

Role in College 

Sophia Junior, studying 
psychology and 
marketing, legacy 
student, went to a small 
school growing up, 
cross-country intern 
experience; serves as 
an orientation leader 
and political activist 

Mind map with 
four categories – 
early life, college 
decision, during 
college, and 
future – including 
key words and 
phrases for each 

City view taken 
during a cross-
country 
internship 

School swag from 
role as an 
orientation 
leader and 
political 
campaign posters 
all showcased in 
her residence hall 
room  

Sarah Sophomore, public 
health major, 
entrepreneurship 
minor; serves as an 
orientation leader and 
sorority member 

Activity from a 
high school 
poverty 
immersion trip 

Community 
project to 
encourage 
support and 
well-being in a 
sorority house 

School swag from 
role as an 
orientation 
leader 
showcased in her 
residence hall 
room 

Jan Senior, studying public 
relations and 
leadership, cross-
country internship 
experience, pre-college 
immersion experience; 
serves as a resident 
advisor and sorority 
member 

Artifact from a 
pre-college 
immersion trip  

Bulletin board 
that she made as 
a resident 
advisor 

Sunset view on a 
plane ride to her 
cross-country 
internship  

Annabelle Sophomore, studying 
bioengineering; serves 
as an orientation leader 
and sorority member 

First-year college 
residence hall up 
on a hill 

Art installation 
on college 
campus  

Lightbulbs 
hanging from the 
ceiling - some lit 
brightly and 
others not at all 

Gracie First-year student, 
studying environmental 
science, legacy student, 
pre-college immersion 
experience; serves as a  
camp counselor 

Transportation 
hub at her college  

Football game at 
her college 

Nature at the 
nature camp she 
works at as a 
camp counselor 
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Participant 
Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Personal Characteristics 
and Key Experiences 

Pathway to 
College 

What College 
Means 

Role in College 

Rick Sophomore, studying 
business and 
entrepreneurship, first-
generation American, 
military family; serves 
as a leader in residence 
hall community and 
employee in a retail 
store 

“a long, windy 
road” in a 
surrounding 
desert 

Bridge 
connecting two 
mountains  
 

“Captain of the 
ship with a bunch 
of crew working 
in the 
background, 
scaling off into 
the sea” 

 
In the next section, I discuss emergent themes, linking sensory language to participants’ metaphorical 

constructions, answering the research questions.  

Emergent Themes 

 My goal in this study was to explore the sensory language and metaphorical constructions at the 

heart of students’ college experiences. Hearing the participants’ stories elucidated several themes that 

provide further insight into how students metaphorically structure their college experience. By 

triangulating meanings across stories, the following themes emerged when considering the 

metaphorical dimensions of these participants’ college experiences: 

• COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE 

• COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT 

• COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA  

• COLLEGE IS A PRISM 

• COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK 

I arrived at these themes by first analyzing each participant’s unique combination of bricoles (Redman, 

2018), searching for patterns. By exploring the sensory information embedded across imagery, sensory 

words, and conversation, I gained a fuller glimpse into each story. Then, I re-analyzed the data across 
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participants, considering themes that transcended beyond any one participant. The above themes are 

complex metaphors I derived from my analysis of: (a) complex metaphors drawn from their images, 

sensory words, and interview stories, and (b) the primary metaphors undergirding their complex 

metaphors, as was informed by the literature (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018). In keeping with the spirit of this research, the themes 

are complex metaphors that are capitalized to distinguish them from surrounding text (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980/2003). 

COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE 

Participants often described college as if they were attempting to manage an unwieldy package. 

They knew they were expecting an important package and it would be one of the best they would ever 

receive (or so they were told). But when it arrived, they didn’t know what to do with it—lifting it, 

opening it, handling it, or using what was inside. They received very few instructions and may or may 

not have had people around to help them. And even if they did, mostly it was theirs to wing. Time was 

ticking and the stakes were high. For this reason, these primary metaphors especially surfaced: 

• DIFFICULTY / HARDSHIP IS HEAVINESS (AND EASE IS LIGHTNESS) 

• DIFFICULTY IS HARDNESS 

• DIFFICULTIES ARE OPPONENTS 

• IMPORTANCE IS SIZE/VOLUME 

• IMPORTANCE IS MASS/WEIGHT/SIZE 

• TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH 

• TIME IS A RESOURCE 

• OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES 

In this subsection, I provide examples from participants’ narratives illustrating these metaphors.  
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Merriam-Webster (n.d.) defined unwieldy as “not easily managed, handled, or used (as because 

of bulk, weight, complexity, or awkwardness).” Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.) further elaborated, stating 

that unwieldy objects are “heavy, large, or a strange shape.” These definitions highlight the multisensory 

nature of the word “unwieldy,” encompassing touch / texture (e.g., heavy, dense, weighty, hard), size 

(e.g., large, wide, endless), and vision (e.g., robust). Awkwardness and complexity invite more sensory 

categories, as they account for a variety of qualities. Since we are multisensory beings, many words 

draw on multiple senses. For example, although “robust” is categorized as “vision” it also has 

connotations of “heavy” or “dense” which are categorized as “touch/texture” (Springborg, 2020).  

Dense, heavy, and weighty were among the most frequently chosen sensory words overall. 

Dense was chosen five times, each time by a different participant. Heavy and weighty were chosen 

seven times with the former chosen by six unique participants and the latter by four. Although 

quantitative measures are not the goal of this study, the frequency with which participants used these 

sensory words illuminated this theme early in the study. I pictured them lugging around their college 

experience, navigating as best they could in unpredictable conditions and with varying resources.  

To describe her pathway to college, Isabell Maria chose the word “weighty” and created the 

following image depicted as Figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4.1 

Isabell Maria's Snow Globe 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 
 
She explained how she arrived at this representation, using the complex metaphor of a snow globe: 

 because of like the round shape and… the little dots… and how I think there is kind of  
like a weight to that. I think also in more of a sense of like the weight of like all these 
experiences, and like the weight to making a decision about college is kind of a big deal. 
 

The image, sensory words, and conversation spurred deeper reflection. In fact, the metaphor of a snow 

globe had not occurred to her until she discussed her image. Creating the image, picking “weighty,” and 

discussing those choices led to naming her complex metaphor that COLLEGE, and more specifically THE 

PATHWAY TO COLLEGE, IS A SNOW GLOBE. Reflected in her comments were primary metaphors like 

IMPORTANCE IS MASS/WEIGHT/SIZE (i.e., the weight of the snow globe and the experiences) and 

IMPORTANCE IS SIZE/VOLUME (i.e., her college decision as “a big deal”; Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; 

Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018). In the dialectic between the images 

and words (both sensory and conversational), we unearthed core assumptions for how Isabell Maria 

metaphorically structured her college experience. In particular, we learned about the importance placed 
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on her pathway to college and the experiences that supported her getting there. This insight conveys a 

level of seriousness with which she approaches college and her “why” for the journey. As she stated, 

“Being at college is the result of all these things together.”  

Other participants framed their experience in ways consistent with the metaphor COLLEGE IS AN 

UNWIELDY PACKAGE. Annabelle framed her pathway through the complex metaphor that COLLEGE IS 

AN UPHILL BATTLE, choosing words like “dense,” “hard,” and “heavy” (I describe her story further in the 

next subsection as well as the section, “COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT.”). Sophia chose “fragile” 

because “It’s [College is] so sensitive to like a change and like one change in my experience could have 

impacted like whether or not I applied to [work with] Orientation or you know things I didn’t apply for.” 

Rick also remarked on the fragility of college, reflecting that he probably could have used the word 

“fragile” more to describe his experience. One of the changes that made participants’ college 

experiences a fragile and unwieldy package was the COVID-19 global pandemic.  

COVID-19: Making College More Difficult Than It Already Was (Mostly). The COVID-19 

pandemic was a dynamic that was mentioned in many, if not all, of the interviews. For the most part, it 

amplified the inherent difficulties of college and alerted participants to the VUCA world they inhabited 

(i.e., volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity; Berger, 2012; Wergin, 2019). Prolonged isolation 

from social distancing exacerbated students’ usual developmental challenges of finding belonging and 

forming meaningful connections. Vee shared: 

It’s just I get sad sometimes. I do miss my family. I haven’t seen my mom in three years because 
of COVID and I cannot go back to the country to visit her. So sometimes I just feel a little bit 
lonely since I just want to hug from a family and that’s why ‘sigh’ and ‘silent’ is going together. 
 

Vee chose sensory words from the sound category—“sigh” and “silent”—to highlight the heaviness of 

missing her mom, a significant part of her foundation of support. A sigh, especially a deep one, is often a 

response to stress or heaviness whether conscious or unconscious. Vee highlighted the impact of having 

immigrated to the United States and being separated from family while navigating college.  
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Movement was another sensory category that conveyed the heaviness of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Isabell Maria highlighted how the pace of college felt “slow” in her first-year with classes 

online. “There wasn’t a ton on the extracurricular sense of things. And so sometimes it felt slow because 

it was like, well, you’re doing the same thing every day.” In describing time as slow, there was a sense of 

dragging, as if time were heavy because of the monotony and lack of variety. Sophia also echoed this 

sentiment, reflecting that “my first year… kind of sucked because of COVID because I didn’t really meet 

any people and there was literally nothing going on…” Isabell Maria’s and Sophia’s accounts implied a 

viscosity of time where restrictions created friction for them and their experience. The pandemic 

decelerated time, impeding the flow of the usual goings-on. 

 Pico reported that it took her “awhile to develop a group of friends that I felt safe with.” Again, 

this heaviness and viscosity of time is present. In her situation, finances were a big factor in navigating 

not only college but also the pandemic: 

So COVID really had like a big impact during those beginning freshman years where it was just a 
lot of uncertainty… classes still had mandatory attendance. You could only get like a day or two 
off if you had any more than that, you needed a doctor’s note and I didn’t have any insurance in 
[state of college]. So if I got COVID, it was just like I got COVID and I was, you know, reaping the 
consequences of that without being able to have that kind of cushion around academics. 
 

For these reasons, Pico struggled with the tough decision to attend college in-person. Her story is an 

example of the disproportionate challenges faced by students with financial constraints. When weighing 

the potential outcomes of different choices, Pico needed to consider her socioeconomic status and 

access to resources unlike many of her peers. She also needed to hyper-focus on the sensory category of 

movement in that her physical location shaped potential consequences in her experience (i.e., her risks 

for getting COVID and the impact). In this way, Pico’s experience of heaviness, hardness, and fragility 

was more pronounced during the pandemic. She, like Vee, is another example of how marginalized 

identities are pivotal in considering a student’s experience. 



   

 

108 

 

 Even before college, Annabelle had already felt heaviness and grief around the high school 

experience COVID stole: 

I had a rough start just because I think back to experiencing college and high school and I think 
COVID definitely adds to this just it was rough because I never really got to finish it off and it was 
like stagnant… a year and a half of my life really just did feel the same and I feel like I kind of 
missed like a growth period that I could have had during my junior and senior year, which is 
unfortunate, but I guess I did grow just in a way I didn’t expect it. 
 

Annabelle’s “uphill battle” from high school to college created an added set of challenges. She chose 

“rough,” another touch/texture word, to convey the heaviness of the difficulties faced. Like Isabell Maria 

and Sophia, she also referenced the heaviness of time with the word “stagnant.” Understanding the 

previous context that Annabelle and the other students navigated due to COVID-19 was an important 

factor for contextualizing their experience. Before even arriving at college, there was a heaviness 

brought to what was at that time a new experience. Undoubtedly, these formative experiences set the 

foundation for the college experience.  

In the perfect storm of the global pandemic, the level of challenge increased and the level of 

support (i.e., community, friendships) usually decreased. There were a few instances when the 

pandemic unexpectedly supported students by encouraging them to engage in activities they never 

would have otherwise. For example, Sophia, who identified as an introvert, pursued an orientation 

leader role and a cross-country internship that, while originally remote, changed to in-person at the last 

minute. She shared that she never would have taken those risks had it not been for the pandemic. 

Largely, however, participants recognized the fragility of their experience, creating an awareness of their 

vulnerability to external factors. These collective and unexpected impacts of the pandemic added to the 

heavy, dense, hard, and weighty experience of college as an unwieldy package. Since the COVID-19 

pandemic contributed significantly to students’ rates of anxiety, loneliness, and depression (American 

College Health Association, 2021; Arslan, 2021; Aucejo et al., 2020), it must be accounted for when 

considering how to best support students and create the conditions for learning and well-being. 
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“You Pay to Get Stressed.” Another aspect of the metaphor COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY 

PACKAGE was prioritizing opportunities and juggling responsibilities in a way that added up and 

mattered. Vee joked with her friend, “college is, you know, you pay to get stressed.” She followed that 

up with “but, overall, college experience it taught me a lot to be a better person and, of course, 

knowledge is preparing me.” That preparation, however, was a heavy lift for many participants with and 

without the COVID-19 pandemic. Isabell Maria described college as: 

a tall kind of challenge to overcome… It comes with a lot of things and I think the meaning of 
college and what college is meant to do for you is also kind of a big thing… I think it represents 
kind of why there’s all this meaning is because it’s not something that’s easy. 
 

Pico took on that tall order in her pathway to college that “was always just a little further than 

everybody else’s.” The heaviness continued when she finally could leave for campus after a year plus of 

online classes: “I just feel like I had a huge weight on me during this time when I was leaving for 

college… it was such a like heavy and like tender moment.” It was hard to find the right balance between 

prioritizing family and home versus college and career especially when home and school were so far. In 

general, participants conveyed the gravity of navigating college and doing so while seeing the value in it 

for their future.  

 A lot of the challenge was in managing how to balance all of the possibilities and obligations that 

come with college. Sarah used the words “spacious” and “weighty” from the touch/texture category to 

convey this dilemma: 

Spacious! It’s also like there’s so much to do… There are so many things to be involved in. 
There’s so many classes you can take. There’s just so many ways to socialize and to meet people 
like it’s just such a spacious area to grow and to learn if gone about correctly, but it’s also… 
weighty… When you’re in college, you’re always worrying about a lot of things like it’s really 
difficult balancing doing school work all the time and also trying to go out and have a social life 
and also getting sleep… You gotta prioritize sometimes. 
 

Vee struggled with this same issue but used “clutter[ed]” from the vision category instead: 

Clutter[ed] is when I trying to figure out a way to balance between activities uh extracurriculars 
and academics… I started showing up for different [club] meetings and then I got burnout and 
thought, ‘Do I actually like it? Do I actually need all of this?’ 
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Like Sarah, Vee began prioritizing for the sake of her mental health. For both, the sense of possibility 

was enormous but it was that expansiveness that also created burden. They feared not maximizing their 

time and opportunity with this best package they had received. For this reason, the primary metaphors  

TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH, TIME IS A RESOURCE, and OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES are 

especially central to this challenge. The theme, COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA also 

plays a role in that time is fleeting and prioritization is the key to an experience worth remembering. To 

make the most of college, participants engaged in college in ways consistent with the complex 

metaphors that COLLEGE IS JUGGLING and COLLEGE IS A BALANCING ACT. 

Summary. In exploring the theme, COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, the participants and I 

examined metaphorical dimensions of their experiences related to: the overall complexity of their 

experience, the role of COVID-19 in their experience, and the stress of managing multiple demands with 

unclear and still-forming goodness criteria. Participants found college to be a complex and difficult to 

manage opportunity replete with benefits and quandaries. As newly minted adults, they tackled the 

inherent challenges of college in fits and starts, learning as they went. COVID-19 added yet more 

complexity and a growing realization of the fragility of college and life to the prevailing winds of change. 

They clung to prioritization, hard-won friends, their “why,” and the promise of future nostalgia to cope 

with the palpable ambiguity. In the next section, I also speak about the role nature played in cultivating 

the well-being needed to manage these complexities. Overall, as participants gained confidence and 

perspective, they developed their own unique approach to picking up and using this amazing albeit 

unwieldy package they had received.   

COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT 

 From a movement and orientation standpoint, the participants often spoke of college 

progressing in an upward, forward, and outward direction. They often chose “moving upward” and 

“moving forward” or words like “soaring” and “expanding” to convey the progression of time, their 
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development, and/or each rung on their ladder toward success. For this reason, there are several 

primary metaphors that stand out with this theme: 

• MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP 

• LESS/NEGATIVE/LACKING POWER IS DOWN 

• IMPORTANCE IS SIZE/VOLUME 

• PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS 

• MEANS ARE PATHS 

• CHANGE IS MOTION 

• ACTION IS SELF-PROPELLED MOTION 

• TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH 

• TIME IS A RESOURCE 

• OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES 

COLLEGE IS UP. 

 Am I Winning at College?. In the last section, I described Annabelle’s complicated transition to 

college due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Her image for pathway to college represented her early days of 

becoming a college student. She photographed her first-year college residence hall nestled up on a hill 

from the perspective of “just looking up at this great big building that’s… castle like.” The scene was a 

bright, sunny day—the kind with idyllic clouds. In contrast to the tone of the image, she explained that 

“the stairs kind of symbolized that my path college was an uphill battle.” Continuing this blend of reality 

and fantasy and heaviness and lightness, she went on to say, “I thought it was going to be like, not 

fairytale, but like it was always this like fantasy that I was looking at, and I was working so hard to get 

there through high school.” Like Isabell Maria’s snow globe, Annabelle’s rich description elucidates the 

magnitude of what transpired just to get to college. The verbiage “uphill battle,” reminiscent of the 
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heaviness and hardness described in the last section, implies an identity of surviving and having seen 

some things. This understanding provides a more nuanced view of Annabelle’s college origin story. 

 Several primary metaphors factor in Annabelle’s image including IMPORTANCE IS SIZE/VOLUME 

(i.e., “the great big building”), MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP (i.e., what can be achieved from 

winning the uphill battle), LESS/NEGATIVE/LACKING POWER IS DOWN (i.e., Annabelle’s perspective from 

down below where she has not yet won the battle), and PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS (i.e., pursuing 

goals from the bottom to the top of the hill; Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; 

Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018). Annabelle’s story highlighted the relationship between a student 

and their college experience from a power perspective. In her case, she lacked power at first, which she 

experienced as negative. However, Annabelle gained power over time by taking action, as is consistent 

with CHANGE IS MOTION, TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH, and ACTION IS SELF-PROPELLED MOTION. 

By engaging in new ways to climb the mountain (i.e., MEANS ARE PATHS), she changed her situation and 

bested her college experience. As a result, she became more aligned with being on par, if not above, her 

college experience and its expectations, and felt positive about the power she gained from rising above.     

 Am I Winning at Life?. The idea of COLLEGE IS UP extended outside the confines of the college 

campus as participants considered how their experience would translate to their future. Isabell Maria 

created a structure made of building blocks with one on top of another. As shown in Figure 4.2, college 

was the foundation, career was above that, and, finally, prestige at the top. This, to her, was what 

college meant as she thought about it in her personal and the collective societal experience.  
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Figure 4.2 

Isabell Maria’s Building 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 
 

Inherent in the upward trajectory of the picture is the primary metaphor, 

MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP as well as PERSISTING IS ERECTNESS (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; 

Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018). In other words, similar to Annabelle’s 

“uphill battle,” the more a person achieved, the higher a position they occupied, signifying more power, 

which was positive. Moreover, the image conveys a complex metaphor of COLLEGE IS A BUILDING or 

FOR BUILDING with the blocks forming a dependable structure. The upright nature of said building is 

what invokes PERSISTING IS ERECTNESS, a primary metaphor learned from seeing conscious and well 

people generally standing up or being upright in some way (as opposed to lying down or collapsed). This 

association is, then, further strengthened by MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP. It is generally seen as 

more positive and someone is seen as more powerful when upright and, therefore, persisting. Isabell 

Maria’s image illustrates how college edifies an upward trajectory for career and prestige in her life.         
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COLLEGE IS UP AND FORWARD. 

Is This Going Well?: Onward and Upward. Much of the conversations revolved around the 

purpose of college, which inherently draws on the primary metaphor of PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS 

(Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018). 

Destinations, of course, can be upward and forward. Participants spoke a lot about where they were 

headed and the role of college in shaping the path toward their goals. Vee summed it up, stating: 

I have to get a Bachelor’s so I am able to get a good job… most of the people say that a 
Bachelor’s [degree] actually [does] not matter, but I think it’s really matter. It gives you a 
general knowledge that you need to get a good job and, of course, salary a little bit better, too… 
The whole point of college is helping you pursuing your dream job. 
 

After struggling to find a sense of belonging, Vee identified a group of friends that supported her 

journey upward at college. She said, “We figure out goals together. We don’t have to have the same 

goal. But we do it together to keep us moving up forward upward.” After her first year where she 

navigated loneliness and felt lost and unsure, this sense of “moving up forward upward” gave Vee the 

sense that college was going much better in sophomore year. Like the ducks in the picture below, she 

and her friends navigated around the rocks, or challenges of their experiences, “crashing everything 

impact negatively to me for me to move forward.” Vee provided the following image, Figure 4.3, to 

represent her perspective. 
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Figure 4.3 

Vee's Ducks at the Pond 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 
 

Moving in either, or hopefully both of these directions, was an indication to participants that they were 

doing well and college was moving in a positive direction. They felt like they had more agency as is 

consistent with MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP and they were inching closer toward their goals, 

keeping with PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS.  

Sophia and Annabelle outlined the way that high school programmed participants to follow a 

certain formula to move forward and upward to be deemed successful. Sophia reflected: 

when you come into college you have a lot of experiences in high school… those are definitely 
things you do to put on your college application… you do a little bit of that in college… but I feel 
like it’s also just what you learn and how that can propel you up to the next thing or next level 
or next step… whether it’s graduate school or… job stuff.   
 

The sense of moving both upward and forward can be heard in Sophia’s described trajectory. 

Annabelle’s uphill battle was also to “put something on my resume to have it for college… all so that I 

can create a perfect high school transcript to get into college.” Both of them described the kinds of 

external formulas that are often apart of adolescent meaning making (Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2009b). 

Because society acculturates individuals into gaining power by achieving certain milestones, it can be 
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hard to notice, let alone resist, this ingrained conflation of MORE/POSITIVE/POWER IS UP and PURPOSES 

ARE DESTINATIONS. Sophia and Annabelle were at least able to take stock of this phenomenon. 

“Paying for the Networks and That Prestige.” Expanding on this notion of external formulas, 

Rick and Isabell Maria spoke to the prestige afforded by the social mobility that college provides. In 

debating the value of education at different kinds of colleges, Rick concluded: 

There’s only so many ways you can teach calculus. Let’s just get it straight—it’s the same 
concepts in the end just in different areas… the networks change. I think you’re paying for the 
networks and that prestige. This is something I realized about college. 
 

Rick realized that COLLEGE IS THE NETWORKS YOU PAY FOR as a student and future alumnus. Isabell 

Maria saw prestige as the crowning building block on her image for what college means: 

So college is… a foundational step in the financial stability of the jobs that I go to in the future. 
With college, like having that degree, it’s both been studied and I think it’s just a societal kind of 
understanding that because you go to college like you have certain qualifications that you 
wouldn’t otherwise have had, and with that comes better compensation… college also provides 
a certain level of prestige… gives you a certain respect and it helps people see you [with] more 
seriousness. 
 

As a first-gen student, Isabell Maria saw the importance in this ascent not just for herself but for 

bringing others along with her. As she said, “At a certain point, you don’t need more money. You need 

to do good with your money.” By investing effort into college, participants ensured their and others’ 

progress toward a successful, bright future. By investing in networks that would hopefully pay for 

themselves, they gained prestige and the financial stability that allows.  

Winning Against the Clock. Time was also an important factor in participants’ concept of 

moving forward and upward. As they plugged away on their various activities and classes, there was a 

constant sense of time passing. The tyranny of the calendar was part of the COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY 

PACKAGE complex metaphor that I mentioned above. In managing the constant barrage of 

responsibilities, participants made peace with the calendar and the unending pace. Vee chose “fast” for 

her pathway to college: 
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Fast is how the school—after the first test—it goes really fast. I have to study for the next exam, 
I have to do the project, and it’s just the time, it’s rolling year-round and then by the end on 
Thanksgiving and [it’s] like, ‘Oh this semester is finally gone, it flew like really fast.’ 
 

Pico echoed Vee, citing the constant and “endless” demands she faced as a student: 

I chose endless because it’s… feel like it’s just never gonna end. And once there’s another 
assignment, you finish it. Then a completely different one opens up, and then there’s a quiz, and 
then it just keeps going and going. 
 

As these students moved upward and forward, so did the passage of time.  

Whereas Vee chose “fast” from the movement category, Pico chose “endless” from the size 

category to describe their relationship to time’s passing. The former almost sounded like COLLEGE IS AN 

HOURGLASS where time is evaporating and the latter almost like COLLEGE IS A NEVER-ENDING VIDEO 

GAME. These variations signal the importance of understanding students’ orientation to TIME IS 

MOTION ALONG A PATH and how they interpret whether or not they embody MORE/POSITIVE/UP IS 

POWERFUL in relation to time and their progress toward their goals (i.e., PURPOSES ARE 

DESTINATIONS). The more students had control over their time, the more that relationship embodied 

MORE/POSITIVE/UP IS POWERFUL with them experiencing more agency. The inverse was also true that 

the less of a handle they had on time, the more they felt that they were lacking power, as is consistent 

with LESS/NEGATIVE/LACKING POWER IS DOWN. 

 Getting from Point A to Point B. Participants’ images and stories often incorporated 

transportation and travel, reinforcing the primary metaphor PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS, MEANS ARE 

PATHS, CHANGE IS MOTION, and ACTION IS SELF-PROPELLED MOTION. Their representations collectively 

reinforced the idea that COLLEGE IS A JOURNEY. Vee included an image of the highway exit for her 

university that was taken on a college visit with her father. Pico’s image was an open suitcase with her 

cat lying inside. She was packing for her cross-country trip to her college after a year of online learning. 

The cow heart in Jan’s image was from a pre-college immersion trip that introduced her to her eventual 

college campus. Sarah captured a photograph from a high school poverty immersion trip that “seriously 
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changed what I wanted to do with my life before.” And, finally, Gracie’s image was of a transportation 

hub on her college campus. It is important to note that all of these examples were participants’ 

representations of their pathway to college. It is possible that the framing of that prompt itself—as a 

pathway—may have unintentionally shaped participants’ constructions in this way. However, this idea 

of moving forward was present whenever participants spoke positively about their direction and life 

goals. Moreover, their upward trajectory was usually implied by their constructions for the purpose of 

college and what it meant to them. 

 One exception, though, was Pico who distinguished between moving forward and moving 

upward for her pathway to college: 

I did feel as though I was moving forward. I didn’t necessarily feel like I was moving upwards. I 
feel like upwards kind of has that connotation where you’re doing better, you’re doing the right 
thing, and in that time, I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing or not. I knew that I was 
moving forward with my life; I just didn’t know if I was necessarily going up or down.  
 

As Pico left her family to finally attend college across the country in person, she wondered if she was 

making the right decision. As she left, one of her grandparents in her multi-generational home had a 

family emergency, which complicated her view of leaving for college. Her distinction underscores that it 

is possible to move forward sequentially and temporally without facilitating the sense that 

MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP. Pico’s ambivalence reminded me that it was a combination of 

moving forward and moving upward that was a clear indicator for whether or not college was going 

well. For her, it was not yet clear whether or not her decision was a positive one. 

  Rick’s description for his role in college especially captured traversing from Point A to Point B 

and its associated primary metaphors. Describing himself as a “symbolistic person,” Rick explained how 

in his provided image: 

The eagles… sort of represent opportunity, and being courageous and bold so this whole 
experience and my role in it very much in the driver’s seat… as you can tell, [I am a] futuristic 
and optimistic person… everything I do is strategic to make sure the opportunity and chance for 
success will happen. 
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By “being courageous and bold” and “very much in the driver’s seat” (i.e., ACTION IS SELF-PROPELLED 

MOTION and MEANS ARE PATHS), he is moving toward (i.e., PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS) “the 

opportunity and chance for success” that he will secure in due time (i.e., CHANGE IS MOTION, TIME IS 

MOTION ALONG A PATH, and MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP). Learning Rick’s approach to navigating 

college and how he framed his role in college was informative. Not only did he provide insight into his 

perceived level of agency but also what motivated his actions and to what extent he saw himself as 

being the cause of his results. Moreover, his serving as a captain of a ship added primary metaphors 

unique to his representation like CIRCUMSTANCES ARE WEATHER and CIRCUMSTANCES ARE FLUID 

(Grady, 1997). Rick’s portrayal also reinforced the complex metaphor that COLLEGE IS A JOURNEY.  

COLLEGE IS OUT. 

 Branching Out and Outgrowing Yourself. As I shared earlier, the vastness of college 

complicated participants’ ability to navigate their experience. However, the sheer number of 

opportunities also enlivened and enriched the experience. Participants saw college as a place to branch 

out, try new roles and identities, and grow as human beings. Vee succinctly stated that, “College is an 

adventure,” meaning that it was a time to get out there and have new experiences. Although she saw 

college this way, she also reflected that it took her friend group to help her break out of her comfort 

zone. Sophia found “all the different things going on” to be “springy” and “weighty.” Annabelle chose 

“expanding” and “fast” for what college means because “it’s moving so fast and I’m constantly growing 

and joining new communities, and… changing as a person… I don’t know how I can do it all just in five 

more semesters.”  

As a senior, Jan perhaps had the widest view of the myriad of experiences that encouraged her 

to branch out during her college experience: 

I was experiencing a lot… I can like kind of associate a lot more feeling and touch and like sight 
[words]… the overall consensus of everything is very like refreshing and very airy, and very like 
smooth. There was just a lot of room for growth, and it was a good growing time, I think is what 
the words I chose were trying to convey. It’s probably the best way that I could say it. 
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In describing the multisensory nature of her college experience and all it afforded her, Jan used the 

complex metaphor of a “luscious” and “rich” chocolate cake with chocolate icing on top, remarking, “It’s 

like cake. It just feels like it’s so like rich…. And then I would say endless, and then I would say soaring. I 

think those are like the three that definitely kind of stick out because it’s like I’m always growing.” A 

large part of Jan’s indulgence and satisfaction in her experience was outgrowing herself. By maximizing 

college (i.e., TIME IS A RESOURCE and OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES) and pursuing worthwhile goals 

(i.e., PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS, MEANS ARE PATHS, and ACTION IS SELF-PROPELLED MOTION), she 

was able to rise above herself via “soaring” (i.e., CHANGE IS MOTION and MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS 

UP). The breadth and depth of Jan’s perspective illustrated the potential benefit of years in college if and 

when students are asked to reflect on their overall experience. As a senior looking back, for Jan, 

COLLEGE IS A CHOCOLATE CAKE WITH CHOCOLATE ICING ON TOP that she savored, remembering all of 

the ways she had grown and ventured outside her comfort zone. 

 Going Outside. A surprising finding was how much participants discussed the role that nature 

played in their college experience. Finding respite in nature was an important coping mechanism as they 

managed day-to-day demands they experienced (Vitagliano et al., 2013). Gracie’s identity was more 

embedded within nature due to her major and role as a counselor at a nature center. Her peers dubbed 

her “nature girl” early on because of these commitments. She chose “crawly,” “feathery,” “slimy,” 

“earthy,” “piney,” “brown,” and “olive” to capture the outdoors in her sensory words. Her image from 

the nature center, Figure 4.4, really emphasized the importance of nature in her experience. 
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Figure 4.4 

Gracie's View of the Nature Center 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 

Pico discussed the peace she felt in nature at a park near her school. This location became an 

important touchstone for her. A bridge there reminded her of the future waiting on the other side of her 

time—and struggles—in college. (I return to this example in the subsection, COLLEGE IS A PRISM.) She 

referenced “earthy” and “sweet” to describe this bridge as well as “moldy” (although not chosen from 

the list, it was in her reflections). Vee sat in nature observing the “green” of the trees and the “orange” 

of the fall leaves as she reflected on her choices and values in college. Sarah chose “Blue and green 

because I think we have a very beautiful campus and…. those are the colors that kind of associate with 

like nature and being outside.” Nature conveyed the primary metaphors CHANGE IS MOTION and TIME 

IS MOTION ALONG A PATH by signifying the passing of time through the changing seasons. Participants 

found nature to be a stabilizing force in managing when COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, which 

supported their well-being. This finding is important to consider when evaluating the role of nature in 

the college experience including its potential for mitigating stress and anxiety (Vitagliano et al., 2013). 
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Summary. Students entered college with clear goals for career advancement and professional 

success, prioritizing up and forward movement. They internalized external expectations for what that 

“success” looked like, having demonstrated the ability to follow external formulas to get into college 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2009b). Scaling upward, rising from college to career to financial stability and, 

finally, prestige, some students, like Isabell Maria, defined success as bringing others with them. As 

learners scanned the environment for worthy investments of their scarce time, they evaluated which 

opportunities from COLLEGE IS OUT would best support their pursuit of COLLEGE IS UP AND FORWARD. 

To manage the pressure of soaring to great heights, students embraced the nature aspect of COLLEGE IS 

OUT as an opportunity to engage in mindfulness, paying attention to their senses as a grounding 

practice (Vitagliano et al., 2013).  

COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA 

 As I insinuated earlier, participants highly anticipated the package that was college (even if they 

didn’t know it was unwieldy). They had heard for years that it would be the “best years” of their lives, 

which set them up for high expectations and an internalized sense that this time would soon be over. 

Because of this focus on the passing of time and the affection felt toward their educational 

communities—college and the village that raised and prepared them for college, this theme especially 

connects to the following primary metaphors: 

• CHANGE IS MOTION 

• TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH 

• MOMENTS IN TIME ARE OBJECTS IN MOTION ALONG A PATH 

• TIME PERIODS (IN OUR LIVES) ARE CONTAINERS 

• TIME IS A RESOURCE 

• OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES 

• AFFECTION IS WARMTH 
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• ASSISTANCE IS SUPPORT 

• EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY 

• SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY 

Although Isabell Maria, Pico, and Sarah weren’t completely convinced that college would be the best 

years of their lives, this notion still shaped their outlook. Isabell Maria mused, “I don’t know if that’ll be 

true because I haven’t lived enough.” Conjuring a mountain metaphor, Pico, too, hoped that “this wasn’t 

my peak,” and Sarah sometimes doubted college’s deliciousness. 

 Dictionary.com described nostalgia as: 

a wistful desire to return in thought or in fact to a former time in one’s life, to one’s home or 
homeland, or to one’s family and friends; a sentimental yearning for the happiness of a former 
place or time. 
 

Participants shared three kinds of nostalgia they were already experiencing as college students. The first 

kind of nostalgia was for their home, family, and community life from their pathway to college. They 

expressed a feeling of connection, belonging, and anchoring to the holding environment that molded 

them and launched them into adulthood. The second kind of nostalgia was for the college experience 

they already had (i.e., by the time of the interview) and the time they had left as a student. Finally, the 

third kind of nostalgia that participants shared was the nostalgia they would feel about college as their 

future selves. Each of these reflects the primary metaphor that TIME PERIODS (IN OUR LIVES) ARE 

CONTAINERS because the pathway to college, college experience (before and after the interview), and 

future are their own respective time containers. And, of course, within each of those, MOMENTS IN 

TIME ARE OBJECTS IN MOTION ALONG A PATH. 

Current Nostalgia for Home and Family on the Pathway to College. Gracie, Jan, and Sophia 

were participants who were especially grateful for their supportive family and home life on their 

pathway to and through college. Unlike the majority of participants who chose sensory words consistent 

with COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, they primarily chose words like “feathery,” “airy”, “furry,” 
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“warm,” “smooth,” and “swish” (as in basketball). Jan summed up her experience as “a very good time 

for me… I really thankful for that like it was a very light and airy time for me.” All three had very strong 

support systems to balance the demands of college (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004, 2012). They spoke 

with their family members often and received guidance when considering and making educational 

decisions. This social capital equipped them with ideas for navigating their college experience (Nieto, 

2009; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2006). As a result, they felt informed and validated in their capacity to make 

their own decisions, which is consistent with ASSISTANCE IS SUPPORT. Jan came from a family of 

educators who provided guidance in a practical sense, having navigated educational institutions 

themselves. Sophia and Gracie, legacy students, learned about the ins and outs of their universities and 

surrounding communities before attending themselves. 

 Although these students experienced a lot of support, that didn’t mean that their experiences 

were without challenges. Gracie temporarily considered attending college farther away from her home 

and family but, ultimately after much reflection, changed her mind. There was a pull toward attending 

her university because of her identity as a legacy student that she acknowledged with the word, 

“narrow”: 

my dad had gone to [COLLEGE NAME] and then like my grandma, and my grandpa, and then my 
mom and a bunch of cousins and like my babysitters… and everything felt like I needed to go 
there so it felt kind of like a funnel but it was long. 
 

Even though “narrow” is not referenced in Gracie’s above description. This exchange resulted from 

inquiring why she chose narrow to describe her pathway to college. Her description conveyed the sense 

that, for her, COLLEGE –  THE PATHWAY TO COLLEGE – IS A FUNNEL. Even though she was happy about 

the outcome and nostalgic about the experiences that led to her ultimate decision, this dynamic in some 

ways complicated her decision-making. 

Once she committed to her campus, Gracie’s story offered a vivid example of integrating her 

home foundation with her transition to college. As a first-year residential student who grew up near her 
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university, Gracie lived half-time on-campus and the other half off-campus at home. She remained 

connected to her high school friends while also deepening her networks from a pre-college immersion 

experience and working at the nature center. Gracie explained how enjoying college football with her 

family enhanced her college experience: 

So I have gone to the football games since I was like born pretty much… it just makes me feel 
like connected with my family… so like going to the games and then realizing like, ‘Oh, this is 
also like my school. This is Friday night football games at high school but with my family.’ And so 
it just makes me feel like connected and like part of the big campus. 
 

Gracie continued the happiness she found in her home life while striking out on her own. Reminiscing on 

her early football fandom reflects nostalgia for her pre-college life (i.e., TIME PERIODS IN OUR LIVES ARE 

CONTAINERS and MOMENTS IN TIME ARE OBJECTS IN MOTION ALONG A PATH). The connection felt 

with her family and “the big campus” highlights the primary metaphors of AFFECTION IS WARMTH, 

EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY, and SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY. As Gracie cheered on the same 

team as her family in the same environment, she felt closer to them and campus community members.     

The other participants also reflected fondly on their previous contexts while moving forward, 

upward, and outward. In recounting his pathway to college, Rick fondly remembered the time he spent 

with his siblings in the home environment his parents cultivated. This time period was an important part 

of his foundation for “a very big theme in my life of correction and being able to work on the finer 

details.” This time of togetherness focused on constructive criticism and self-improvement 

fundamentally shaped Rick’s approach to learning in college. Annabelle, as I mentioned earlier, 

experienced high school as a tough holding environment due to the impacts of the pandemic. Gaining 

distance from that experience in college, she paradoxically reflected via the word “twinkling,” that, “I 

say a lot of negative things, but I look back on it and it’s like seeing a sea of stars in the Milky Way like 

[it] really was a beautiful thing that I got to experience in high school.” Finally, Pico who flew home for a 

family emergency said she “dropped everything… just to get back to the lavender room where I can see 

my family again.” Even in personally challenging circumstances, participants often shared positive 
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emotions when detailing their pathway to college and where they came from. They convey a shared 

sense of experience (i.e., SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY) that brought them and their family and/or 

community closer together (i.e., AFFECTION IS WARMTH and EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY). 

Current Nostalgia for the College Experience So Far. Even though there was only one senior in 

the group of participants, the group had a heightened sense of college as a finite resource. For this 

reason, Sarah chose “ruby” to convey what college means: 

Ruby… it’s very specific and it stands out a lot, but it also made me think of like a ruby like this 
[is] such a precious time we have. It’s like a precious stone like you have to treat it carefully… it’s 
a fragile thing to experience… I just think it’s something… that should be treasured like jewels 
and things like that. 
 

In this instance, Sarah chose the color “ruby” to convey the complex metaphor that COLLEGE IS A RUBY 

STONE, situating it within the primary metaphors, TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH, TIME PERIODS (IN 

OUR LIVES) ARE CONTAINERS, TIME IS A RESOURCE, and RESOURCES ARE OPPORTUNITIES. There is a 

sense that the ephemeral nature of college is what gives it value and that requires an intentional 

approach as was explained with COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT. By combining “ruby” and 

“fragile,” there is a nod to COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE. Making the most of college involved the 

ability “to treat it carefully” because it is “such a precious time we have.” 

 For many participants, the word “bittersweet” captured current nostalgia both for their home 

and family as well as their college experience so far. Reflecting on her current experience, Isabell Maria 

expressed, “the taste is bittersweet… I'm enjoying it. I'm happy to be here, but I know that this will come 

to an end and that’s kind of a sad thought to think about.” Even though she was still a student, there 

was that fleeting sense that college would soon be over, as was her pathway to college which made her 

college experience even possible. Even though she acknowledged that “bittersweet” is technically in the 

taste sensory category, she paradoxically explained its tasteless nature:  

I mean there’s no real taste here, but I think that bittersweet is often a word that we use to 
describe things beyond their taste. The feeling of like looking at it and thinking, ‘Wow! Look at 
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all these things that I did!’ kind of thinking back on the memories… And so that was more of a 
figurative interpretation of taste. 
 

A more abstract notion of bittersweet, attributed to her pathway to college, informed the presence she 

brought to her current experience. Having concluded one meaningful time in her life (i.e., her pathway 

to college), Isabell Maria realized the importance of making memories in the finite time she had. 

“Bittersweet” then emphasized TIME IS MOTION ALONG A PATH, TIME PERIODS (IN OUR LIVES) ARE 

CONTAINERS, TIME IS A RESOURCE, and RESOURCES ARE OPPORTUNITIES. 

Future Nostalgia. In addition to missing an experience they were still having, participants 

imagined how they would feel about their time in college well into the future. In fact, they often used 

this projection as a way to navigate college in the present. Sophia expressed how: 

bittersweet is like I thought about when you graduate, you should kind of look back on your 
experience and be like, ‘Oh, I'm gonna miss this,’ to have that bittersweet feeling. That was a big 
one too… That’s how I want to feel about my experience at the end of it. 
 

Isabell Maria described a process where students: 

realize what matters to you and… the big picture of how does college fit into what matters to 
me: What I want to do like? What’s my life going to look like?... putting it in that perspective. It 
helps people realize like what they want to get out of it. 
 

In this way, a perspective of their future nostalgia for college helped participants appreciate and 

prioritize what was important in their experience.  

Summary. Similar to COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, this theme materialized early with 

seven of the nine participants choosing “bittersweet” at least once to describe the taste of their college 

experience. Although, as I mentioned, quantitative measurement is not a goal of this study, I still think 

the predominance of this word choice is notable. There is overlap between COLLEGE IS PAST AND 

FUTURE NOSTALGIA and other themes because participants were deliberating between opportunities to 

maximize their fleeting and valuable time left. This process, then, involves the primary metaphors TIME 

IS A RESOURCE and OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES as well as the complex metaphors COLLEGE IS OUT 

and COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE. The infinite number of opportunities to choose from (i.e., 
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COLLEGE IS OUT and OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES) in a finite time period (i.e., TIME IS A RESOURCE) 

presented a complex challenge that was difficult to manage (i.e., COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE). 

As participants clarified their values, however, it became easier to choose opportunities that they could 

fondly remember in the future. Therefore, as time progresses (i.e., CHANGE IS MOTION, TIME IS 

MOTION ALONG A PATH, and MOMENTS IN TIME ARE OBJECTS IN MOTION ALONG A PATH), they can 

look back on college (i.e., TIME PERIODS ARE CONTAINERS) and be nostalgic about the goodness they 

experienced with their communities (i.e., AFFECTION IS WARMTH, EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY, 

SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY).  

COLLEGE IS A PRISM 

 Many of the vision words that participants chose involved elements of light, underscoring the 

primary metaphors: 

• KNOWING/UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING 

• CONSIDERING IS LOOKING AT 

• ACCESSIBLE TO PERCEPTION/AWARENESS IS UP 

• MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP 

• UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING 

• GOOD IS BRIGHT/BAD IS DARK 

• MORALLY GOOD IS CLEAN  

In terms of vision, participants saw college as a progression of moving from darkness to light or opaque 

to clear and, as a result, seeing and understanding more, moving from negative to positive (i.e., GOOD IS 

BRIGHT/BAD IS DARK and MORALLY GOOD IS CLEAN). How that light and vision materialized varied, 

which is why I characterized college as a prism with this theme. A unique quality of a prism is that it 

filters light in different ways depending on the angle that the light enters, the speed at which the light 

enters, the entry point location, and the person looking at it.  
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Gaining Clarity in the Chaos. As participants became more aware of the rules of engagement for 

college, they adjusted their approach and gained clarity in the chaos. Vee articulated what it felt like to 

be at first lost in the darkness, “foggy is when I have no idea what I'm doing because like the path is very 

foggy and you don’t know if it’s straight up… or curvy.” On the other side of “foggy,” was clarity, “I 

would say clear because right now I'm gonna figure it out mostly. I have two more years to experience 

more.” Sarah accepted the “muddly” nature of college, choosing “mottled” and “spotted” to describe 

how “no matter what you do and how well you go about things, it’s still going to be a little muddled and 

confusing and especially going through it, but it’s like normal.” Although Vee used vision sensory words 

and Sarah used color sensory words, both spoke to the perils of blind spots in their experience. College 

wasn’t straightforward and its obscurities had ramifications for their experience. Over time, however, 

they learned how to accept and manage this complexity. In this way, this aspect of COLLEGE IS A PRISM 

is related to COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE. To make college less unwieldy, participants found 

strategies to clean up and brighten their experience (i.e., MORALLY GOOD IS CLEAN and GOOD IS 

BRIGHT/BAD IS DARK). 

 Isabell Maria further elaborated on a progression from “cluttered” to “clear” and “bright,” 

integrating the complex metaphors of COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, COLLEGE IS OUT, and 

COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA. She reflected how in college: 

there’s just like a very wide array of options we have and what college means, and what I'm 
doing at college… sometimes college feels a little cluttered, a little all over the place and, with 
that, it comes as kind of just chaos sometimes. So it’s not always clear. But I think that college 
has always been a positive kind of bright thing. It has a light to it and I think that will kind of 
continue after I graduate. Like people say, ‘Oh, best four years of my life’ and stuff like that.’… I 
will always look back at it as like a very rich time, very kind of fulfilled. There was a lot to do like 
very bright time.   
 

With her description, Isabell Maria clarified that, even though the number/volume of opportunities 

available at college created chaos (i.e., COLLEGE IS OUT and COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE with its 

primary metaphors), the inherent brightness of college (i.e., GOOD IS BRIGHT) outweighed that 
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challenge. That positivity allowed her to see a glimpse into her future – a future where she would 

reminisce about the richness she experienced in college (i.e., COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE 

NOSTALGIA). 

A Lens into Past, Current, and Future Selves. As has been discussed throughout this chapter, 

college offered a lens into participants’ past, current, and future selves. Exploring participants’ pathways 

to college, of course, necessitated reflecting on their past selves. What college means and role in college 

gave participants an opportunity to expand beyond their past selves toward their current and future 

selves. Because of the nature of college being so forward-looking (i.e., COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND 

OUT), the future—whether near or distant—naturally emerged as a part of the conversation. Regardless 

of the topic of conversation or metaphors employed, college served as a prism that reflected and 

refracted light, causing participants to see their experiences anew.  

 Pico’s three images revealed metaphors for college that afforded new ways of seeing and 

understanding, aligning with COLLEGE IS A PRISM. As I mentioned, her first image for her pathway to 

college, Figure 4.5, was an open suitcase with her cat lying inside.  
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Figure 4.5 

Pico’s Cat in Her Suitcase 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 

Pico described how she: 

had to pack all my belongings and everything that kind of represented me and the home that 
I’ve been in for, you know, sixteen years, and put it into a bag and go two thousand miles away, 
and on the other side is my cat, and he is like refusing to let me go… I just kind of felt like this 
strain to stay and not to go, and he kind of represented everybody in my life who told me not to 
leave or to stay closer to home or go to community college. 
 

 This image represents Pico’s complex metaphor that COLLEGE IS A SPLIT SUITCASE WITH ONE HALF 

BEING HOME/PAST SELF AND THE OTHER BEING COLLEGE/FUTURE SELF. In that larger context, her cat is 

also an extension of her home and past self, as is “the lavender room” where this scene takes place. 

Having to pack for college caused Pico to reflect on the pull between her past and future selves as well 

as the expectations of her home and college contexts. The suitcase, representing travel, highlighted 

CHANGE IS MOTION and PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS as Pico prepared a voyage between her past and 

future selves and communities. As a prism, college brought light to these dynamics in her experience.     

 Another example from Pico of COLLEGE IS A PRISM was the bridge that anchored her 

perspective when she struggled in college. The bridge can be seen in Figure 4.6 below. 
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Figure 4.6 

Pico's Bridge at the Park 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 

For sensory words, describing the bridge she chose: 

faded, gleaming, and worn because I feel like the faded and worn is kind of as you go through it. 
It gets old and you get tired, but there’s this kind of hope—the gleaming and glistening on the 
other side where you know it’s going to be worth it, and you’re doing it for something. It’s not 
just for no reason. 
 

The bridge served as a window into her future that clarified why her college experience mattered. Even 

though college and her current self sometimes felt “faded,” she could see her future and future self in 

the “gleaming” and “glistening” (i.e., GOOD IS BRIGHT/DARK IS BAD). The light offered her valuable 

insights (i.e., KNOWING/SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING) that reinforced why she was on the journey in the 

first place (i.e., PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS). By looking at the bridge (CONSIDERING IS LOOKING AT), 

she was looking at her experience and its “reason,” “worth,” and value (i.e., TIME IS A RESOURCE and 

OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES). This shift in perspective allowed Pico greater awareness (i.e., 

KNOWING/SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING, UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING) and agency in her experience 

(i.e., ACCESSIBLE TO PERCEPTION/AWARENESS IS UP and MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP).  
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 Similar to Pico, Isabell Maria described the power of college to inspire “this life that I kind of 

want to create” in the midst of its day-to-day chaos. She mentioned how college is “a glimpse of kind of 

what things can be every time people kind of ask like, ‘Why college… what does college mean to you?’ I 

always like see it as kind of a little step… it’s just like a small look into that.” As the bridge was for Pico, 

college was a window into Isabell Maria’s future when challenged around her “why.” She saw the value 

in what she imagined beyond what she could immediately see “because on the other side of it I think 

also like I see ‘perfumed’ as being a very composed like put together person.” Both Isabell Maria and 

Pico drew inspiration from the transformative possibilities they saw for themselves and their lives as a 

result of college. 

 Finally, Pico depicted her role in college with an image (Figure 4.7) of her actual live cat 

“meeting” her virtual [video game] cat for the first time, highlighting COLLEGE IS A PRISM but this time 

as COLLEGE IS A MIRROR. 
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Figure 4.7 

Pico's Real Cat Staring at a Virtual Cat 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 

To provide context, Pico explained: 

So before I was able to bring my cat to college, I played a lot of [video game… And while I was 
playing [video game], I have this cat you can see there. And then, when I brought my [actual] cat 
here, I got this like weird sense of guilt where I feel like I replaced him in a way… like he 
shouldn’t be seeing them… I don’t know I feel like in a way it represents how I see myself before 
and after coming to college like I feel like sometimes I'm looking at a version that people want 
me to be. 
 

Pico chose “sharp” to capture how “a lot of it was reflections and mirrors.” In this image, her TV serves 

as a mirror in three ways. First, more literally, it reflected back to Pico’s cat an image of an alternate cat. 

Second, it reflected back to Pico the difference between her actual and perceived selves, the person she 

actually is while living her experience versus what others’ expectations are of who she should be. And, 

finally, in a more abstract sense, it mirrors back to Pico her role in her college experience. Whereas the 

bridge before served as a window of illuminating insight, the TV was a mirror reflecting images for 
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consideration—college, as a mediating prism, highlighted a wealth of perspectives for Pico that 

deepened her understanding of self.   

 Being the Light. The light source for college as a prism didn’t always come from external 

circumstances. Sometimes the participants themselves were the light source, as they illuminated the 

path for others and inspired positivity wherever they could. In addition to the preponderance of vision 

sensory words having to do with light (e.g., bright, gleaming, glistening, radiant), “yellow” was one of 

the more popular colors chosen. Vee picked “yellow” to signify happiness as she described her role as 

inspiring her friends to move toward their goals. Although she did share vulnerabilities with these 

friends, largely, Vee summarized her role as being positive for others as she “always motivate[s] people” 

and “always think[s in a] positive way.” Sophia also chose “yellow” for her role because “it’s kind of 

really described like what I want to be perceived as I guess like being a positive person and having a 

positive impact.” She reinforced the link between yellow and light by choosing “bright” and “radiant” as 

the vision sensory words for her role in college. 

 Jan repeatedly used light-oriented vision words to capture the “hope” she contributed as a 

senior and student leader. She shared: 

I'm a mentor so like students.. like to hear about what you’ve been through, and then… I like to 
tell people because it… gives hope like, ‘What am I putting all this time into? What does it look 
like?’... I know I'm big on visuals… I just want people to see there is a goal in it.  
 

With her affinity for visual learning and willingness to share her story, Jan’s college experience served as 

a prism for her peers. Her learnings and examples served as mirrors and windows into her peers’ sense 

of possibility for their own experience.   

 Finally, Annabelle most directly shared her role of “being a bright light in my college experience 

and wanting to brighten up others around me… and to make this campus the best place for them.” She 

represented this sentiment with the image below (Figure 4.8). 
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Figure 4.8 

Annabelle's Lights 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 
 
She resisted being defined as a studious engineering student (i.e., how her peers saw her), asserting, 

“That’s not what I want my identity to be. I want to be like a happy and bubbly person and a bright light 

in people’s lives… I recently became an orientation leader… that was such an incredible outlet to do it.” 

Like Jan, Annabelle used her leadership role to hold herself and her experience up as a prism of 

possibilities for others, creating opportunities for increased awareness and clarity (i.e., 

KNOWING/SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING, ACCESSIBLE TO PERCEPTION/AWARENESS IS UP). By observing 

their successes and fumbles (i.e., CONSIDERING IS LOOKING AT), their peers might better (re)direct their 

own efforts toward success (UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING and MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP). 

 Summary. Although the metaphor for what was seen through the prism changed, a similar 

thought process remained of being in the dark or unaware previously and then, as a result of college, 

seeing what would inform understanding. Sometimes this shift happened as a result of what participants 

were already experiencing at college. Other times, it happened when they projected into the future how 
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they or life would be different after college. This process overall especially captures the primary 

metaphors KNOWING/SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING and its touch/texture corollary UNDERSTANDING IS 

GRASPING (i.e., when you know or see more, you understand more and can act on that), CONSIDERING 

IS LOOKING AT, and ACCESSIBLE TO PERCEPTION/AWARENESS IS UP. In other words, the more that is 

understood, the greater control the person has in relation to their experience, invoking 

MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP. 

COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK 

 With few exceptions, the majority of the sound sensory words discussed in the study involved 

participants and their peers. Often, when participants described interactions with their peers, they were 

largely positive and supportive even when venting their frustrations to each other. For this reason, the 

complex metaphor, COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK felt fitting as did the 

following primary metaphors: 

• AFFECTION IS WARMTH / LACK OF AFFECTION IS COLD 

• EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY / LACK OF EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS DISTANCE 

• SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY / DIFFERENCE IS DISTANCE 

• ASSISTANCE IS SUPPORT 

• INTENSITY OF EMOTION IS HEAT 

The lack of sound, whether identified as “hush,” “silence,” or “whisper” was often finding space and 

quiet from their peers and the noise of everyday college life. Or, as described earlier, the pandemic 

presented hurdles in establishing relationships and that accounted for some of the silence. Generally, 

when peers heard each other out or related shared experiences, the primary metaphors as listed above 

applied. However, when disconnected or isolated from the peers, the inverse of those metaphors held 

true. For example, LACK OF AFFECTION IS COLD would be the inverse of AFFECTION IS WARMTH. 
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Another example would be LACK OF EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS DISTANCE instead of EMOTIONAL 

INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY.  

Press Pause: A Quiet Place. In the section COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, I described the 

impact of social isolation on forming and sustaining peer friendships during the pandemic. Although I do 

not cover that further in this section, I want to acknowledge that those dynamics greatly impacted the 

auditory nature of students’ experiences in high school and college. The physical distance and lack of 

activity from social distancing activated the primary metaphors: LACK OF EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS 

DISTANCE, DIFFERENCE IS DISTANCE, and LACK OF AFFECTION IS COLD (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; 

Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019). This growing sense of disconnection is evident in the 

rising rates of anxiety, depression, and loneliness amongst college students during the pandemic 

(American College Health Association, 2021; Arslan, 2021; Aucejo et al., 2020).    

Vee navigated social isolation felt from missing family and in part due to COVID circumstances 

and her cultural background. For pathway to college, “Silent,” she said, “is I don’t have anybody to talk 

[to]. I cannot find a person that I trust to talk.” In fact, even though she cited a lot of improvement in her 

sophomore year with making friends and laughing, she had little opportunity to share about her overall 

college experience. She shared, “I think you are the first one who’s asking me [about] that. Yeah, like I'm 

serious.” Although hearing these admissions was surprising, in the context of hearing her larger story of 

navigating “university” as an immigrant with fewer supports, it made sense. Vee’s image of a jellyfish, 

Figure 4.9, especially captured the isolation she experienced. 
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Figure 4.9 

Vee's Jellyfish 

 

Note. Copyright 2022 by participant. Used with permission. 
 

 Vee explained that the jellyfish in the picture represented herself: 

 I compare myself to the little white one [jellyfish] that saw his head bump down to  
the ground because I cannot figure out what I'm doing. First, before I know about college, I don’t 
know what to do. Just like the jellyfish people around me—most of them have siblings, their 
parents or their relatives that know a lot of the system so that they know what they’re doing… 
So I stay in my comfort zone that I always stay because I'm afraid to try new things so that 
picture representing cold, dry. It’s very cold because I feel like I'm alone. 
 

Vee recognized that she did not have the same kind of social support that her peers did to “know a lot of 

the system.” Although she isn’t directly describing the sound sensory category in her description, she 

implies it with characterizing herself as “alone.” This sentiment is cemented through the description of 

her surroundings as “cold,” which relates to LACK OF AFFECTION IS COLD and LACK OF EMOTIONAL 

INTIMACY IS DISTANCE (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019). 

Low warmth and low emotional intimacy (i.e., cold) means less affection and more distance (i.e., feeling 
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of being alone). Embedded in her metaphor is also a relationship between cold (i.e., low temperature) 

and having less power or control (i.e., LESS/NEGATIVE/LACKING POWER IS DOWN). Because she felt so 

alone, her “head bump down to the ground” and she didn’t feel like she could branch out. This 

emotional distance was reinforced by two residence hall incidents—one where her roommate spilled 

fish sauce all over their carpet so “The whole hallway can smell it from my room.” and another where 

her roommate switched rooms without discussion. She said, “I'm kind of sad because I don’t know if 

they actually like me or not… I’ve tried my best to communicate, but it didn’t work out.” Vee’s stories 

emphasize the impact of loneliness and cultural factors on the transition to college. 

Press Play: Good Times. As Rick relayed, “College is just funny” and many of participants’ words 

were “laugh,” “chatter,” “chuckle,” and “giggle,” circling around this idea of having fun and having inside 

jokes and genuinely just enjoying time together. Even on the pathway to college, a lot of these same 

words were chosen by nearly all participants, underscoring the shared camaraderie with their peers. Jan 

and Gracie retained some of their high school friend base in college, which played a clear role in their 

“smooth” transition. Other positive emotions were conveyed by “warm,” “cuddly,” “airy,” and “silky” 

where peer relationships were supportive and offset the challenge of college being the unwieldy 

package it often was. Gracie maintained multiple overlapping networks that supported her transition in 

this way. She foregrounded the sound category to convey the value of these relationships: 

I feel like laughter and friendship kind of go together and that’s something I value a lot in college 
and a lot of people do, I think, cause like the people without as many friends have a rough 
time… I feel like I'm lucky enough to be able to soar through… [The] sound [category] was just 
like different. For connections, it’s easier to convey those feelings. 
 

Gracie recognized how sound sensory words could be a shorthand for the intimacy developed in 

friendships, drawing on AFFECTION IS WARMTH, EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY, and ASSISTANCE 

IS SUPPORT.  

 Even if college wasn’t always easygoing, there were good times to be had in supporting each 

other through the rough patches. As I mentioned, Jan tried to support her residents by providing 
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examples of ways they might navigate challenges successfully. Annabelle, Sophia, and Sarah similarly 

shared their experiences with new students as orientation leaders. Vee offered guidance to high school 

students considering college. Like their younger counterparts, these leaders, themselves, needed 

support and relied on their friends. According to Sarah, “talking about the things in college that are like 

really hard is super common and I love doing that with my friends.” However, certain topics were harder 

to raise “like money and how stressful money is in college and just how nobody really talks about the 

fact that we’re on financial aid and stressing about paying the bills… And it just felt like, I think, it 

brought all of us closer.” Because of Sarah’s love of talking, it felt that much easier for her to strike up a 

meaningful and grounding conversation with her friends. The closeness (i.e., emotional intimacy) 

brought about by their conversations links to AFFECTION IS WARMTH, EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS 

PROXIMITY, and SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY.  

Press Shuffle: Conversation Roulette. Participants largely saw the value in having these deeper 

kinds of conversations with their peers about their overall college experience. Sarah recounted a 

conversation where her peers were vulnerable about their struggles in college, saying: 

it was nice to confide in each other and I think it was a valuable conversation. And I wish people 
had conversations like that more often… about things that are tough for them… Even if you 
think you’re going it alone, there’s always somebody who’s experiencing something similar. 
 

Part of the issue was creating the conditions for students to engage in these conversations that “don’t 

really happen very often with things that are deeper type of topics” as Isabell Maria related. For these 

conversations to be valuable, Pico described the conditions as needing to be “facilitated in the right 

context” for students to “be open to expressing how college actually has been versus you know what 

they display online or what they tell their family.” This idea of actual versus perceived reality aligned 

with the mirror metaphor she shared for her role in college. Her commentary emphasized that, for 

emotional intimacy to grow through shared conversation, it shouldn’t just focus on “liking the school or 

you should be feeling like this… it’s an open discussion where people can feel free to share those 
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emotions that aren’t necessarily good.” Her take, while making complete sense, is a violation of the 

primary metaphor MORE/POSITIVE/POWERFUL IS UP. By expressing less than positive emotions, there is 

a risk of presenting oneself as negative and lacking power, which embodies LESS/NEGATIVE/LACKING 

POWER IS DOWN. This behavior would be counter to COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT. 

Blast the Volume: Sometimes You Just Need a Vent Sesh. Finally, participants often used “rant” 

to capture the ways they would listen to each other process and gripe about the challenges they faced in 

their experiences. Sarah shared the prevalence of ranting in her sorority house and how contagious that 

energy could be. Her project to promote positivity and enhance mental health was an effort to increase 

positive emotions in their residential environment. Although Rick didn’t necessarily partake in ranting 

himself, he saw the value in “hearing people rant a lot like about their lives, about their circumstances. 

I’ve very much a believer in this… There is not enough times for people of all walks of life to be able to 

express themselves.” Ironically, for Rick and Sophia, a certain amount of ranting was helpful and 

positive, reinforcing solidarity amongst peers and, depending on the crowd, potential solutions. In this 

way, this aspect of sound reinforced the primary metaphors AFFECTION IS WARMTH, EMOTIONAL 

INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY, SIMILARITY IS PROXIMITY, ASSISTANCE IS SUPPORT, and INTENSITY OF 

EMOTION IS HEAT (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019). 

Anger, biologically and metaphorically, is associated with heat because of the connection between angry 

emotions and raising body temperature. Ranting, and sharing less-than-positive aspects of their lives, 

provided opportunities to come together (EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY and SIMILARITY IS 

PROXIMITY), to express themselves (INTENSITY OF EMOTION IS HEAT) and build community (i.e., 

AFFECTION IS WARMTH and ASSISTANCE IS SUPPORT). Ranting was seen as part of the process of 

navigating and making peace with their experience.  
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Distortion: Non-Existent or Tone Deaf Conversations with Non-Peers. More than the absence 

of sound, there were missed opportunities to connect with important non-peer others. Sometimes that 

disconnect was because there was a lack of commitment or focus to connecting with them. Vee shared: 

My advisor only asks me about how do I feel right now? I usually say that either I [am] okay or 
not okay about my classes or my grade, but I don’t really have a deep down conversation… 
because yeah I know that they don’t have time and I don’t have time either. Like I have to make 
time if I know that that conversation about to start then I have to make time. 
 

In her example, Vee takes partial ownership in that she is somewhat avoiding the level of conversation 

that would provide a fuller picture of her experience. She acknowledges the role that time plays in 

preventing this level of connection. In this way, the following primary metaphors surface: TIME IS A 

RESOURCE and OPPORTUNITIES ARE RESOURCES (i.e., they only have so much time to spend), and LACK 

OF EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS DISTANCE (i.e., not connecting at a deeper level creates space between 

them).  

 Vee cited another disconnect she experienced when approaching her professor as she was 

learning to adapt to college life. In the “foggy” and “cluttered” transition, she was searching for 

assistance to gain clarity and agency after doing poorly on an exam. She said, “I came to my professor 

and all they said is I need to gain my style of study so it’s rough.” Her use of the word “rough” resembles 

the complex metaphor, COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE. She attempted to connect with this 

professor and, instead of getting any real assistance or interest in her situation, she received a platitude 

instead. Knowing Vee’s story—immigrating to the United States, speaking English as another language, 

and lacking social support—this interaction, although likely unintentional on the professor’s part, 

underscores a lack of understanding of the complexity of students’ lives and the complexity of 

navigating collegiate academics. This missed opportunity to forge a helpful connection highlights the 

inverse of ASSISTANCE IS SUPPORT, which reinforces LACK OF EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS DISTANCE, and 

its DIFFERENCE IS DISTANCE. The lack of support and closeness, then, conjures LACK OF AFFECTION IS 
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COLD. Although this was a brief moment in Vee’s life, it was enough to stick and be important enough to 

remember and mention in this interview.  

 Pico also described disconnects with non-peers when describing and sharing her college 

experience. As I mentioned earlier, she thought her peers would want to talk about their experience if 

they had freedom to express “emotions that aren’t necessarily good.” She, however, was hesitant to 

authentically discuss her college experience with family, stating, “Well, my family asks how college is. I 

give them the answer that they want to hear. ‘It’s great! I'm having so much fun and eating enough. I'm 

sleeping enough’” By presenting a representation of her experience that is not actually her experience, 

Pico is creating conditions similar to the growing distance between Vee and her professor. However, she 

relied on her peers for solace and support to counteract this disconnect: 

the people around me that know that I'm not [having a great time] they know but it’s not 
necessarily a conversation… It’s more just this understood connection that like, ‘Oh, you’re not 
doing really good, but like neither am I. So we’re going to get through it together. 
 

Like, with the ranting described earlier, Pico found validation and connection with her peers who were 

managing the less glamorous parts of college. In her case, however, it’s “not necessarily a conversation” 

but more like a silent rant of solitude. Given these dynamics, Pico’s relationship with her family could be 

characterized by the primary metaphors from the situation with Vee and her professor. Her connection 

with peers would draw on the primary metaphors described in the subsection, “Fast Forward: 

Sometimes You Just Need a Vent Sesh.” 

Summary. When thinking about the soundtrack of the participants’ college experiences, peers 

definitely were the headlining artists with very little collaboration with non-peers. Many of these 

conversations transpired in residential environments where students were in close proximity to each 

other, building on the primary metaphor EMOTIONAL INTIMACY IS PROXIMITY and SIMILARITY IS 

PROXIMITY. As they chose to confide in each other (i.e., AFFECTION IS WARMTH and ASSISTANCE IS 

SUPPORT) with the limited time that they had (i.e., TIME IS A RESOURCE AND OPPORTUNITIES ARE 
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RESOURCES), students experienced a wide range of emotions including anger when ranting (i.e., 

INTENSITY OF EMOTION IS HEAT), and fear and vulnerability when perplexed by COLLEGE IS AN 

UNWIELDY PACKAGE. They shared resources they gained as they engaged in COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, 

and OUT and became more knowledgeable on their path (i.e., PURPOSES ARE DESTINATIONS, MEANS 

ARE PATHS, and ACTION IS SELF-PROPELLED MOTION). Occasionally, as was the case with Sarah and Jan, 

their peers reflected back how much they had changed (i.e., COLLEGE IS A PRISM). And when 

participants needed respite or they found themselves in instances of isolation and disconnection, they 

reflected and cultivated the strength and volume of their inner voice (Baxter Magolda, 2009b).  

Broader Themes 

Thus far, the findings I shared relate to the metaphorical themes that emerged from 

participants’ images, chosen sensory language, and reflection on sensory information. To recap, the 

research questions explored in this study were as follows: 

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience?  

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 

I answered all three of the questions in my analysis above where I outlined participants’ complex 

metaphors and their underlying primary metaphors and sensory language. The primary metaphors 

address the underlying constructions structuring participants’ more specific and unique complex 

metaphors (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Littlemore, 2019). Moreover, the combination of complex 

metaphor themes highlight larger patterns in the ways participants conceptualized their college 

experience metaphorically. For example, their college experience is not literally an unwieldy package. 

However, in the various ways they spoke about it, they conveyed its complexity and difficulty 
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metaphorically, as if it were an unwieldy package. Participants’ images, sensory words, and the sensory 

information inspiring them described college, the target domain, through a variety of source domains 

such as food, nature, and sports to name a few (Kövecses, 2010). In this way, they described college 

through their descriptions of other phenomena, or metaphorically. And these descriptions stemmed 

from their ability to recall “sticky” sensory information (Dirksen, 2016).  

 To frame the broader themes, I revisit the holistic framework from the Wabash National Study 

for Liberal Arts Education (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012) previously discussed in Chapter II – personal 

characteristics, experiences, meaning making, and developmental growth. Since these components are 

very much integrated and interconnected in a student’s experience, there is more overlap than 

separation. However, for the sake of an in-depth exploration, I zoom in on each facet to ground 

sensemaking. 

Personal Characteristics 

 A key implication of this study was the vital role that personal backgrounds and identities play in 

mediating the college experience. Because different identities, bodies, and stories shape experience 

differently (Abes et al., 2007; Johnson, 2018; Littlemore, 2019) sensory information and metaphorical 

constructions may vary as a result (Johnson, 2018; Kövecses, 2010; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2020). 

Considering Students’ Personal Backgrounds in Their Constructions. Participants’ personal 

characteristics reflected in various ways in their responses. Although, as I mentioned in Chapter III, I did 

not collect participants’ demographics formally—other than their year in college, major(s), and 

institution, many disclosed various aspects of their background. As a result, I was able to observe this 

dynamic but in a limited sense. Table 4.2 below characterizes some of the main differences I noticed in 

personal backgrounds and identities in the study. Participants identifying in ways described on the left 

chose more of the less desirable sensory words whereas those identifying in ways on the right chose 

more of the desirable sensory words. Since participants held multiple identities that were simultaneous 
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and contextual, choices varied depending on the situation. Moreover, the context of words could 

change because of the dynamic nature of these identities and contexts.  

Table 4.2  

Role of Personal Backgrounds in Students’ Constructions 

 
Students identifying in these ways tended to 

choose “less desirable” sensory words in 
situations accentuating these aspects of their 

personal backgrounds 
 

 
Students identifying in these ways tended to 

choose “more desirable” sensory words in 
situations accentuating these aspects of their 

personal backgrounds 

 
Didn’t know the system and their family didn’t 
either; lacking social capital 

 
Knew the system and their family guided them 
through it; possessing social capital 

Didn’t have the resources and needed to secure 
them 

Had the resources and could invest their energy 
and attention elsewhere 

Entered not knowing people; had distant family 
relationships and came from a largely negative 
supportive holding environment 

Entered knowing people (from home and various 
communities); had close family relationships and 
came from a largely positive supportive holding 
environment 

Did not identify with majority populations at 
school 

Identified with majority population populations 
at school 

Exhibited thoughts and behaviors consistent with 
imposter syndrome, comparisonitis, 
perfectionism, and self-doubt 

Exhibited thoughts and behaviors consistent with 
agency, efficacy, self-belief, trust in oneself and 
good company to oneself 

Described experiences of loneliness, anxiety, 
depression 

Described experiences of well-being, belonging, 
and connectedness 
 

 
Foregrounding Different Types of Sensory Information. Participants’ differential treatment of 

sensory categories shed light on my third research question of: How does sensory information shape the 

metaphorical structuring of their college experience? Since participants were drawn to noticing and 

prioritizing sensory information from different sensory categories, the complex metaphors they 

constructed varied accordingly. Moreover, the extent to which participants were equipped to recognize 

and process sensory information from different sensory categories mediated what they interpreted 

about their experience. Colors, sound, smell, and taste seemed to be areas ripe for further processing 
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and exploration with more time, space, and practice. There could be fuller descriptions of experiences 

and understandings to be gained if students gained more capacity and fluency in these sensory 

categories and when integrating across the categories overall.  

 Individual Variations. It was not uncommon for participants to prefer particular sensory 

categories over the others. Rick was one of the only participants who preferred the smell category, 

remarking, “In this journey, like it was the really big ones like fragrant, scented and burnt, fragrant 

scents. It probably [is] more just because like every area has like a distinct feeling and smell.” He 

attributed “burnt” (i.e., a smell sensory word) and “dense” (i.e., a touch/texture sensory word) to his 

interpretation of his residence hall environment: 

Smell—definitely burnt. It’s just like the air is so dense and like people are smoking things or like 
there’s some burnt mac and cheese here or like popcorn there. And there’s just like—it’s just 
too much… the amount of fire alarms… just because of like burning mac and cheese, or 
someone vaping in like the dorm, and it is just ridiculous. 
 

Pico also associated smell, although literally, with her residence hall, stating, “I know my freshman dorm 

had mold and one of the main buildings here has black mold in it and they just have [us] like still go to 

class in it.” She employed moldy in a metaphorical way too, envisioning the moldy bridge as her old  

pre-college self. Overall though, Rick’s olfactory leanings revealed a lack of conversation around smell 

with the other participants. Olfactory processing, or thinking metaphorically through the sense of smell, 

was noticeably less practiced in comparison to the other categories. “Sweet” and “fresh” tended to be 

the most popular choices, centering on the positive and new aspects of college. Also, nature-related 

words “moldy,” “piney,” and “earthy” tended to be more literal interpretations in this category.  

Annabelle resonated more with the touch and texture sensory words because “the words had 

more depth to them.” Jan “had a lot of touch words because… I was experiencing a lot.” Pico, too, 

prioritized touch and texture when describing what college means with her bridge metaphor: 

I feel like for this one… all I can think about was like, you know, how the bridge felt. You know 
the texture of it. I feel like what I think of my college experience and what college means to me, 
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it’s just so a lot about how it feels and less about what it sounds like or anything because I don’t 
think any of that really matters. It just matters you know how you feel in that moment. 
 

For pathway to college, however, Pico foregrounded movement “because there was a lot of it. There 

was a lot of leaving and coming back during those years and, again, I just never knew if I was going in the 

right direction.”  

Participants tended to think more literally in relation to colors, choosing their high school and 

college prep program colors for their pathway to college and college colors for what college means. 

Sophia especially acknowledged that those answers were almost like throwaway responses and, only 

occasionally, did participants go beyond this type of response. There were a few exceptions. Participants 

like Vee, Sarah, and Gracie associated colors with nature and being outside although those responses 

are somewhat literal, even if extending beyond the typical answer. Another exception was the color 

“yellow” which I spoke of in relation to COLLEGE IS A PRISM. Also, I spoke of Pico’s choice of “lavender” 

within COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA. She felt pulled to “get back to the lavender room 

where I can see my family again.” 

In terms of sound, Sarah was one of the few to cite that as one of her preferred sensory 

categories in addition to vision: 

And then sound, too, I just feel like those are the categories where you can have like the best 
and the worst of things… if you hear something terribly loud and screechy and just bad, like it’s a 
bad experience. But if you hear something beautiful or somebody singing, you get goosebumps 
and it’s just like an all-body experience.  
 

Speaking of “all-body experience,” Sarah tended to blend sensory categories more noticeably than other 

participants. For example, she used the term “feel” in the example above even though she was not 

referring to touch or texture. She did choose the touch and texture sensory word, “sticky,” to describe 

her sorority house and overall experience: 

college is sticky. Like I have never lived in a more sticky environment… I live with like 50 girls and 
like people drink and people leave things out and things spill, and it’s sticky… and sometimes on 
like basement floors like you just like, hear the stickiness, but also like college is… sticky… You 
can literally like make things stick like that are going to last for a really long time after college, 
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but also… you don’t always want to be sticky like you don’t want to always be doing school 
work. 
 

In about 12 seconds, I heard Sarah frame “sticky” as a touch, a sound, and a virtue (i.e., being studious 

all of the time). Instances like these reminded me: (a) how deeply integrated our sensory processes can 

be and (b) how embedded and unconscious our associations can be. Pico reinforced this observation 

when her rationale for “bumpy” captured taste, movement, touch, and vision: “I did bumpy for taste 

because… it’s still a little rough kind of going back to the abrasive thing where it’s difficult. It’s a difficult 

time to go through, but… I feel like the gleaming on the other side.” The depth and range of participants’ 

responses often combined multiple sensory categories and resulting mixed metaphors. 

 Group Trends. In describing their experiences, students foregrounded different sensory 

categories within different complex metaphor themes. This finding provides insights into the ways that 

sensory information informs sensory language and corresponding metaphorical constructions. For 

COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, sensory words in the touch/texture, movement, size, and vision 

categories dominated with a special emphasis on touch/texture. For COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND 

OUT, movement and size were popular, which was unsurprising given the orientational nature of this 

particular metaphor. With COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA, taste was especially 

important given the “bittersweet” nature of current and anticipated looking back on meaningful time 

periods in their lives. COLLEGE IS A PRISM, however, foregrounded the vision sensory category as 

participants imagined their futures and future selves made possible by college. And, of course, they 

foregrounded sound for COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK. By being aware of the 

role sensory information plays in each theme, it may be possible to better partner with students in 

understanding and shaping their experience. 
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Experiences 

 Ordinarily, we think of students’ college experience as the cumulation of their courses,  

co-curricular activities, and leadership roles to name a few examples. Participants’ stories highlighted a 

different way to categorize and conceptualize experiences. By characterizing experiences by resonant 

sensory categories, as was discussed in the last subsection, and qualities, they sorted them into less and 

more desirable experiences, current and aspirational experiences, and describable and indescribable. 

Through a metacognitive process, they made these determinations.   

Less Desirable versus More Desirable Sensory Words and Experiences. Participants used a 

variety of sensory words to convey their experience through sensory language and metaphor. There was 

a spectrum of less desirable and more desirable words across sensory categories that encompassed the 

various complex metaphor themes. Table 4.3 below captures the most prominent less desirable and 

more desirable sensory words used to describe participants’ experiences. I tried to mainly include 

choices that reflected their overall experience instead of any one experience a participant may have 

described in great detail. It is important to note that some words may be less desirable in the context of 

one theme but more desirable in the context of another. For example, spacious, wide, and endless were 

positive in the context of COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT but negative as it related to COLLEGE IS 

AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE. This difference illustrates the double-edge sword of: (a) college offering many 

possibilities and (b) the resulting complexity and chaos from that seemingly infinite variety. The table 

captures the sensory words students used to describe the metaphorical dimensions of their experience. 

Moreover, it highlights which sensory information resonated enough to stick with them days, months, 

and even years to share in their interviews.  
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Table 4.3  

Less Desirable and More Desirable Sensory Words by Sensory Category 

Sensory Category Less Desirable Sensory Words More Desirable Sensory 
Words 

Touch / texture bumpy (could be meant as in “rough” 
and/or conflated with the term in a 
movement sense), cold, cool, dense, fragile, 
hairy, hard (“not easy”), heavy, rough, 
spacious (when describing the vastness of 
how much there is to balance) weighty 

airy, cuddly, feathery, fluffy, 
silky, smooth, spacious (when 
describing a sense of 
possibility), velvety, warm 
 
 

Movement bumpy, erratic, fast (when describing the 
tyranny of the calendar), moving 
downward, slow (when describing the 
stagnancy of time), squeezed 

expanding, floaty, moving 
upward, soaring, steady 
 
 

Colors mottled and spotted (when describing the 
incoherent and unclear nature of college) 
 
 

green and orange (when 
describing nature as a coping 
mechanism); ruby, yellow 
(when describing staying 
positive and being a role 
model of positivity) 

Size endless (when creating complexity and too 
many unknowns), immense (when creating 
complexity and too many unknowns), long, 
narrow, tall, wide 
 
 

endless (when thinking about 
the possibilities for ongoing 
learning and growth), 
immense (when thinking about 
the possibilities for ongoing 
learning and growth), short, 
wide 

Vision cluttered, dim, foggy, hazy, lopsided, 
shadowy 
 
 

bright, clear, dazzling, 
gleaming, glistening, glowing, 
radiant, shimmering, 
transparent, twinkling 

Sound rant (when frustrated with managing 
college), shout, sigh, silent (when feeling 
isolated and alone), whisper (when feeling 
like others are talking about you) 
 
 

chatter, cheer, giggle, laugh, 
rant (when gaining support 
from connections in navigating 
college), silent (when taking 
time to get clear on their 
thinking often in nature), sing, 
swish, whisper (when leaning 
into being introverted as a 
learner and leader) 
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Sensory Category Less Desirable Sensory Words More Desirable Sensory 
Words 

Smell burnt, fishy, moldy, spoiled aromatic, earthy, fragrant, 
fresh, perfumed, piney, 
scented, sweet 

Taste bittersweet (when remembering how 
fleeting their time at college is) gingery 
(when too much), nauseating, rubbery, sour 
 
 

bittersweet (when savoring 
and making the most of 
college), buttery, delectable, 
delicious, flavorful, fresh, 
fruity, gingery (when not 
overpowering), hearty, 
mellow, refreshing, rich, 
rubbery (when meaning 
malleable) savory, sweet, zesty 
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Aspirational Words. When participants were asked to choose aspirational words—words they 

wished captured their experience, they usually declined. They were often satisfied with their experience 

as it was and the words that they chose. When they did choose aspirational words, however, they 

tended to be related to a calmer and more even-keeled college experience. Gracie considered mellow 

but realized it didn’t match her experience: 

Maybe like I was looking at mellow with taste and I almost put it. But then I was like it just 
doesn’t fit. This is not what I’ve gotten like it seems like a nice descriptor for a college 
experience, but it just doesn’t fit me… I kind of think of it in like a couple of different ways. One 
is like no huge events like kind of chill… just like rolling… it sometimes goes with like more boring 
but not like in a boring sense just like in a nothing’s really happening sense. And this kind of 
seemed nice. But I don’t know.  
 

Pico summarized it succinctly, lamenting, “I wish the transition was smoother. I wish it was easier… I 

think that’s the main one. I kept going back to that one.” Rick debated on “fragile” for its connotations 

of “tender in the sense of like, it’s soft. You gotta be gentle with it.” And Sarah had hoped for a 

“delicious” college experience but determined “it’s not really supposed to be” that way.  

Beyond Sensory Words. Another pattern in the data was participants’ choice of sensory words 

for associations and experiences that felt beyond description. Words like shapeless, colorless, odorless, 

flavorless, tasteless, and endless were often part of the conversation. Earlier, I mentioned that Isabell 

Maria used “bittersweet” to capture her college experience since that word, she said, is often a word 

that we “use to describe things beyond their taste.” She also chose “endless,” “shapeless,” “odorless,” 

and “flavorless” for her pathway to college and “colorless,” “endless,” and “tasteless” for what college 

means to her. For “colorless,” she said, “There’s many images that I think of like, ‘Why college?’ There’s 

a lot of reasons. And with that there isn’t… a color to assign to it because it’s a lot of concepts. It’s more 

conceptual than it is physical like things.” Isabell Maria also chose “hum,” “silence,” and “aroma” to 

serve a similar encompassing purpose. For sound, she compared it to “movies and things like that… 

when you look at something that holds a lot of experiences sometimes like there’s just a quiet sound of 

like all the sounds together.” For smell, she explained, “there’s a lot going on all at once… it felt kind of 
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right of putting that in with the smell like the aroma. There’s kind of an ambience and it’s not always the 

same one, but it exists.” Rick, with his affinity for the smell category, would agree. 

Whereas Isabell Maria leaned on these extrasensory words to capture broad notions of college 

as a concept, participants tended to use them to describe the amorphous and vast nature of their 

experience. Sophia characterized what college means as “brilliant but shapeless” because “There’s not a 

strict definition of experience and like not a strict shape or strict path I must follow.” Vee relied on 

“endless” for her pathway to college and what college means: 

Endless is knowledge is always endless. That’s why I using the word endless again. Future and 
knowledge is always endless and we don’t know where we’re gonna end up. Maybe we end up 
in different field that we chose. But at least we go together and you don’t have to feel like your 
life’s over. 
 

Paradoxically, these extrasensory words offered specificity and respite when acknowledging the bigness 

of college and all it entails.  

Landing on Fitting Sensory Words Through Metacognition. Participants engaged in the act of 

connoisseurship as they discerned the various, and sometimes conflicting, shades of sensory words. It 

was like watching a sommelier match the wine that best fit their meal. Comparing the inner and outer 

worlds sometimes meant choosing one sensory word over another or selecting multiple to convey a 

fuller meaning. Other times, this deliberation uncovered deeper meanings. For her role in college, 

Sophia opted to choose both “bright” and “radiant,” stating:  

For vision, bright and radiant it’s kind of like the same for me, but I kind of feel like I couldn’t 
pick between the two… but I think it’s like pretty much similar to a lot of the others. Things like 
have the positivity aspect. 
 

In this example, choosing multiple sensory words created an additive effect, enhancing the felt sense of 

“positivity” in Sophia’s construction of her experience. Pico and Sophia both debated between choosing 

“moving forward” instead of “moving upward.” I shared Pico’s distinction between the two and 

preference for moving forward in an earlier subsection. Sophia reflected, “Moving upward—I felt 

strongly about that one. That’s kind of how like what college is doing. I don’t know why it wasn’t like 
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moving forward. That didn’t feel right, but upward did.” In this case, Sophia was making a determination 

that her experience was more aligned with one felt sense more than another. There was a tradeoff to 

choosing one over the other. Whether qualities were being added or discerned, it was valuable to hear 

student’s meaning making and the goodness criteria informing their choices. Hearing the basis for their 

determinations was an opportunity to observe their level of justification for their choices and the style 

with which they approached their capacity to know in their experience (Gilligan, 1982; King & Kitchener, 

2004; Nieto, 2009).  

 Students’ reflections on their sensory word choices revealed a level of metacognition toward 

their meaning making. Isabell Maria thought through the connotations of words in the size category to 

arrive at endless, immense, and long for her pathway to college: 

I considered wide, but I felt like endless was enough to kind of represent that. And I chose long 
as opposed to like not choosing wide. Why? Because long had more of a timeline connection like 
it was more than just being visually long like there is a sense there as opposed to why it would 
just be wide. We don’t usually think of time as being wide. So I think that’s ultimately why I 
didn’t pick out wide. 
 

Even though Isabell Maria was not considering a visual sensory word per se, she was incorporating visual 

and spatial processing into her discernment process. Rick also considered time in his process for 

considering sensory words. Part of his selection criteria was whether or not the chosen words applied 

within a longer time frame because he “didn’t want to reflect on basically like the highs and lows of the 

moment. I sort of wanted to zoom out more and then zoom in just to explain the whole overall 

perspective of it realistically.” Rick took a more global and high-level approach to not only describing the 

contours of his experience but also to his philosophy on life. This thought process also reflected in his 

image of his role in college as a captain charting the seas with a future-oriented and strategic approach. 

Students’ conceptualizations and representations of their experience provided great insight into 

philosophies and ideologies that shaped the extent to which they authored their perspectives and lives 

(Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014). 
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 Finally, Sarah was especially adept at shedding light on words in a way that refracted their 

meanings. Earlier, I spoke to Sarah’s natural talent for accounting for the complexity of sensory words 

and phenomena, including the word “sticky” that she used to convey multiple sensory categories. 

Another example was her description of “gingery” for what college means: 

I really like ginger, but only in certain situations like I love the ginger taste like in smoothies… 
I’ve had chocolate covered ginger before. Actually, I kind of like that. But it was like really 
overwhelming and strong… and it’s kind of like I don’t know college is like… I really love it at 
times and I really hated [it] other times… Ginger has that duality to it. 
 

She also excavated “rubbery” in describing her pathway to college in a multidimensional way: 

 When something is described as rubbery, it can be a bad thing, but it can also kind of be  
like’s it’s malleable and there’s a lot you can do with it. But also like you don’t want to have a 
rubbery piece of food so it’s I don’t know. In different situations, it can be different. 
 

By exploring the varied and contextual meanings of her selections, Sarah painted a very detailed and 

nuanced picture of her experience. She is an example of individual quirks that students might exhibit 

when using metaphor and sensory language to construct and share their experience. In other words, the 

process itself can be a rich source of learning about students and the ways educators can validate and 

stretch their natural talents for learning and meaning making. For example, an educator working with 

Sarah might point out her uncommon capacity for viewing phenomena from different angles. They could 

then partner with her to aim that capacity toward how she frames and approaches her experience. 

Providing students space to discern what they think, feel, and make of their experiences affords a way to 

not only re-see their experiences but also their metacognitive meaning-making perspectives and styles. 

Meaning Making 

The literature on student development especially focuses on students’ constructions of their 

experience (Abes et al., 2019; Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012), building on 

Kegan’s (1994) larger adult development trajectory (Lahey et al., 2011). Within the construct of  

self-authorship, students’ experiences are organized by their cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal 

meaning making. Cognitive meaning making involves students’ beliefs, assumptions, and thought 
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processes whereas intrapersonal meaning making consists of their values, identities, and personal 

histories. Interpersonal meaning making is their construction of their relationships including their needs 

and roles. Schreiner’s (2012) construct of thriving follows a similar pattern of organizing students’ 

constructions by more abstract domains of learners’ ways of thinking, being, and relating. Academic 

thriving is akin to the cognitive domain, intrapersonal thriving to the intrapersonal domain, and 

interpersonal thriving to the interpersonal domain. As students’ vision and voice become less defined by 

external forces and more defined by internally held criteria, they move from following external formulas 

to internally authoring or self-authoring their experience.  

Taking Responsibility for Themselves and Their Meaning Making. A big challenge participants 

faced was taking responsibility for themselves as adults without their families for the first time. Sarah 

and Vee both spoke to this. Ironically, they both used “cry” as part of their explanation. Sarah recounted 

when she had to navigate her healthcare for the first time on her own at college, pairing “cry” with 

“babble”: 

Babble. I think of a baby, when you’re in college, sometimes you’re like, ‘Man! Adulting is hard! I 
want to be a kid again. I want to babble to my mom. I want to just have her fix everything… It’s a 
big adjustment to literally take care of everything by yourself… You just want to babble and cry 
and go home and be comforted by your mom. 
 

Vee also longed for comfort from her family on her first night at college, combining “cry” and “thunder”: 

I used to lie with my mom so whenever it’s thunder or raining really loud, and my mom used  
[to] hold me or my dad would sleep next to my room and he will knock [on] my door to make 
sure I'm okay. And that’s the first time I ever sleep alone in the room without anyone checking 
up on me and it’s thunder that night. So, yeah, that’s why I chose the word ‘thunder’ and ‘cry’ 
and I think that’s also the transition to becoming an adult I think. 
 

In these seemingly mundane everyday moments, participants found themselves in charge of their own 

lives. As Sarah said, “It’s spicy. You’re learning about yourself and you’re on your own for the first time… 

it’s like fiery and it’s just so big.” Vee and Sarah used sensory words to remember key experiences when 

they realized very clearly that they were in a new chapter of maturity and adulthood. They recognized 

the increased expectation to author their lives and be responsible for their own thriving. The heightened 
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emotion surrounding these events cemented the importance of knowing and being known—a gift and 

rarity captured within COLLEGE IS PAST AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA.  

As participants faced the realities that COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, they sometimes 

realized that the only one to handle that was them. Accessing this information from the words “babble,” 

“thunder,” “cry,” and “spicy,” felt unexpected to me as a researcher even with an adult development 

background. I felt disoriented from the usual entryway into speaking about these meaning-making 

conversations with students for a few reasons. First, I have different associations with these words and 

what they represent in my own experience. Therefore, I would not be able to fully anticipate what they 

mean in someone else’s construction of their experience. Second, I wouldn’t think to combine these 

words and use them to form concepts that capture the overall timbre and contours of my experience. 

Third, these words and the conversations that ensued were so different in their aims and scope than the 

conversations I have typically had about students’ development and thriving. Because I was less 

practiced in my “hearing” and interpreting through my original theoretical lenses, I was able to partner 

in a new way and at a more equal level. The students understood the qualities they were trying to 

convey whereas they didn’t necessarily know what self-authorship was or how that served as a 

mediating concept in me trying to understand their experiences. 

Cognitive Meaning Making: Evaluating Knowledge Claims in a VUCA World. In navigating the 

complexity of college especially presented by the complex metaphor, COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY 

PACKAGE, learners confronted the limits of knowledge in grasping and engaging in their reality. It was 

hard to know who to trust and which sources of information would be helpful and valid. Vee compared 

this quandary to Wikipedia whereas Rick described it in terms of Google. The vastness of what there was 

to know versus the footholds for knowing or even knowing that they knew were ambiguous at best. This 

realization, consistent with developmental transitions between forms of mind, was both cause for 

concern and celebration. The primary metaphors KNOWING/SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING and 
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UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING provided barometers for what was known and understood. In other 

words, the extent to which students could picture and/or hold information impacted the degree to 

which they knew and understood what was happening.   

Intrapersonal Meaning Making: Trusting Their Inner Voice to Generate Meaningful Internal 

Criteria. As participants delved into their experiences and gained feedback from their worlds, they 

needed a personally meaningful way to prioritize what was important. This insight was especially 

obvious as participants attempted to navigate COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT. They knew that 

much of what college meant was filtered through an upward motion toward social status, knowledge, 

and advancement. Their climbing ascent helped signal that they were moving forward toward their 

goals. And the opportunities for their success were out there—on their campus, in their communities, 

and of the world. With so much to choose from, it was their personal identities and values that came to 

the foreground. They realized with so much complexity and too many options, they needed to mediate 

their environment and not the other way around. Part of navigating COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE 

was resisting the urge to follow external formulas and opting to trust their internal voice (Baxter 

Magolda, 2009). They needed support from peers but not to the point where the soundtrack overtook 

their voices and goodness criteria. 

Interpersonal Meaning Making: Constructing Multiple, Intersecting Roles. As participants 

became more involved in their college experience, they gained feedback from the world about who they 

were, what was important to them, and how they wanted to spend their time. The conglomeration and 

constellation of their experiences drew on different aspects of their personalities, accentuated salient 

identities (Abes et al., 2007), and required varying capacities. Contextual knowing (Baxter Magolda, 

2001) allowed them to show up and apply who they were within a given context. By reflecting on their 

overall experience and their various roles therein, participants gained perspective on their collective 
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roles and not just one role in a particular experience. They learned to negotiate these roles and 

advocate for what they needed. 

Developmental Growth 

 The findings reinforced the importance of accounting for students’ holistic being and 

experience. Anchoring a developmental bridge (Kegan, 1994) from where students are to where we and 

they hope to be requires deeply understanding their previous holding environments. As I mentioned in 

the last section, students’ personal backgrounds and identities factor greatly into the ways students 

frame and navigate college (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). The number of 

supports present or absent in their lives set the stage for the level of complexity and challenge they 

faced. This combination, then, shaped the level of challenge and support they needed in college as a 

holding environment. Students’ metaphorical constructions of college, and the sensory language serving 

as their basis, provide great insight into their development and potentially beneficial learning 

partnerships (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004).   

Bringing it All Together 

 The participants in my study revealed another way that students construct their experiences. In 

exploring their lifeworlds via their images and sensory words, we examined the interaction between 

sensory information, sensory language, and metaphor in their constructions. To illuminate the 

possibilities for re-seeing students and their experiences based on the findings of this study, I close this 

chapter with an in-depth description of one participant, Isabell Maria.   

Qualia: Meaning Making and Representation through Private Connoisseurship 

When thinking about Isabell Maria’s constructions of her experience, I must first acknowledge 

the aspects of her lifeworld that I will never know. Before interviewing with me, Isabell Maria first 

attended to the private process of connoisseurship, identifying, observing, sorting, and prioritizing 

qualities as they related to the prompts for the study. To prepare for the interview, Isabell Maria 
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compared the range of qualities within her qualia (Redman, 2018) to how she wanted to represent her 

pathway to college, what college means, and her role in college. Drawing on her memories and 

associations, she engaged the expansive amalgamation of integrated and multilayered experiences 

known subjectively to her through her qualia. By accessing her own imagic store (Eisner, 2002), she was 

able to locate images that reflected her responses to the three prompts. For her, as a visual learner who 

desired freedom in expressing her ideas, she preferred creating hand-drawn images via software. 

In this circularity between meaning making and representation (Redman, 2018), Isabell Maria 

first constructed and represented this meaning to herself. Since this construction was inwardly turned, I 

cannot represent Isabell Maria’s connoisseurship process itself. An individual’s qualia is an abstract 

gestalt of multisensory experiences, memory fragments, associative leaps, and integrative processes, 

making it near-impossible to describe, quantify, or represent outright—even by the person closest to it. 

To craft images for our interview, Isabell Maria engaged her mind-cinema (Redman, 2018), re-seeing her 

own experience. In our conversation, she invited me to join her mind-cinema, moving her meaning 

making and representation further outward into the realm of public criticism (Eisner, 1998). 

Mind-Cinema: Meaning Making and Representation through Public Criticism 

Although it would be impossible to experience their qualia directly, my goal was to witness the 

knowable and viewable aspects shared through images for pathway to college, what college means, and 

role in college and, although I did not advertise it in the call for participants, their chosen sensory 

language and corresponding metaphors. The mind-cinema was the space where participants and I 

partnered to re-see their experiences. Isabell Maria’s images were an entry way into her mind-cinema 

with each representing a mental grasp, respectively. Foregrounding a particular image, or mental grasp, 

for each portion of the interview was like using a kaleidoscope, varying the angle at which we viewed 

similar phenomena.   
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Isabell Maria once again returned to the practice of connoisseurship, reviewing the 

comprehensive list of neutral sensory words categorized by sensory domain (e.g., sight, sound, smell). 

Similar to how she chose images with resonant qualities, Isabell Maria discerned which sensory words 

best matched each prompt or mental grasp (Redman, 2018). After choosing her set of words, she shifted 

back to the mode of criticism, sharing her view on the collection of qualities chosen. The neutral sensory 

words provided a springboard to further contextualize each image and mental grasp. By reviewing the 

full set of sensory domains and words in the Zoom chat, we immersed ourselves within the mind-cinema 

of her college experience. After each image and the collective set, we took a front row seat to observe 

the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures factoring into her meaning making. As a result, we gained 

perspective on Isabell’s construction of her experience in a rich and multi-faceted way.  

We first reviewed the set of qualities chosen for each mental grasp, exploring the meanings 

embedded within and between the qualities. Table 4.4 below provides a high-level view of Isabell 

Maria’s mind-cinema and her construction of her experience. It represents the unique configuration of 

qualities that Isabell Maria chose across sensory categories (e.g., touch/texture, movement, colors) and 

pictures, or mental grasps. Picture 1 represented her pathway to college, Picture 2 described what 

college meant to her, and Picture 3 captured her role in college. As I have mentioned, quantitative 

measures are not the focus of this phenomenological study. However, when thinking about intensity as 

a quality of experience, the weighting of different sensory categories relative to each other was helpful 

for understanding Isabell Maria’s experience. By observing which sensory categories garnered the least 

or most recognition and/or perception (Dewey, 1934), I was able to gain insight into the sensory 

information shaping the metaphorical structuring of her experience. Isabell Maria clearly foregrounded 

the more visual sensory categories with vision, colors, and size being the most predominant. The starred 

words added further dimension as well, adding more significance to the movement (i.e., expanding, 

moving forward, and moving upward) and touch/texture (i.e., weighty) categories. The resonance of 
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these words and sensory categories underscores COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT (i.e., expanding, 

moving forward, and moving upward) and COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE (i.e., weighty). 

Table 4.4  

Isabell Maria’s Chosen Sensory Words and Described Qualities for Her College Experience 

  
Touch / Texture (6; weighty 2x) 

 
Movement (6) 

Picture 1 
Picture 2 
Picture 3 

dense, heavy, weighty 
hard, weighty 
spacious 

expanding 
moving upward, steady 
fast, moving forward, slow 

  
Colors (9; green 2x) 

 
Size (9; endless 3x, immense 2x, long 2x) 

Picture 1 
Picture 2 
Picture 3 

 

blue, gold, green, orange, red 
colorless 
brown, green, white 

endless, immense, long 
endless, immense, tall 
endless, long, wide 

  
Vision (10; bright 2x, cluttered 2x) 

 
Sound (5) 

Picture 1 
Picture 2 
Picture 3 

 

Picture 1 – bright, cluttered, round, 
shapeless, transparent 
Picture 2 – bright, glimpse 
Picture 3 – blurred, cluttered, radiant 

Picture 1 – hum 
 
Picture 2 – silence 
Picture 3 – chatter, laugh, sigh 

  
Smell (5) 

 
Taste (4; bittersweet 2x) 

Picture 1 
Picture 2 
Picture 3 

 

Picture 1 – fresh, odorless 
Picture 2 – perfumed 
Picture 3 – aroma, sweet 

Picture 1 – bittersweet, flavorless 
Picture 2 – tasteless 
Picture 3 – bittersweet 

  
Starred Words (4) 

Picture 1 
Picture 2 
Picture 3 

 

expanding (movement), weighty (touch/texture) 
moving upward (movement)  
moving forward (movement) 

 
Grouping Sensory Qualities into Primary and Complex Metaphors 

 For Isabell Maria, she typically grouped words by their sensory categories, explaining her choices 

in an orderly way from the top of the sensory word list to the bottom. This pattern was not consistent 

across participants who sometimes mixed and matched words across categories. For her construction, I 
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imagined her mind-cinema with each image, or mental grasp, at the center and the sensory categories 

extending from and/or around that. The words were organized by those categories with vision especially 

prominent because she preferred that category.   

I zoom in on Isabell Maria’s pathway to college to share the qualitative experience of visiting 

Isabell Maria’s mind-cinema to re-see that portion of her experience. She combined “dense,” “heavy,” 

and “weighty,” from the touch/texture category to form the complex metaphor, [THE PATHWAY TO] 

COLLEGE IS A SNOW GLOBE, which I linked to COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE (and its underlying 

primary metaphors). Starring “weighty” as especially resonant added a sense of gravity to her 

construction of her experience. Isabell Maria also starred “expanding” in the movement category 

because there was “no limit to what could have led me to college.” So, even though there was a force 

weighing her experience downward, it was also moving outward, reinforcing the complex metaphor of 

COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT. This sensation was also accentuated by the choices of “shapeless” 

and “round” (i.e., vision) because she saw her pathway to college as having “no border.” The feeling of 

expansiveness continued with “endless,” “immense,” and “long” in the size category, adding a time 

dimension because of “how long this idea of college has been in my mind.”  

Based on that description, Isabell Maria was centered in this very vast experience that was 

pulling her downward and outward simultaneously. From a vision standpoint, she also found it to be 

“cluttered” with “just so many different things and they overlap a lot that you can’t just like organize 

them into their own littler groups.” The image was entirely blue. However, there were invisible colors 

that matched the branding for the experiences she represented. For audio, there was no real sound 

except a hum from all of the experiences collectively and, similarly, “there’s not really a smell to it.” It 

just had a “bright like good feeling to it and that freshness it’s just there.” The taste, however, was 

bittersweet “like ‘Wow! Look at all these things that I did!’” which, like “long,” added a time dimension 

as she looked back on “positive memories” that made her feel “old.” These dynamics added greater 
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detail to Isabell Maria’s mind-cinema and more links to COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE (i.e., 

“cluttered”) and COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA (i.e., “bittersweet”).  

Although I am not going to repeat this same process for the other two images, I highlight a few 

more aspects to show the value of exploring multiple mental grasps. Isabell Maria’s building image 

represented “what college means” and, because of its focus on upward progress, it connected to 

COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT. By starring “moving upward” in the movement category, she 

further underscored this complex metaphor and added yet another orientation to the pull of her 

experience. In terms of size, this pursuit of upward mobility felt like “a tall order like there’s a lot of 

things and it’s not easy” and, in terms of touch/texture, it was “heavy,” “making a decision for the rest 

of my life.” The through line of COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE persisted in Isabell’s definition of 

what college meant to her, as did, paradoxically, a positive freshness. For smell, she chose “perfumed” 

to represent the “put together person” she would become as a result of college. This choice, in addition 

to “glimpse” from the vision category, incorporated COLLEGE IS A PRISM into Isabell Maria’s  

mind-cinema.  

As she enacted her role in college, “moving upward” and “expanding” despite the “weighty” and 

“tall” demands of college, Isabell Maria saw the promise of a “bright future” and “what things can be.” 

This brightness persisted through her role in college, which she, paradoxically, defined as “cluttered” 

and “bright.” This air of paradox also rang through the air waves with “laugh” and “sigh” from the sound 

category. “There’s a lot of laughter. There’s a lot of being done with something and, finally, being able to 

just let it out.”  

All three mental grasps overlapped to form a larger construction for Isabell Maria’s college 

experience. When taken together, they conveyed a rich montage full of nuances, vibrancy, silence, and 

high notes—all unique and specific to Isabell Maria and her experience. I hyper focused on one example 

because it is this depth of multidimensional perspective that differentiates this approach and the kinds 
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of constructions that it illuminates. Since metaphors are embedded and experiential, embodied and 

aesthetic, multimodal, and holistic and relational (Johnson, 2018; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980/2003; Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2018), it was fitting to show the impact of metaphor and 

sensory language in context for one student and their experience. My goal was to show the enormous 

possibility for knowing students deeply with this methodology and in an accessible manner for students 

and educators. In Chapter V, I expand upon these possibilities with a representation of the five complex 

metaphors and how they might combine in an individual student’s experience. As was displayed in this 

chapter, each student’s lifeworld is a unique combination of forces, reflecting their personal histories, 

sensory memories, and personal metaphors. 

Conclusion 

The participants in my study accepted the challenge to revisit their qualia as connoisseurs, 

choosing images that metaphorically represented their pathway to college, what college means, and 

their role in college. They brought an “enlightened eye” (Eisner, 1998) and graciously invited me into 

their lifeworld. Sensory words served as a bridge between the connoisseurship of students’ qualia and 

the criticism shared from the seat of their mind-cinema. Both holding environments were immersive, 

bound together by sensory information, aesthetic qualities, and emotive memories. The challenge was 

gaining entry and translating the experience to the outside world with accuracy and authenticity. 

In heeding this challenge, participants revealed new ways to imagine the dynamics between 

students’ personal characteristics, experiences, meaning making and developmental growth (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2012). Isabell Maria’s meaning making eloquently captured this development: 

As I spoke about them [the important aspects of my pathway to college and what college 
means], realizing if there were common themes, or if there were values, or if there were 
connections in between how I got to college and what I actually want out of college. So I think 
that was particularly helpful.  
 

As she contemplated her experience through metaphor and sensory language, she took a front row to 

re-seeing her own college experience. Isabell Maria and the other participants provided unexpected 
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insights into the ways students metaphorically structure their college experience. Sensory language 

served as a supportive vehicle in processing sensory information that may or may not have been 

explored or interpreted before. The “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) provided by the sensory words 

and participant-generated images helped participants find connections within their experience. As a 

result of engaging in this multilayered process, the participants and I were able to re-see their 

experience from a multisensory, metaphorical, and contextualized perspective. 

 In this chapter, I summarized the findings of the study, drawing on participants’ images, sensory 

language, and stories to elicit emergent and broader themes. The myriad of ways that participants used 

sensory words to conjure metaphorical concepts provided multidimensional views of college and their 

experience, answering the research questions for this study. In Chapter V, I elaborate further on why 

these findings matter and how they could be used to enhance educational practice. I also speak to 

further considerations, implications for practice beyond higher education, and recommendations for 

future study.   
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 

 I pursued this study to better understand students and their experiences through metaphor and 

sensory language. I knew from my own life—as an educator and as a human being—that there are more 

ways to frame and relate experience than those typically prioritized in our educational systems (Eisner, 

2002). As someone who often uses metaphors to describe my inner landscape, I was curious how 

metaphors shape students’ constructions of their college experiences. The deeper I delved into the 

literature on conceptual metaphor theory, the more I realized the key role that sensory language played 

in forming these constructions (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 

2019; Springborg, 2014, 2018). I realized that sensory language was not only a way to explore students’ 

metaphorical dimensions of their college experiences but also to re-see those experiences with them. 

Although I am tempted to say “re-live” instead of “re-see” due to the multisensory nature of our 

conversations, re-see is in keeping with the conceptual metaphor, KNOWING/UNDERSTANDING IS 

SEEING. The conversations I had with participants deeply transformed my understanding of learners, 

their constructions, and the untapped power of partnering with them to re-see their experience through 

metaphor and sensory language. In this chapter, I share my key learnings and insights.   

 To ground my curiosity, I designed my study to explore the following research questions: 

• How do students metaphorically structure their college experience?  

• What sensory language do college students use to describe the metaphorical dimensions of 

their college experience?  

• How does sensory information shape the metaphorical structuring of their college 

experience? 

In the prior chapter, I shared my findings regarding participants’ constructions of their experiences 

based on the sensory language and complex metaphors that they shared. I named five themes that 

emerged from analyzing participants’ descriptions of their images and sensory word choices for their 
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pathway to college, what college means, and their role in college. By using a novel methodology to gain 

a wider view of students and their experiences, I uncovered the following themes: 

• COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE 

• COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT 

• COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA  

• COLLEGE IS A PRISM 

• COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK 

In this chapter, I offer implications of these findings as well as recommendations for educational practice 

and future study. My hope is to enhance educational practice to better support student learning, 

development, and success. 

Overall Takeaways 

 As I mentioned in Chapter I, I chose this topic to help educators design more effective and 

personally meaningful experiences that reflect a wider view of students and their experiences. Toward 

this end, I outline three key takeaways for consideration in light of the literature and what I learned 

from this study: 

• Educators, universities, and students could benefit from more frequent and richer 

conversations with students about their college experience.  

• Metaphor and sensory language offer one way to have richer conversations by seeing 

students and their experiences differently. By re-seeing students and their experiences in a 

multisensory, metaphorical, and contextualized way, educators can better understand 

diverse students and how to support them. 

• By partnering with students, educators can help students develop the capacity to re-see (i.e., 

connoisseurship) and share (i.e., criticism) their experiences, allowing them to author an 

aesthetic experience aligned with their aspirational sensory qualities and life philosophy. 
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I delve into each of these takeaways in the following subsections, connecting to the literature and 

providing recommendations for practice. 

 Before I share takeaways and recommendations, I want to acknowledge that educators are 

embedded within institutional systems and structures that frame and constrain their educational 

practice. These systems often reward and legitimize performance within an instruction and  

teaching-centered paradigm (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Tagg, 2003) that often conflicts with aesthetic  

learner-centered interactions (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Tagg, 2003). 

Having been embedded in these systems, I know firsthand the hegemonic thought processes and 

practices that, whether consciously or unconsciously, perpetuate what is taken for granted as “normal” 

(Hebdige, 1979). Even so, my intention with this study is to support those educators who recognize the 

shortcomings of “business as usual” and provide new ways of re-seeing these systems in light of  

re-seeing learners’ experiences. Only by recentering learners and their aesthetic experiences can the 

COLLEGE IS A MACHINE metaphor be displaced by more learner-centered, personally meaningful 

metaphors that inspire and motivate student success (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Felten & Lambert, 

2020; Redman, 2018; Tagg, 2003). As public confidence wanes (Fischer, 2022) and enrollment declines 

(Merisotis, 2023) in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, institutional leadership is in need of 

creative solutions. I offer these takeaways and recommendations in light of these challenges.  

Takeaway #1: Lack of Meaningful Conversations Undermines Understanding Students 

 In the first two chapters of this study, I described three main disconnects facing higher 

education and its students. Largely, these disconnects boiled down to a vast gap between students’ 

expectations and the university’s priorities. Students cared more about their professional advancement 

whereas higher education focused on liberal arts education outcomes (Gallup & Purdue University, 

2014; Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2017c, 2018b; Pisarik & Whelchel, 2018; Twenge, 2017a). 

Students hoped for the ideal campus experience, as was advertised to them by college websites, friends 



   

 

172 

 

and family, and most everyone who convinced them college would be “the best years” of their lives (i.e., 

COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA; The Princeton Review, 2021). Instead, they confronted 

the complexities of adult life and were often on their own for the first time (i.e., COLLEGE IS AN 

UNWIELDY PACKAGE; American College Health Association, 2021). If they were lucky, they had the social 

capital to know where and how to access resources to support themselves (Nieto, 2009; Teranishi & 

Briscoe, 2006). Overall, students’ understanding of college and colleges’ understanding of students was 

spotty at best.   

 My conversations with participants highlighted this gap between students and the larger 

university. The theme, COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK, materialized especially 

because, with few exceptions, students mainly spoke of their peers. There was barely any mention of 

individuals outside of their peer group, which by omission, raised the question: What role do educators 

and educational initiatives play in students’ lives? Who are students connecting with about their overall 

college experience and what is to be expected from these exchanges? Given the importance of a 

relationship-rich education (Felten & Lambert, 2020), learning partnerships (Baxter Magolda & King, 

2004), and mentoring communities (Parks, 2000), I was curious what I could learn from participants 

about who they trusted with these conversations and how they usually unfolded.   

 Participants described rich and meaningful conversations about their experiences as infrequent, 

sparse, unpredictable, and often missing (Gallup & Strada Education Network, 2018a). When these 

conversations did happen, it was usually with their peers, in their residence halls, and unexpectedly. It 

was a welcome surprise when they uncovered authentic, common experiences they shared with their 

peers. These exchanges often made them feel closer and more connected and supported. They felt less 

alone as they managed the transition to adulthood and wrangled the constant interplay between the 

five themes. Although they cherished these conversations, they were unpredictable and, more often 

than not, with minimal guidance and under the wrong conditions, they became vent sessions instead. 
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For some students, these conversations fared better when embedded in formal leadership roles with 

peer leaders and/or the peers they were leading. For others, silence underscored the isolation they 

experienced due to marginalized identities (Felten & Lambert, 2020). 

 My conversations with participants primarily centered on interactions in their co-curricular 

experience with few exceptions. Internships served as a bridge between the co-curricular and curricular 

as participants applied academic knowledge outside of the classroom. Two participants also worked on a 

class group project to promote well-being in their residential environments. These experiences were 

authentic and relevant learning performances (Tagg, 2003) and educative experiences (Dewey, 1938) for 

these students. As was the case with their involvement and leadership experiences, they felt connected 

to what they were doing and experienced purpose and well-being, consistent with Busteed’s (2015, 

2019, 2020) and Gallup and Purdue University’s (2014) findings around the “Big Six” college experiences.  

Participants’ academic experiences were, however, a different story. For some participants, the 

contrast between the co-curricular and curricular was evident even before college. Sarah spoke of the 

value of a pre-college service immersion trip, questioning, “How am I learning more than I’ve ever 

learned at school and I'm experiencing more than I’ve ever experienced in such a short amount of 

time?... the feeling in me was like a fulfillment that I truly had never felt before.” Sophia also noted the 

emotive differences between her academic and co-curricular experiences, stating, “Being a part of 

orientation, I’ve met different people… and I feel strongly connected to them… in classes, it’s really just 

a small part of my day. Now I'm doing homework—it still takes up time, but I'm just more excited about 

the other stuff.” This emotional resonance starkly contrasted with tone-deaf experiences in the 

classroom. In Chapter IV, I described the lack of flexibility Pico experienced when balancing attendance 

at classes and lack of access to healthcare during the pandemic. I also mentioned an unhelpful exchange 

when Vee asked her professor for guidance around study skills. She instead received boilerplate advice.  
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 I learned from participants that practically helpful and meaningful conversations were 

something that I took for granted. Gaining access to educators and/or processes for richer conversations 

proved more challenging than I expected. One barrier is a lack of understanding of students and the 

complexity of their experiences. Because of limited views of students and their multidimensionality, it 

may be difficult to discern the nuances of their situation and why they seek help and/or need 

accommodations. Another barrier is the power differential inherent in a teaching-centered versus a 

learning-centered environment (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Tagg, 2003). If educators are unwilling to share 

power or space with learners, there is limited opportunity to learn with and from them about their 

experiences. Finally, with limited space, comes limited time during which these conversations can occur. 

In Chapter IV, I mentioned that Vee never broached deeper conversations with her advisor because 

neither of them had time. Gracie detailed how she had one hour to decide her academic major due to 

the requirements of an administrative process at her university. Even as an incoming student, this policy 

struck her as perfunctory and shortsighted. This dearth of meaningful conversations revealed a need to 

better understand students and their experiences. 

Recommendations for Takeaway #1 

 Overall, my recommendation for my first takeaway is to increase the number of meaningful 

interactions that students engage in during their college experience—with educators, each other, and 

their broader communities. I say interactions because I do think that conversations don’t only happen in 

long-form situations (although longer conversations can certainly create more rapport for future 

interactions). I also think that email, messaging, feedback on projects and assignments, assessments, 

group check-ins, and other venues can constitute meaningful interactions when used well. I have three 

main suggestions for how and where to do that including in pre-college immersion experiences, in their 

various co-curricular and curricular experiences, and in their larger campus community. 
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 Increase the Number of Students Engaging in Pre-College Immersion Experiences. Most of the 

participants in this study engaged in at least one kind of pre-college immersion experience. Some 

participated in multiple and all who participated stayed connected with peers they met in those 

experiences. The focus of these immersion activities ranged in their focus with one being a  

service-immersion trip (Sarah), another was identity-based (Jan), and yet another was interest-based 

(Gracie). Vee took a high school pre-college prep course where she was mentored in high school and 

served in a mentoring role while in college. Isabell Maria was part of a college pipeline program since 

the fourth grade. In fact, the program established a peer support group at her college that continues to 

meet. Several participants engaged in an extended orientation that exhibited similar qualities. 

What these experiences all had in common was that they created an early network of support 

for students and primed them to have meaningful conversations about their lives. These opportunities 

normalized reflection and dialogue as valuable and helped students contextualize the role of college in 

their lives. They had time and space to engage with their peers and educators in facilitated 

environments, considering how college factored into their past and future. My suspicion is that they 

were attracted to participating in my study because they already saw the value in and had practice 

talking about their college experience. Because of the positive benefits I outlined here, I recommend 

that high schools and colleges increase the number of students participating in similarly designed college 

immersion experiences. And, as for many of the participants, meaningful interactions can extend well 

beyond these pre-college immersion experiences with lifelong friendships forged there. 

 Encourage Students to Share Perspectives on Their College Experience in Co-Curricular Roles. 

Participants also found it helpful to reflect on their experiences in co-curricular and curricular 

experiences while in college. The majority of the students participated in co-curricular experiences 

where they served in leadership roles. Often, because of their responsibilities, they reflected on the role 

they played in shaping conversations and experiences with their peers. Three participants served as 
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orientation leaders, one was a Resident Assistant, two planned community events and programming for 

their residence halls, another was a camp counselor, and three were sorority members. These students 

built on their previous capacity for reflection in these roles. They were often expected to form and share 

their perspectives as they engaged in authentic and real learning performances (Tagg, 2003). Learners’ 

meaning making and efforts were relevant and mattered; they understood and saw their direct impact. 

As a result, participants were validated in their capacity to know (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004) and 

practiced continuing to rely on their perspectives in decision-making and shaping their experience. 

 To increase their engagement in more meaningful interactions, I recommend encouraging more 

students to share perspectives on their college experience in co-curricular roles with educators and 

peers. This, of course, implies that learners would have already formed perspectives to share to some 

extent. Whether they are leadership roles or another type of engagement, educators can provide more 

opportunities and reasons for students to reflect on their college experience. Ideally, these are instances 

where their perspectives really matter, motivating students to meaningfully reflect and authentically 

share their experience. Drawing from participants’ stories, opportunities for students to share their 

reflections with younger students could be invaluable. These younger students could be younger college 

students or high school students in their hometowns or local to campus. Naming the important aspects 

of their college experience and sharing their recommendations could sharpen their reflection. I want to 

emphasize again that these interactions don’t always have to be long-form, in-person interaction. Asking 

students to share their perspectives on social media—whether as written or video posts—or on a 

website or on a blog can all be meaningful. And, of course, students could engage in a process similar to 

the one utilized in this study to expand and deepen their understanding of them and their experiences. I 

speak more to what this could look like in the remaining takeaways.    

 Increase Campus Opportunities for Students to Reflect on Their Overall College Experience. 

And, finally, I recommend that universities create conditions where students reflect on their overall 
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college experience in a larger community conversation across their time in college. As I mentioned in the 

Professional Materials section of Chapter I, I advanced a model of practice known as personal learning 

design in my work as a scholar-practitioner (Cardone, 2018, 2019). The purpose of that approach was to 

scale the number and quality of learning partnerships where students describe and refine their goals for 

attending college, connect those goals to broader undergraduate learning outcomes, and contextualize 

university resources and experiences within their strengths and lives. Students created personal learning 

designs, or student-generated artifacts, to capture their ongoing reflection and engage in meaningful 

interactions with multiple educators and peer groups across their experiences. Not only could this 

approach bridge the gap between students’ career advancement goals and university’s liberal arts 

outcomes, it could also increase the probability that students are able to access more meaningful and 

relevant conversations. If universities establish a common reflective process for students to practice 

describing and sharing about their college experience, it could support ongoing reflection. Sophia was an 

example of a student who was primed to reflect on and share her experience equipped with a reflective 

process learned at her university. She shared, “it’s one way that I’ve talked about my experience… and 

to kind of introduce who I am through that.” 

Takeaway #2: Re-See Students and Their Experiences Through Metaphor and Sensory Language 

 What I learned from this study is that there is much more to students’ lifeworlds to explore. My 

goal was to explore students’ college experiences through metaphor and sensory language and, in doing 

so, I learned the value and importance of re-seeing their experiences in a multisensory, metaphorical, 

and contextualized way. This shift means going beyond our usual constructs of students and their 

experiences to account for more complexity, nuance, and embodied ways of knowing, being, and 

relating. Metaphor and sensory language helped me situate myself in learners’ experiences (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2004) except this time from the vantage point of their mind-cinema (Redman, 2018), a 

technicolor representation of their experience leading up to and through their time in college. 
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 Expanding our view of students and their lifeworlds is timely and important. As discussed in the 

first takeaway, due to limited meaningful interactions with learners, universities and educators know a 

limited about students and the support they need. I also mentioned the largescale disconnects affecting 

higher education, as was outlined in earlier chapters. Especially telling are four-year graduation rates 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2021b) and the number of students who are not accessing key 

experiences and resources (Busteed, 2015, 2019, 2020; Gallup-Purdue Index, 2014; Gallup & Strada 

Education Network, 2018a; Seymour & López, 2015), regretting educational decisions (Gallup & Strada 

Education Network, 2017b), and experiencing unprecedented loneliness, anxiety, and depression 

(American College Health Association, 2021; Arslan, 2021; Aucejo et al., 2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Moeller 

et al., 2020). These realities signal a need for a more holistic understanding of who students are, what 

they’ve been through, and why they are at college. Our usual data-driven approaches, although a helpful 

baseline, are not enough to address these intractable issues. They provide a unidimensional view of 

students and their experiences that is lacking in context, nuance, and emotive depth. The growing 

diversity of students warrants considering more relational, immersive, and complexity-minded 

approaches to learning (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Nieto, 2009).   

Students and their experiences are complex and educators need to account for those 

complexities to design effective learning environments and partnerships. The student and adult 

development literatures are clear that inner complexity, when leveraged constructively, can support 

individuals in addressing the outer complexity in their worlds (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b; Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2012; Berger, 2012; Kegan, 1994). Managing COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE 

requires students to meet the complexity of their experience with their own complexity. Educators are a 

vital resource in helping learners not only recognize the complexity of their experiences but also their 

growing capacity to make decisions based on personal values, or internal goodness criteria (Baxter 

Magolda, 2009a, 2009b). Although the student development and student success literatures took critical 
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steps toward naming and accessing the complexity with which students make meaning and navigate 

college (Abes et al., 2019; Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b, Baxter Magolda et al., 2008), metaphor and 

sensory language could bring us even closer to that complexity by partnering with learners.  

Recommendations for Takeaway #2 

To gain valuable insights, I recommend that educators partner with learners to re-see their 

experiences from a multisensory, metaphorical, and contextualized perspective.  

 Multisensory: Re-See Students and Their Experiences Through the Senses. Re-seeing students’ 

experiences in a multisensory way involves both what educators consider worth knowing and the ways 

we come to know those things. Typically, even in holistic approaches to student development and 

student success, the focus is on what students can answer in a question/answer and logocentric format. 

What I am advocating is upending this approach by going back to the basics of students’ experiences 

and what they are like. By returning to the sensory qualities at the basis of their experience, educators 

can become immersed in students’ lifeworlds as they experienced them at the time. At its most 

foundational sense, this involves addressing the five senses underlying their overall college experience 

and all of the smaller experiences therein. In the case of touch and texture, what does their experience 

feel like? For vision, what does it look like and what role do colors play? For size and movement, 

respectively, what does it look and feel like? What does their experience sound, smell, and taste like? 

Inviting this exploration yields different responses and conversations about students’ experiences, 

rendering new perspectives of them as well.   

This shift in focus could illuminate what students were thinking with their bodies before thinking 

with their minds (Johnson, 2018; Langer, 1996; Springborg, 2014). As a result, educators might gain 

insights into unexpected phenomena and bypass the typical filters by which students sanitize what 

authorities might want to hear (Tagg, 2003). Moreover, using neutral sensory words can uncover the 

depth and breadth of their experiences without relying on highly charged feelings in response to 
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superlative prompts like their best and worst experiences (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Lahey et al., 

2011). Eliciting and sorting responses with sensory categories also provides information about what 

“stuck” with participants long enough to remember. The qualities and memories recovered could signal 

educative or miseducative experiences for students (Dewey, 1938), highlighting what support and/or 

challenge was and is for them specifically. In my conversations with participants, they were just as 

surprised as I was by their reflections and that serendipity enriched our dialogue. Co-constructing this 

knowledge without a formal agenda or preconceived outcome enhanced participants’ willingness to 

reflect from new angles. Sharing power is a necessity to facilitating such a partnership.  

 Metaphorical: Re-See Students and Their Experiences Through Metaphorical Constructions. 

My participants helped me realize the value of not just looking at students’ experiences but also at what 

students look through to see their experiences à la COLLEGE IS A PRISM. By re-seeing their experiences 

through the metaphors underlying their constructions, I was able to gain a fuller view of their felt sense 

of college. As I conveyed in Chapter IV, metaphorical analysis is multilayered. Students’  

participant-generated artifacts were metaphorical representations of their actual experience. Embedded 

in these artifacts were rich complex metaphors that conveyed their meaning making and spoke to 

individual variations in their experiences (Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Littlemore, 

2019; Springborg, 2014, 2018). And deeper still, primary metaphors illuminated nearly universal 

constructions, derived from early experiences pre-verbal consciousness (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010; 

Littlemore, 2019; Springborg, 2014, 2018). 

Overall, educators can expand their perspective by deepening their understanding of the ways 

students frame and represent their experiences in terms of other sensory qualities, phenomena, and 

aspects of their experience. Understanding students’ experiences isn’t just about knowing those details 

head-on but rather what influences that meaning making and felt sense even if it feels tangential or 

irrelevant. Situating learning in learners’ experience means steeping ourselves in the bricoles available 
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to students that they fashion into their constructions (e.g., moments, vocabulary, pop culture, cultural 

repertoire; Hebdige, 1979; Redman, 2018). Displaying genuine curiosity with learners to understand 

these bricoles is akin to Palmer’s (2009) “use of third things… to create a circle of trust… we make or 

break that circle by the way we speak, listen, and respond to each other about a poem, topic, a feeling, 

or a problem” (p. 114). Such curiosity requires sharing power because we are entering their worlds as 

invited guests (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004). As Palmer (2009) stated, “Here we are governed by that 

simple but countercultural rule, ‘No fixing, no saving, no advising, no setting each other straight’” (p. 

114). Indirect communication can open worlds of understanding previously unknown (Moon, 2007). In 

Chapter I, I mentioned that the term metaphor originates from a “Greek vessel for carrying and storing 

precious liquids” (Moon, 2007, p. 3). Students’ metaphors were “pregnant with significance” (Hebdige, 

1979, p. 18), holding “information that hides meaning in symbolic form” (Moon, 2007, p. 3). 

 To re-see students and their experiences through metaphorical constructions, I would first and 

foremost invite them to frame and represent their experiences in ways that resonate with them. This 

practice directly relates to my previous recommendation of providing space for students to share 

perspectives on their experience. Not only do these opportunities allow for meaningful and rich 

interactions, under the right conditions, they also expand our views into students and their meaning 

making. One of these conditions is giving students the latitude to express their perspectives in the most 

personally relevant media (Kelly & Kortegast, 2018), increasing agency, fluency, depth, and the 

likelihood that the most unifying and potent qualities and memories emerge (Dewey, 1934; Eisner, 

2002). The majority of my participants represented their experience with photographs. One created 

hand-drawn diagrams with a software application. Another brought two photographs and one  

hand-drawn map. And the remaining participant generated his images using written descriptions 

inputted into an AI application. Their artifacts, in essence, became third things that facilitated a circle of 

trust. Ideally, students share vulnerably and help educators answer two key questions: (a) What are the 
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key examples, descriptions, and qualities that students are using to convey what they are experiencing? 

and (b) What is it like for this or these student(s) to be in their experience sensing and associating this 

combination of bricoles? I build on what this process could look like in the recommendations for my 

third takeaway. 

 Contextualized: Re-See Students and Their Experiences within a Bigger Frame. Re-seeing 

students’ experiences was also about zooming out beyond the typical cross-sectional view of college. 

Instead of hyperfocusing on college as a time container of four to six years, educators can better 

understand students by gaining a sense of their larger life experience. I very purposefully framed my 

inquiry within participants’ pathway to college (i.e., their past), their role in college (i.e., their present), 

and what college means (i.e., often oriented toward their future) because I wanted a multidimensional 

view of their experience. Sophia found value in “having some sort of visual to kind of draw the 

connections between what you’re doing, what your experiences are, and how that might define your 

future.” This approach aligns with field dependent learning, which differs from mainstream American 

education and supports diverse student learners (Gilligan, 1982; Nieto, 2009).   

Educators can similarly inquire about learners’ broader context within which college is a part. 

Within this larger frame, educators can help students create a customized “why” for their college 

experience. Not only can this sense of purpose ground learners when the going gets tough but it can be 

used to develop and refine their goodness criteria for choosing and maximizing experiences, resources, 

and relationships. How does their past shape what is most important for them to learn and experience 

in and beyond college? And how do supports and challenges from previous contexts affect the level of 

support and challenge they face as a college student? Liberal arts outcomes can serve as a helpful 

support for students answering these questions. Being curious about themselves and their values can 

inform broader conversations about inquiry and lifelong learning (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). 
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 The five themes that I identified can also support educators when contextualizing students’ 

college experiences. Each theme, or complex metaphor, is a springboard for exploration. COLLEGE IS AN 

UNWIELDY PACKAGE could provide context around forces weighing down or complicating a student’s 

experiences. Sensory words and metaphors aligned with this metaphor may highlight challenges that 

students bring to or carry in their college experience. COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT might reveal 

where a student is headed during and after college. COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA 

could signal the cherished and heartfelt touchstones of their past, current, and desired future 

experiences. Similarly multifaceted, COLLEGE IS A PRISM might illuminate possibilities for current and 

future selves. And, finally, COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK could offer insights 

into who is serving as good company as they integrate the past into the present and pave the future.  

 So much of student development and student learning is about creating the conditions for a 

holding environment that supports students’ thriving (Baxter Magolda, 2009b; Kegan, 1994; Kinzie, 

2012; Schreiner, 2012). Students have plenty of observations of their previous experiences although 

they might have never registered these insights as being of particular value. Validating learners’ capacity 

to know about their past and what has worked for them before fosters a learning partnership. Being 

responsive to this information looks like co-constructing success plans with learners that legitimize and 

leverage their past experience. It looks like helping students prioritize what would be most beneficial 

based on the 18-year track record they have observed so far. It looks like caring about their story. 

Takeaway #3: Help Students Develop Their Capacity for Connoisseurship and Criticism 

 By partnering with learners to know them and their experiences, educators can create a 

transformative opportunity for students to strengthen their enlightened eye (Eisner, 1998). Just as 

educators have not been accustomed to seeing students and their experiences in a multisensory, 

metaphorical, or contextualized way, neither have students. In fact, if conditions allow, college may be 

one of the first times where they are asked to slow down and evaluate their experiences. Depending on 
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their upbringing and previous contexts, they may not have seen reflection role modeled. They also may 

not have been validated in having a unique perspective or experience worth shaping or sharing. If 

invited to consider their experiences prior, they may not have been challenged to reflect from multiple 

angles and modalities. The process I used to better understand students in this study is not only a way 

for educators to understand students but also a way for students to understand themselves. 

 As I think about how participants and I marveled at their constructions from multiple angles, the 

Chapter I metaphor of LIFE / EDUCATION / COLLEGE IS AN ARTISTIC PROCESS comes to mind. Reflecting 

iteratively on their experiences allowed us to gain perspective on the materials of their situation. Their 

stories, meaning making and representations of those materials were all beautiful and revelatory works 

of art. Seeing these works of art, as Eisner (1998) remarked, was more than a task but an achievement. 

It required creating the conditions to see and to share, or in Eisner’s terms (1998), to engage in 

connoisseurship and criticism. By forming a partnership with participants, we were able to re-see their 

experiences beyond the usual packaging. Our big overarching question, although not named explicitly, 

was, “What’s going on here and what can we learn from that?” 

 My conversations with participants triggered a memory from when I participated in a  

four-course, team-taught humanities sequence as an undergraduate. I wrote weekly position essays 

responding to works of art, spanning ancient to modern times. In a scaffolded learning environment, I 

was both challenged and supported to develop the capacity for connoisseurship and criticism. I needed 

to discern what I was looking at (i.e., connoisseurship) and describe the judgments I had made (i.e., 

criticism). One of my humanities professors reinforced the value of these capacities in a 

recommendation letter, citing my “critical judgment and aesthetic appreciation… of what constitutes 

quality, beauty, industry, and honesty” (R. Durning, personal communication, January 15, 2008). 

Truthfully, I did not fully understand what these nice words meant until now. This study taught me that 

development of these capacities is not automatic; it must be nurtured and fostered by educators and, 
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ideally, in a transparent process that students can replicate and adapt for their own flexible purposing 

(Dewey, 1938).     

COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT highlighted the many choices students must make in 

creating themselves and their experiences. The complexity and volume of choices exacerbated the 

feeling that COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE especially with minimal practice, few instructions, and 

high stakes. The visions participants had of themselves hung in the balance as they considered their 

choices. Future radiant selves (i.e., COLLEGE IS A PRISM) and sensations of bittersweetness (i.e., 

COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA) served as makeshift, squeaky training wheels awaiting 

further developed goodness criteria. In the face of no clear “right” answers, students needed support to 

fashion their own feelings of “fit,” or what feels good and right and true (Eisner, 2002). Educators can 

better support students by helping them reflect on and develop internal goodness criteria from which to 

make creatives choices—not just in their college experience but also in their lives overall.  

Recommendations for Takeaway #3 

 To help students develop the capacity for connoisseurship and criticism, I recommend involving 

them in a process where they practice identifying, describing, evaluating, contextualizing, and aiming 

qualities within their experience. By forming a learning partnership that validates and elicits learners’ 

somatic knowledge and aesthetic sensibilities (Eisner, 2002), educators could support the growing 

strength of their internal voices and capacity to author their experience (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b; 

Baxter Magolda & King, 2012).   

Name and Describe the Qualities of Their Experience – What Are They? Fundamentally and 

perhaps unsurprisingly in a phenomenological study, students’ experiences were composed of qualities 

captured through observation and processing of sensory information. As I mentioned in the first 

takeaway, inviting learners to share perspectives on their college experience could spur their own 

private connoisseurship process. As a result, they might identify qualities constituting and unifying their 
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experience (Dewey, 1934). Investing time and space into naming these qualities is an opportunity to see 

which especially resonate and/or are accessible to and describable by students. By describing the 

qualities that emerge, learners can expound upon memories and associations that were compelling and 

“sticky” enough (Dirksen, 2016). This discovery might signal goodness criteria that especially matter for 

that individual learner. If sensory memory persisted through short- and long-term memory, something 

was most likely memorable and/or valuable (Dirksen, 2016).  

 An important consideration is the range of vocabulary, ideas, and images available to learners as 

qualities from which they can choose. In other words, what is the depth of their imagic store from which 

they can name and describe qualities (Eisner, 1998)? In my study, I used participant-generated images 

and Springborg’s (2020) neutral sensory words but, in everyday practice, a low fidelity version would be 

to ask students to choose emoji, animated gifs, memes, or other media that represent the qualities of 

their experiences. Better still, provide students the space to explain those choices and what making that 

choice was like. If they had to describe their sentiments in a metaphor, how would they describe those 

qualities? Leverage the visual literacy that students naturally exhibit from day to day (Magolda, 2018).  

Evaluate the Qualities of Their Experience – What Do They Mean? Educators can help learners 

take these capacities a step further by evaluating the qualities of their experience. Knowing what these 

qualities are is one feat; consciously interpreting and prioritizing them according to goodness criteria is 

another level. Some participants prioritized qualities based on their preference for sensory information. 

For example, several participants identified as visual learners and prioritized sensory words in the vision 

sensory category. Other participants prioritized qualities that resonated in a somatic way, representing 

their sensory memories at the time. Isabell Maria starred “weighty” to describe the gravity of 

experiences on her pathway to college, resulting in her complex metaphor that [THE PATHWAY TO] 

COLLEGE IS A SNOW GLOBE.    
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 In Chapter IV, I highlighted examples where participants practiced discerning qualities in their 

experience. Isabell Maria captured the value of evaluating her experiences through sensory language:  

I think the sensory words were also interesting to kind of think and like be forced to reflect in a  
different way. I wouldn’t have thought of most of those before but kind of being able to 
visualize and put myself in a more immersive experience of like: How does this make me feel 
like? What was that experience like? How could I describe it? Is it positive? Is it negative? 
 

By inviting learners to reflect on similar questions, educators can support learners in evaluating their 

experience and validating their capacity to know (Baxter Magolda &King, 2004). A key distinction is the 

source of learner’s notions of “positive” and “negative” or any other evaluative criteria—are they 

formulas adopted uncritically from external sources like peers, educators, family and society? Or are 

they consciously adopted from those sources and validated by their inner knower? Educators can serve 

an invaluable role by making learners aware of these distinctions, making qualities and their role in 

experience increasingly object (Kegan, 1994).    

Contextualize the Qualities of Their Experience – How Do They Fit Together? When 

participants evaluated qualities within their experience, they uncovered the role distinct qualities played 

within the context of the whole. Isabell Maria, once again, eloquently described the value of attending 

to not just individual qualities but the relationships between qualities: 

sensory words can sometimes be grouped in certain ways, too. So being able to see like when I 
put these together, does it create like a certain theme or a concept as a whole? … That was kind 
of an interesting experience to think about as I was going and reflecting on each image and each 
concept. 
 

In Chapter IV, I shared examples of the ways participants grouped sensory words, or qualities, into 

metaphors that represented these relationships. Educators can help students elaborate on the aesthetic 

character of their lifeworlds by contextualizing the qualities of their experience in relationship to one 

another. As was the case in this study, these relationships can be expressed in a multitude of ways.   

 An important factor in the creative process is timing (Eisner, 2002). “The artist regards 

preliminary moves as leading to the creation of qualitative relationships that are necessary if the 
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creation of later qualities is to be possible” (Eisner, 2002, p. 77). The desire to describe her college 

experience as “bittersweet” and “perfumed” in the future inspired Isabell Maria’s current choices. As I 

shared in my second takeaway, educators can support learners by helping them see the larger picture of 

their experience. Reflecting back the collective qualities of that picture and helping learners enact those 

qualities over time is a valuable service educators can provide. By refining their sense of rightness 

(Eisner, 2002), learners can develop a personal vision and philosophy for authoring their life (Baxter 

Magolda, 2009a, 2009b, 2010; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014). 

Aim the Qualities of Their Experience – What Are They Authoring? As students name, describe, 

evaluate, and contextualize the qualities of their experience with support, a clearer picture emerges. 

This picture can serve as a developmental bridge (Kegan, 1994) between where learners are and where 

they hope to be. If learners are not having an aesthetic experience (Biscotte, 2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014; Eisner, 2002; Weddington, 2014) or find themselves in miseducative experiences (Dewey, 1938), 

exploring the gap between their current and desired qualities may prove helpful. The gulf between 

students’ expectations and realities of college and compounding mental health issues necessitate a new 

approach to supporting students. By reverse engineering from students’ desired or aspirational qualities 

to actions approximating those outcomes, learners might benefit from increased agency. Aligning 

learners with resources and mindsets that support their desired felt experience could impact their 

outlook on college and life (Schreiner et al., 2012; Wade et al., 2015).  

The complex metaphors shared as findings in this study can provide a helpful starting point for 

exploring students’ aspirational qualities. Figure 5.1 below might help educators imagine the unique 

combinations that could be affecting learners in navigating their experience. Each arrow represents 
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Figure 5.1 

Combination of Complex Metaphors in a Student’s Experience 

 

Note. Copyright 2023 by author. 

where energies are being directed. The refraction of energy into different directions represents the 

competing commitments and co-existing tensions that students often manage. The entire scene is 

encapsulated within the larger holding environment (Kegan, 1994) pervaded by COLLEGE IS A MOVIE 

AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK. The volume and play icons emphasize the auditory nature of this 

metaphor and its potential impact on the student navigating their experience. Learners’ capacity to 

mediate this enveloping noise might be contingent on their form of mind and the extent to which they 

are influenced by their peers (Baxter Magolda, 2009b). For COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT, the 
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arrows pointing up, to the upper right quadrant and to the right embody the pull toward advancement, 

progress, and exponential growth. This sentiment is reinforced by the stairs and fast forward icons. On 

the flip side, the left-facing arrow represents COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA with a 

rewind button and old-fashioned snapshot pictures. The thicker arrow for COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY 

PACKAGE signifies that qualities related to that metaphor might be accentuated because of the 

challenges they pose. The boulders and sacks of cement, of course, represent the difficulties felt by this 

complex metaphor. Finally, the less straightforward and multidirectional COLLEGE IS A PRISM addresses 

the multiplicity of it all. College is so many things and all at the same time.  

For COLLEGE IS AN UNWIELDY PACKAGE, educators might help students access qualities and 

experiences that lighten the load. For COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT, educators might focus on 

qualities and experiences that provide a feeling of getting somewhere. And as students balance all the 

possibilities, educators can help them tap into COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE NOSTALGIA to access 

qualities and experiences worth remembering. As the bigger picture comes into view, educators can use 

COLLEGE IS A PRISM to help students see qualities and experiences more clearly. This practice might 

resemble the student success practice of reframing negative perceptions into positive appraisal 

(Schreiner et al., 2012). And, finally, COLLEGE IS A MOVIE AND PEERS ARE THE SOUNDTRACK can serve 

as a potent reminder to expand their qualities and experiences to include meaningful interactions with 

and beyond their peers. In this way, metaphors fulfill their promise of being both theoretical and 

practical. Although seeing these perspectives is a feat in and of itself, what I find most exciting is what 

learners can actually do with this information. By making the obvious dubious (Patton, 1990), how might 

educators help students create a new and more satisfying reality? To me, nothing is more practical. 

Study Significance to Practice and the Cross-Sector Field 

 Better understanding students’ internal worlds can help educators gain insight into conditions 

that facilitate student success, development, and learning. By using conceptual metaphor theory and an 
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arts-based approach, I introduced a new way to understand students and their experiences. In this 

approach, I engaged participants in photo elicitation and a sensory similarity activity wherein 

participants were able to identify and describe the sensory qualities comprising their unique experience. 

As a result, I gained a multidimensional view of participants’ lifeworlds via imagery and sensory language 

describing the sights, sounds, smells, movements, tastes, and textures of college. As they tried to 

describe what these sensations were like, they shared rich metaphors that I elaborated on in Chapter IV. 

If educators could better access these sensory qualities and metaphorical constructions of learners’ 

experiences, it might be possible to design more effective learning environments and interventions. The 

various disconnects between expectations and actualities of students’ college experiences (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2012; Cole, 2018) reflect the need to build a better developmental bridge (Baxter 

Magolda & King, 2004; Kegan, 1994), linking students’ personal characteristics and the growth expected 

of them (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Schreiner, 2012). Metaphor and sensory language may be one 

avenue to build a better bridge. I summarized my recommendations in Table 5.1 below. 
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Table 5.1  

Summary of Takeaways and Recommendations 

Takeaway Recommendations 

Lack of Meaningful 
Conversations 
Undermines 
Understanding 
Students  

• Increase the number of students engaging in pre-college immersion 
experiences 

• Encourage students to share perspectives on their college experience in 
co-curricular roles 

• Increase campus opportunities for students to reflect on their overall 
college experience 
 

Re-See Students and 
Their Experiences 
Through Metaphor 
and Sensory 
Language 
 

• Re-see students and their experiences through the senses 
• Re-see students and their experiences through metaphorical constructions 
• Re-see students and their experiences within a bigger frame 

Help Students 
Develop Their 
Capacity for 
Connoisseurship 
and Criticism 

Partner with students to: 
• Name and describe the qualities of their experience – What are they? 
• Evaluate the qualities of their experience – What do they mean? 
• Contextualize the qualities of their experience – How do they fit together?  
• Aim the qualities of their experience – What are they authoring? 

 
 
If using conceptual metaphor theory with an arts-based approach is useful in an educational 

context, it may also have applications for growth and transformation in other sectors. Springborg (2018) 

demonstrated how pairing metaphor with an arts-based approach helped managers transform to solve 

problems of practice. Taylor & Ladkin (2009) similarly described the potential impact of arts-based 

approaches in managerial settings. Exposing different angles for interpreting individuals’ experiences 

can facilitate better understanding the person in their environment (Baxter Magolda, 2009a; Holland, 

1997; Pike, 2006). This understanding could illuminate the mismatch between individuals’ capacities and 

characteristics, and the demands of their environment (Baxter Magolda, 2009a; Kegan, 1994; Pike, 

2006). As a result, those tasked with learning and development could connect new learning to prior 

meanings and understandings. 
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Significance for Theory 

 This study impacts several bodies of literature. I describe contributions for each respective 

theoretical perspective but start with an interdisciplinary view. I was most motivated by the potential to 

positively impact scholars’ abilities to use more diverse methodologies to access, interpret, and account 

for a more expansive range of multi-faceted meanings that human beings construct in their personal 

contexts. Toward this end, I (a) utilized conceptual metaphor theory, sensory language, and arts-based 

methods as a combined methodological approach and (b) introduced a novel process and perspective to 

empirically inform educational practice. In the student success literature (Kinzie, 2012; Kuh et al., 2007; 

Schreiner, 2012), this study contributes to scholars defining success in a broader manner, accounting for 

an increasingly diverse student population. As a result, they could recommend a plethora of success 

strategies reflecting that multidimensional definition. In the student and adult development theory 

literatures, this study supports scholars exploring meaning-making perspectives from a multimodal 

standpoint. Analyzing developmental dimensions through metaphor and sensory language (Grady, 1997; 

Kövecses, 2010) could unearth pre-verbal constructions not accessed by traditional logocentric 

methodologies (Welkener & Baxter Magolda, 2014).   

Better understanding individuals’ internal worlds could further extend student success, student 

and adult development theory, and conceptual metaphor theory. The student success literature could 

benefit from student development perspectives since meaning-making patterns could profoundly affect 

students’ constructions of themselves, who they are as learners, and how they appraise their sense of 

belonging (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 2009b; Baxter Magolda et al., 2010; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). 

Also, the extent to which students grow toward complex learning outcomes – that institutions often 

define as student success—often requires self-authorship (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012). The student 

development literature could benefit from student success’s expanded focus on positive psychology 

(Wade et al., 2015) including optimal individual and community functioning (Schreiner, 2012, 2015). By 
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connecting academic thriving, intrapersonal thriving, and interpersonal thriving (Schreiner, 2012, 2015) 

with the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal developmental dimensions (Baxter Magolda, 2009a, 

2009b; Baxter Magolda & King, 2012), respectively, educators and learners could gain a more vivid 

picture for engaging the leading edges for their development so they can thrive, and the leading edges 

for their thriving so they can develop.  

Finally, this study extends the reach of conceptual metaphor theory within higher education, 

shifting from personal metaphors (Jorgensen-Earp & Staton, 1993) held by individuals to multilayered 

metaphorical analysis (Grady, 1997; Kövecses, 2010). By exploring students’ experiences through their 

complex metaphors and underlying primary metaphors, I was able to uncover a deeper view of their 

lifeworlds and meaning making. Accessing these metaphors through arts-based methods (i.e., photo 

elicitation and the sensory similarity activity) enriched the inquiry with a multimodal approach. By 

asking students to describe and represent their pathway to college, what college means to them, and 

their role in college, I expanded upon Jorgensen-Earp and Staton’s (1993) original questions for students 

of “What does it mean to you to be a University freshman?” and “Being a University freshman is like…” 

The five themes generated from my study shed new light on the themes captured in their study. 

COLLEGE IS UP, FORWARD, AND OUT resembled their themes of newness and status. COLLEGE IS 

UNWIELDY had connections to control and satisfaction whereas COLLEGE IS CURRENT AND FUTURE 

NOSTALGIA mirrored engagement.  

This study integrates those three bodies of literature within the larger context of the student 

experience. Through my findings, I am changing the conversation from “To what extent and in what 

manner does this student use their developmentally complexity to be successful?” to “To what extent 

and in what manner does this student use their capacities for connoisseurship and criticism to cultivate 

an aesthetic experience?” I believe that college, like life, should make you feel something and, ideally, 

that something is something good and that is, ultimately, success. It’s too significant an investment to 
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have an experience that doesn’t feel good and doesn’t create the conditions for a life that feels good. As 

humans, we pursue most experiences for the good feeling of having it or having done it. I'm suggesting 

that universities, educators, and students start with that end in mind. What is that good feeling that 

students are aiming for and how different is that from the experience they are having right now? And 

what interventions—actions, resources, relationships, reframing—needs to happen to make that 

possible? This perspective bypasses the focus on whether or not developmental complexity is good in 

and of itself (Abes et al., 2019; Berger, 2012). It focuses more so on—typical life challenges 

notwithstanding—does this experience feel good? And if it doesn’t, how do we help students use 

connoisseurship and criticism to: (a) realize their agency to change their situation and (b) know and be 

known in the fabric of human relationships? And how do we use metaphor, sensory language, and  

arts-based methods to help students describe what good is when they don’t have the words?  

By helping students aim their energy toward better feeling qualities and experiences, educators 

can help them be successful on their own terms. There may be, therefore, increased possibilities for 

exploring broader definitions of student success. In clarifying students’ goodness criteria underlying 

personal definitions of success, student development theorists can examine meaning making supporting 

these constructions. Further, by engaging students in a sensory similarity activity, I provided a 

framework for accessing and representing primary and complex metaphors. As a result, I identified five 

complex metaphors shaping participants’  metaphorical constructions of their college experience. These 

insights might allow scholar-practitioners to explore students’ meaning making in less time and with less 

training than is required by previous approaches (Baxter Magolda & King, 2012; Lahey et al., 2011). By 

partnering with learners, colleges and universities might be better equipped to help students have an 

aesthetic college experience—one that helps them live the good life and practice creating it as well.  
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Scope and Limitations of the Study 

 Because qualitative research and IPA are interpretative by their very nature, an inevitable 

limitation of this study is that it relies on my interpretation as its foundation (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & 

Osborn, 2003). As a qualitative researcher with a constructivist orientation (Creswell, 2014; Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005), my meaning making drove the sense made from participants’ stories. Since I have been 

socialized in particular communities and bring specific identities to my sensemaking (Bentz & Shapiro, 

1998), it is impossible to bracket my assumptions for what I see and conclude (Maso, 2001). I subscribe 

to Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) view that: 

Research is always carried out by an individual with a life and a lifeworld… a personality, a social 
context, and various personal and practical challenges and conflicts, all of which affect the 
research, from the choice of a research question or topic, through the method used, to the 
reporting of the project’s outcome… the person is always at the center of your own research, 
which in turn will always be part of you… Phenomenologists consider life projects and plans to 
be of fundamental importance. Research endeavors are central plans and projects. (pp. 4–5) 
 

To account for this reality, I acknowledge my standpoint outright and am extremely mindful of my 

positionality. By actively reflecting on the perspectives that I bring, I have been able to challenge my 

outlook including through memo writing and peer debriefing.  

Since IPA research “is especially useful when one is concerned with complexity, process, or 

novelty” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 53), my unique positionality as the researcher only further added to 

this novelty and contribute a particular perspective to exploring the sensory qualities and metaphorical 

dimensions that students experience when they move in, through, and out of college (Anderson et al., 

2012). As Maso (2001) indicated, it is through ideation, or moving “from the particular to the general: 

starting from what appears to consciousness… we try to acquire an understanding of the idea that 

determines its meaningfulness” (p. 140). In exploring participants’ lifeworlds through IPA and arts-based 

methods, I aimed to use the androrithmic (Redman, 2018), or human and idiosyncratic, aspects of my 

life experience to access the “main currency for an IPA study” which “is the meanings particular 

experiences, events, states hold for participants” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 51). Acknowledging my full 
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humanity was critical for observing androrithmic phenomena, such as metaphors and sensory 

experience, that are holistic and divergent, rather than, analytical and convergent in nature (Eisner, 

2002; Redman, 2018). A research approach that incorporated, instead of dismissed, these nonlinear 

ways of knowing, being, and relating was, therefore, foundational to my research questions and 

methods of inquiry.  

 As is the case with phenomenological studies, this study focuses in-depth on a narrow pool of 

participants. By exploring the lifeworlds of nine participants, I was able to offer a novel way of seeing 

and engaging students. Since I did not formally collect these participants’ demographics for inclusion in 

the study, I was only able to consider those identities that they had disclosed in the interviews 

themselves. I decided to forgo this information because I aimed to cast a wide net and did not want to 

create any further barriers to participating. 

Recommendations for Future Study 

 To further explore the implications of personal backgrounds, I would recommend collecting 

demographics more formally in future studies. It would be interesting to explore if certain identities and 

subcultures influence the selection of certain sensory words and qualities. Moreover, it would be helpful 

to know if those selections then shape metaphorical associations framing and shaping individuals’ 

experiences. Another important vantage point would be to look at the role organizational metaphors 

play in shaping an individual’s personal metaphors. Finally, I would recommend exploring how this 

process translates to students’ reflections in smaller scale experiences. In what ways could this process 

inform assessment and enhancement of learning initiatives by illuminating students’ felt experiences? 

How might transforming those smaller experiences impact their overall experience? These are a few 

examples of expanding the scope of how we might partner with learners to re-see their experiences. 
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Conclusion 

 I embarked on this study to explore the possibilities for understanding students and their 

experiences through metaphor and sensory language. I am indebted to my participants for inviting me 

into their lifeworlds to re-see their experiences with them. It is because of their connoisseurship and 

criticism that I was able to advance a novel process for eliciting their sensory words and metaphors 

constructing their experience. As a result, I was able to identify five complex metaphors that can serve 

as a useful springboard for understanding diverse students and the unique challenges they face in 

navigating college. I hope that this multisensory, metaphorical, and contextualized view of students and 

their experiences helps educators design more meaningful and effective learning partnerships that 

support students’ development, learning, and success. Because our students, to borrow Sarah’s words,  

“should be treasured like jewels and things like that.”  
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Appendix A: Recruitment Email Correspondence for Dissertation Study 

 
Recruitment Through Higher Education Contacts - 
 
To: Higher Education Colleague Contacts  
 
Subject: Call for Dissertation Participants 
 
Body of Email: 
 
Dear _____________, 
 
I hope that you are well! As you may already know, I am completing my dissertation study as a student 
in Antioch University’s PhD in Leadership and Change program. The title of my study is: Once More, 
With Feeling: Partnering with Learners to Re-see the College Experience through Metaphor and Sensory 
Language [LINK TO RESEARCH STUDY WEBSITE]. The purpose of the study is to explore how students 
think about college and represent their college experience. My goal is to amplify students’ voices around 
what their college experience has been like, what they hoped it would be, and what they hope it will be. 
By conveying students’ experiences with their own images and language, I hope to offer a new way to 
understand students and enhance student support. 
 
I am trying to identify potential participants for my study and I hope to identify selected participants by 
October 15th. My goal is to interview selected participants in October and November. The interview 
would be on Zoom and would last approximately 60-90 minutes.  
 
I am looking for a range of participants including but not limited to those who: have struggled/are 
struggling in their experience, seem to be thriving, and think deeply about their experience. Ideal 
participants are current students who you think would benefit from talking about and making sense of 
their experiences. It would also help if they are open to looking at their experience from different 
perspectives and angles. 
 
If you know of anyone who may be interested in participating, I would very much appreciate you 
referring them to me. I included an email below to forward onto potential participants with the linked 
consent form [LINKED TO CONSENT FORM] to help them consider whether or not they want to 
participate. 
 
If you could also forward my message onto other contacts who may know potential participants, I would 
appreciate that as well. They can reach me at [RESEARCHER EMAIL] if they would like to learn more. 
 
Thank you so much for your help! 
Most sincerely, 
Taran 
******* 
Hello! � 
 
My name is Taran Cardone and I am a student in the Leadership and Change PhD Program at Antioch 
University, conducting my dissertation study. The purpose of the study is to amplify students’ voices 



   

 

220 

 

around what their college experience has been like, what they hoped it would be, and what they hope it 
will be. By conveying students’ experiences with their own images and language, I hope to offer a new 
way to understand students and enhance student support. 
 
The person sending this email thinks that you might be interested in participating. Below you can read 
information about the study to see if you would like to participate. 🤔🤔 
 
Background and details for the interview: 
The goal of my study is to explore how students understand college and represent their college 
experience. I am conducting interviews on Zoom for approximately 60-90 minutes. Interviews will be 
recorded via Zoom and an audio recorder (for backup). As a participant, you will choose a pseudonym 
(i.e., fake name) to remove your identity from the recordings and protect your privacy. See the 
Participant Informed Consent form [LINKED TO CONSENT FORM] for more details. 
  
I’m asking that participants bring at least 3 images with at least one image representing each of the 
following prompts: 

• Image #1 - your path to college 
• Image #2 - what college means to you 
• Image #3 - your role in your college experience 

 
A few important details about the images: 

• The images will be used to gain a better understanding of your overall college experience. 
• All images must be created or taken by the participant. Artistic skill is not necessary. Stick 

figures and pictures from your mobile devices are welcome! 
• Images can be generated by hand or electronically (e.g., phone, camera, drawing, graphic 

design, etc.).  
• Images cannot include people.  
• Up to 2 of the 3 images can be from the past (i.e., over a month ago) as long as they are still 

meaningful. At least one image should be taken recently (i.e., within the last month). If desired, 
all images can be recent. 

• Although participants will retain the rights to the image, I need to be able to use the images in 
my published dissertation and future scholarly works. 

 
If you would like to be considered for the study, please complete this survey [LINKED TO SURVEY] that 
takes 3-5 minutes.  
 
Thank you so much for your interest in participating! If you have any questions, you can email me at 
[RESEARCHER EMAIL]. 
  
Most sincerely, 
Taran 😊😊 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Recruiting Participants Directly –  

To: Potential Participants Who Are Referred to Me 

Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Study About Your College Experience 
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Body of Email:  
 
Hello! � 
 
My name is Taran Cardone and I am a student in the Leadership and Change PhD Program at Antioch 
University, conducting my dissertation study. The purpose of the study is to amplify students’ voices 
around what their college experience has been like, what they hoped it would be, and what they hope it 
will be. By conveying students’ experiences with their own images and language, I hope to offer a new 
way to understand students and enhance student support. Below you can read information about the 
study to see if you would like to participate. 🤔🤔 
 
Background and details for the interview: 
The goal of my study is to explore how students understand college and represent their college 
experience. I am conducting interviews on Zoom for approximately 60-90 minutes. Interviews will be 
recorded via Zoom and an audio recorder (for backup). As a participant, you will choose a pseudonym 
(i.e., fake name) to remove your identity from the recordings and protect your privacy. See the [LINKED 
TO CONSENT FORM] for more details. 
 
I’m asking that participants bring at least 3 images with at least one image representing each of the 
following prompts: 

• Image #1 - your path to college 
• Image #2 - what college means to you 
• Image #3 - your role in your college experience 

 
A few important details about the images: 

• The images will be used to gain a better understanding of your overall college experience. 
• All images must be created or taken by the participant. Artistic skill is not necessary. Stick 

figures and pictures from your mobile devices are welcome!  
• Images can be generated by hand or electronically (e.g., phone, camera, drawing, graphic 

design, etc.).  
• Images cannot include people.  
• Up to 2 of the 3 images can be from the past (i.e., over a month ago) as long as they are still 

meaningful. At least one image should be taken recently (i.e., within the last month). If desired, 
all images can be recent. 

• Although participants will retain the rights to the image, I need to be able to use the images in 
my published dissertation and future scholarly works. 

 
If you would like to be considered for the study, please complete this survey [LINKED TO SURVEY]  that 
takes 3-5 minutes.  
I will reply to participants by _________________ [X Date] if you have been selected to participate. 
 
Thank you so much for your interest in participating! If you have any questions, you can email me at 
[RESEARCHER EMAIL]. 
 
Most sincerely, 
Taran 😊😊 
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To: Selected Participants 
 
Subject: Planning a Time to Discuss Your College Experience 
 
Body of Message: 
 
Hello _________________, 
 
Thank you for indicating your interest in my dissertation study! 😄😄 
 
If you are still interested in participating in my dissertation study, the next step is to schedule a 60-90 
minute interview with me via Zoom. When selecting a time, it is very important that you factor in the 
following: 
 

• enough time to get to a private environment, away from others, where we can discuss your 
experience without interruption 

• a strong enough internet signal to allow for a consistent connection and Zoom video 
functionality 

 
Below are timeframes that work for me. If none of these times or dates work for you, please let me 
know and I will find more times. If you could reply to this email by [X DATE] with your availability, I 
would greatly appreciate it! 
 

• Monday, X/XX – 6 pm – 10 pm EST 
• Tuesday, X/XX – 9 am – 12 pm EST 
• Wednesday, X/XX – 9 am – 12 pm EST 
• Thursday, X/XX – 6 pm – 10 pm EST 
• Friday, X/XX – 8 am – 10 am EST ; 5 pm – 9 pm EST 
• Saturday, X/XX – 10 am – 10 pm EST 
• Sunday, X/XX – 10 am – 10 pm EST 

 
For this interview, you will need at least 3 images that follow the previously shared guidelines (repeated 
below and attached). Please upload your images to this password protected folder so we can discuss 
them in our conversation. You will also need your desired pseudonym for the duration of the study. 
Please do not reply to this email with your pseudonym. You will share it when we connect.  
 
Here is what you can expect when we meet: 

• Introductions 
• Share Pseudonym (so we can change your Zoom name to match the pseudonym you selected 

before recording) 
• [LINKED TO CONSENT FORM] and Answer Questions about the Study 
• Discuss Your College Experience with the Images that You Chose to Share 

 
I am so looking forward to our conversation!  
 
Most sincerely, 
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Taran 😊😊 
Information Referenced Above 
 
I’m asking that participants bring at least 3 images with at least one image representing each of the 
following prompts: 

• Image #1 - your path to college 
• Image #2 - what college means to you 
• Image #3 - your role in your college experience 

 
A few important details about the images: 

• The images will be used to gain a better understanding of your overall college experience. 
• All images must be created or taken by the participant. Artistic skill is not necessary. Stick 

figures and pictures from your mobile devices are welcome!  
• Images can be generated by hand or electronically (e.g., phone, camera, drawing, graphic 

design, etc.).  
• Images cannot include people.  
• Up to 2 of the 3 images can be from the past (i.e., over a month ago) as long as they are still 

meaningful. At least one image should be taken recently (i.e., within the last month). If desired, 
all images can be recent. 

• Although participants will retain the rights to the image, I need to be able to use the images in 
my published dissertation and future scholarly works. 
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Appendix B: Dissertation Study Informed Consent Form 

Name of Principle Investigator: Taran Cardone 
Name of Organization: Antioch University, PhD in Leadership and Change Program 
Name of Study: Once More, With Feeling: Partnering with Learners to Re-see the College Experience through 
Metaphor and Sensory Language 

 
Introduction  

I am Taran Cardone, a PhD student enrolled in the Leadership and Change program at Antioch 
University.  As a part of my degree, I am completing a study to explore how students think about 
college and represent their college experience. My goal is to amplify students’ voices around what 
their college experience has been like, what they hoped it would be, and what they hope it will 
be. By conveying students’ experiences with their own images and language, I hope to offer a new 
way to understand students and enhance student support. 
 
The information in this document outlines what participating means and invites you to consider 
joining me. You may talk to anyone you feel comfortable talking with about the study, and take 
time to reflect on whether you want to participate or not. You may ask questions at any time. 

 
Purpose  

The purpose of this project is to explore how students think about college and represent their 
college experience. The information from this study will help me complete my dissertation for 
completion of my PhD degree. This dissertation will be published to inform educational practice.  

 
Study Activities 

This study will involve your participation in a 60-90 minute Zoom interview where you would share 
at least three images, with at least one image representing each of the following prompts: 1) your 
path to college, 2) what college means to you, and 3) your role in your college experience. These 
images can be generated by hand or electronically and must be created/taken by the participant. 
Images cannot include people. Up to two of the three images can be from the past (i.e., over a 
month ago) as long as they are still meaningful. At least one image should be taken recently (i.e., 
within the last month). If desired, all images can be recent. Although participants will retain the 
rights to their images, I need to be able to use the images in the published dissertation.  
 
Interviews will be recorded audibly and visually to ensure accuracy and reflect on how I can better 
engage participants in future research.  

 
Participant Selection  

You are being invited to take part in this study because you are a college student who has gained 
admission to and is still engaged in college within American higher education. You should not 
consider participation in this project if you are not already 18 years old. You should also not 
participate if you are not attending a college or university within the United States. 

 
Voluntary Participation  

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  You may choose not to participate. You 
may withdraw from this study at any time. You will not be penalized for your decision not to 
participate or for your contributions during the study. Your position will not be affected by this 
decision or your participation.  
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Risks  
I do not anticipate that you will be harmed or distressed as a result of participating in this project. 
You may stop being in the study at any time if you become uncomfortable. 

 
Benefits  

Participants may find personal reflection to be helpful in gaining perspective on themselves 
although this outcome is not guaranteed. Such personal reflection may help participants gain an 
enhanced sense of what they want out of their college experience which may be useful to them. 
Further, participation may help me and others learn more about college students and how they 
understand and represent their experience.  

 
Reimbursements 

You will not be provided any monetary incentive to take part in this project. 
 

Confidentiality  
All information will be de-identified, so that it cannot be connected back to you. Your real name 
will be replaced with a pseudonym (i.e., fake name) in the write-up of this study. When we 
connect via Zoom, I will ask you for this pseudonym and refer to you throughout the interview by 
that name. I will be the only person with access to the list connecting your name to the 
pseudonym. This list, along with any recordings, your informed consent form, and images, will be 
kept in a private location. Please note that recordings will only be housed on the Zoom cloud for 
long enough to generate a transcript of the interview. When located in the Zoom cloud, these 
recordings are subject to Zoom’s privacy policy.   

 
Generally speaking, I can assure you that I will keep everything you tell me private (confidential). Yet there 
are times when I cannot keep things private. I cannot keep things private if: 

● a child or vulnerable adult has been abused  
● a person plans to hurt themselves, such as commit suicide  
● a person plans to hurt someone else 

 
There are laws that require many professionals to take action if they think a person is at risk for self-harm 
or are self-harming, harming another or if a child or adult is being abused. In most states, there is a 
government agency that must be told if someone is being abused or plans to self-harm or harm another 
person. Please ask any questions you may have about this issue before agreeing to be in the study.  

 
Future Publication 

This study will be published and shared on the Antioch University Repository & Archive (AURA) 
which provides open access to scholarly research. It will also be published via other scholarly 
works and means of dissemination. 
 

Right to Refuse or Withdraw  
You do not have to take part in this study if you do not wish to do so, and you may withdraw from 
the study at any time without your position being affected. 

 
Who to Contact 

If you have any questions, you may ask them now or later. If you have questions later, you may 
contact me, Taran Cardone, at [RESEARCHER EMAIL] or [RESEARCHER PHONE NUMBER]. 
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If you have any ethical concerns about this study, contact Lisa Kreeger, PhD, Chair, Institutional Review Board, 
Antioch University PhD in Leadership and Change at [IRB Chair EMAIL].  
 
If choosing to participate in this study, please upload your copy of this form to this private Google folder here.  

 
DO YOU WISH TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY? 

I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity to ask questions 
about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my satisfaction.  I consent voluntarily 
to participate in this project. 
 
 
Print Name of Participant___________________________________  
    
 
Signature of Participant ____________________________________ 
 
 
Date ___________________________ 

 Day/month/year    
 
DO YOU CONSENT TO BE RECORDED AS PART OF THIS STUDY?  
I voluntarily agree to be recorded for this project via Zoom as well as via an audio recorder for a back-up 
recording.  I agree to allow the use of my recordings as described in this form. 
 
Print Name of Participant___________________________________  
    
 
Signature of Participant ____________________________________ 
 
 
Date ___________________________ 

 Day/month/year    
 
To be filled out by the person taking consent: 

 
I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about the study and all the 
questions asked by the participant have been answered correctly and to the best of my ability. I confirm that 
the individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and the consent has been given freely and 
voluntarily.  
 
A copy of this Informed Consent Form has been provided to the participant. 
 

Print Name of person taking the consent_______________________________     

Signature of person taking the consent________________________________ 

Date ___________________________    
         Day/month/year 
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Appendix C: Social Media Recruitment Advertisement 

 
Text above the post: 
Do you know college students who would benefit from talking about their college experience? 
Do you care about understanding students’ lived experiences? 
 
[Add alt text caption for the visual advertisement here] 
 
A picture is worth a thousand words… 
 
Inviting college students to share the pictures and words that represent their college experience. To be 
considered for participation, students can share their interest [RESEARCH STUDY WEBSITE] by XX DATE.  
 
Learn more about the study at [RESEARCH STUDY WEBSITE]!  
 
Email Taran Cardone at [RESEARCHER EMAIL] for more information. This study is sponsored by Antioch 
University IRB. 
 
 
The visual of the advertisement itself: 
 

 
 
 
Image Source: Created by author in Canva Pro 
 
 

https://www.canva.com/policies/content-license-agreement/
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Appendix D: Website for the Study 

Homepage 
 
Image 1 of 2: 
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Image 2 of 2: 
 

 
 
 
Image Sources:  
 
Social Media Recruitment Advertisement copyright by author 
 
Pixabay – Free for Use Content License 

• Journal - https://pixabay.com/photos/journal-write-blank-pages-notes-2850091/ 
• Camera - https://pixabay.com/photos/camera-luggage-polaroid-photos-514992/ 
• Survey Questionnaire - https://pixabay.com/photos/survey-interview-questionnaire-6236634/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://pixabay.com/service/terms/
https://pixabay.com/photos/journal-write-blank-pages-notes-2850091/
https://pixabay.com/photos/camera-luggage-polaroid-photos-514992/
https://pixabay.com/photos/survey-interview-questionnaire-6236634/
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Participant Informed Consent Form page 
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Share Your Interest to Participate page 

 
 
Interview Preparation page 
 
Image 1 of 2: 
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Image 2 of 2: 
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Appendix E: Permissions and Copyrights 

 
Use of Neutral Sensory Words in Methodology 
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Appendix F: Neutral Sensory Words4 

Touch/Texture 
 

Abrasive 
Airy 
Balmy 
Bumpy 
Cold 
Cool 
Crawling 
Crisp 
Cuddly 
Damp 
Dense 
Dry 
Dull 
Dusty 
Feathery 
Fleshy 
Fluffy 
Fragile 
Furry 
Fuzzy 
Gooey 
Greasy 
Gritty 
Hairy 
Hard 
Heavy 
Hot 
Icy 

Leathery 
Light 
Limp 
Lukewarm 
Lumpy 
Moist 
Mushy 
Oily 
Powdery 
Prickly 
Rough 
Rubbery 
Sandy 
Scratchy 
Sharp 
Shivery 
Silky 
Slimy 
Slippery 
Smooth 
Soft 
Spacious 
Spongy 
Springy 
Squashy 
Steamy 
Sticky 
Springy 

Squashy 
Steamy 
Sticky 
Sweaty 
Tender 
Tepid 
Thick 
Thin 
Velvety 
Warm 
Waxy 
Weighty 
Wet 
Woolly 

 
Movement 

 
Bumpy 
Contracting 
Expanding 
Exploding 
Erratic 
Erupting 

Fast 
Floaty 
Imploding 
Moving backward 
Moving forward 
Moving downward 

Moving upward 
Slow 
Soaring 
Steady 
Squeezed 
Vibrating 

 
 

 

 
 
4 The following tables of sensory words for touch/texture, movement, colors, size, vision, sound, smell, and taste are being used with 
permission from Springborg, C. (2020). Disengaging from inner criticism: 15 paths of liberation. Sensing Mind Institute. 
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Colors5 
 

Azure 
Black 
Blue 
Brown 
Colorless 
Crimson 
Gold 
Green 

Grey 
Ivory 
Lavender 
Maroon 
Mottled 
Olive 
Orange 
Pink 

Purple 
Red 
Ruby 
Silver 
Spotted 
Turquoise 
White 
Yellow 

 
Size 

 
Endless 
Immense 
Large 
Lean 
Long 
Narrow 

Short 
Small 
Tall 
Tiny 
Wide 

 
Vision 

 
Angular 
Bleary 
Blurred 
Bright 
Brilliant 
Clear 
Cluttered 
Curved 
Dark 
Dazzling 
Dim 
Dingy 
Drab 
Faded 
Faint 
Fiery 
Flashy 
Flat 
Flowery 
Foggy 
Fragile 
Freckled 

Fresh 
Gaudy 
Glance 
Gleaming 
Glimpse 
Glistening 
Glittering 
Gloomy 
Glossy 
Glowing 
Grimy 
Hazy 
Hollow 
Indistinct 
Jewelled 
Lacy 
Lopsided 
Misty 
Muddy 
Muscular 
Opaque 
Oval 

Pale 
Peer 
Perky 
Radiant 
Rectangular 
Robust 
Round 
Ruffled 
Shadowy 
Shapeless 
Sheer 
Shimmering 
Shiny 
Smudged 
Sparkling 
Square 
Streaked 
Striped 
Tapered 
Tarnished 
Transparent 
Triangular 

Twinkling 
Wavy 
Worn 
Wrinkled 

 
 
5 The following tables of sensory words are being used with permission from Springborg, C. (2020). Disengaging from inner criticism: 15 paths of 
liberation. Sensing Mind Institute. 
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Sound6 
 

Babble 
Bang 
Bark 
Bawl 
Bellow 
Blare 
Bleat 
Boom 
Bray 
Bump 
Buzz 
Cackle 
Chatter 
Cheer 
Chime 
Chuckle 
Clamor 
Clang 
Clap 
Clink 
Crackle 
Crash 

Crashing 
Creak 
Crow 
Cry 
Giggle 
Grate 
Growl 
Grumble 
Guffaw 
Gurgle 
Hiss 
Howl 
Hum 
Hush 
Jabber 
Jangle 
Laugh 
Mumble 
Murmur 
Mutter 
Piercing 
Rant 

Rave 
Ring 
Roar 
Rumble 
Rustle 
Scream 
Screech 
Shout 
Shriek 
Shrill 
Sigh 
Silence 
Sing 
Sizzle 
Slam 
Snap 
Snarl 
Snort 
Squawk 
Squeaky 
Squeal 
Stammer 

Stomp 
Storm 
Swish 
Thud 
Thump 
Thunder 
Tingling 
Wail 
Whimper 
Whine 
Whir 
Whisper 
Whistle 
Yell 
Yelp 

 
Smell 

 
Acrid 
Aroma 
Aromatic 
Briny 
Burnt 
Damp 
Dank 
Dry 
Earthy 
Fetid 
Fishy 
Foul-smelling 
Fragrant 
Fresh 
 

Gamy 
Gaseous 
Moldy 
Musty 
Odorless 
Perfumed 
Piney 
Pungent 
Putrid 
Rancid 
Rank 
Reeking 
Scented 
Sharp 

Sickly 
Sour 
Spicy 
Spoiled 
Stagnant 
Sweet 
Waft 
Whiff 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
6 Springborg, C. (2020). Disengaging from inner criticism: 15 paths of liberation. Sensing Mind Institute. 
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Taste7 
 

Balmy 
Biting 
Bitter 
Bittersweet 
Bland 
Bumpy 
Burnt 
Buttery 
Chilly 
Coarse 
Creamy 
Crisp 
Delectable 
Delicious 
Fishy 
 

Flavorful 
Flavorless 
Fruity 
Gingery 
Hearty 
Hot 
Luscious 
Medicinal 
Mellow 
Nauseating 
Oily 
Palatable 
Peppery 
Piquant 
Refreshing 

Rich 
Ripe 
Rotten 
Salty 
Savory 
Scrumptious 
Sharp 
Sour 
Spicy 
Spoiled 
Stale 
Sugary 
Sweet 
Tangy 
Tasteless 

Tasty 
Unappetizing 
Unripe 
Vinegary 
Yummy 
Zesty 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
7 The following table of sensory words is being used with permission from Springborg, C. (2020). Disengaging from inner criticism: 15 paths of 
liberation. Sensing Mind Institute. 
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Appendix G: Dissertation Study Interview Protocol 

Taran Cardone 
 
Prior to interviewing, ask the participants to create images that capture the prompts below. Let students 
know that they can create the images in a variety of ways (e.g., photography, drawing by hand, 
computer generated).  
 

• Share an image that represents your path to college.  
• Share an image that represents what college means to you.  
• Share an image that represents the role you play in your college experience.  

 
Interview protocol: 
 

• Introduction and consent form conversation  
 

Process: I want to learn more about these images that you brought. How did you go about 
creating them? Which are more recent (i.e., created in the last month)? Which are older? (i.e., 
created more than a month ago)  

 
Image #1: Path to college (20 minutes) – 

• Tell me about this image you created to represent your path to college. 
• Describe for me the most important aspects of this image that capture your path to college. 

Why are they the most important? 
• Sensory Words: How would you describe your path to college? Introduce sensory words and the 

accompanying activity. [Ask them to select words from the neutral sensory words list, starring 
those that feel particularly strong for them.] 

o Tell me about the words that you chose. 
o Why did you pick this set of words? 
o Which words especially resonated for you? Why? 
o I noticed you circled X amount of words in X section and 0 (or a low amount) in X 

section. Why do you think that is? 
 
Image #2: What college means (20 minutes)–  

• Tell me about this image you created to represent what college means to you. 
• Describe for me the most important aspects of this image that capture what you think college is 

like. Why are they the most important? 
• Sensory words: How would you describe your college experience so far? [Ask them to select 

words from the neutral sensory words list, starring those that feel particularly strong for them.] 
o Tell me about the words that you chose. 
o Why did you pick this set of words? 
o Which words especially resonated for you? Why? 
o I noticed you circled X amount of words in X section and 0 (or a low amount) in X 

section. Why do you think that is? 
o Which words do you hope will represent your college experience in the future? Why? 

Why would you not describe your college experience in that way now? 
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Image #3: Their role within college (20 minutes) – 

• Tell me about this image you created to represent your role in your college experience.  
• Describe for me the most important aspects of this image that capture your role in your college 

experience. Why are they the most important? 
• Sensory words: How would you describe your role in your college experience so far? [Ask them 

to select words from the neutral sensory words list, starring those that feel particularly strong 
for them.] 

o Tell me about the words that you chose. 
o Why did you pick this set of words? 
o Which words especially resonated for you? Why? 
o I noticed you circled X amount of words in X section and 0 (or a low amount) in X 

section. Why do you think that is? 
o How does this set of words compare to the words you previously chose? What do you 

make of that? 
o Which words do you hope will represent your role in your college experience in the 

future? Why? Why would you not describe your role in that way now? 
 

Overall (20 minutes): 
• How do your chosen words compare to each other? What themes or commonalities do you see? 

Is there a larger story here? If so, what is it? 
• Do you ever have conversations with people about your overall college experience (i.e., not just 

evaluating one part of your experience)? If so, how often? 
• With whom do you trust to have these kinds of conversations? How did you get connected to 

that person and how did these conversations come about? 
• Do you think college students want to have these kinds of conversations? Why or why not? 
• What would help students better align their college experience with their hopes? 

 
Closing: Is there anything else you would like to share?  
 
 
Additional Clarifying Questions (if needed):  
 
Image #1: 

• How did you first learn about college (e.g., school, media, social circles)? If you can remember, 
how old were you?  

• What did you learn about college? 
• What kinds of activities did you engage in leading up to college? 
• Did you have examples of people who went to college? 

o If yes: Who were those examples and how old were you at that time?  
 What did you learn about college from them? 
 What was your impression about college from their experience? 
 What did they make you think college was like? 
 How did they influence whether or not you wanted to go to college? 

o If no or not until later in life: 
 How did your experiences make you feel about yourself and your education? 
 How did not having college role models influence your view of college? 
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• Did you always assume you would go to college? 
o If yes or no, why? 
o If yes, how did you prepare to go to college? What kinds of activities did you engage in 

and what was that like for you?  
• What kind of attitude have you had toward college? Has your attitude toward college changed 

since first learning about it? 
 
Image #2:  

• What do you see as the purpose of college? Prompts if needed: How would you finish this 
sentence: “The whole point of college is…” or “I go to college because…” Why?] 

• Why are you in college? 
• What do you think college will do for you? 
• What does being a college student mean for you? 
• What do you think is the purpose of college in society? 

 
Overall: 

• How, if at all, do these pictures connect to each other? (e.g., build on each other, talk to each 
other, cause and effect) 

• What themes or commonalities do you see in these pictures?  
• What life experiences have shaped the views represented by the images you selected? (e.g., big 

a-ha moments, influence of others, central stories) 
• If it doesn’t emerge in the prior question, what role have others played in how you view college 

and your role within your college experience? 
• What are key lessons or concepts that you have learned about college that, after you learned 

them, you could not unlearn them? These could be things you learned before or during college. 
[i.e., threshold concepts] 
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