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Introduction   
In this full-length method paper, we present our application of a narrative research method (-
ology)— the ‘science’ of our methods and their connections to the theoretically-informed 
reasonings used to legitimize our research approach— for living and telling stories of experience 
and, from those stories, making personally, professionally, and socially-relevant meaning. The 
purpose of this work is to show how we are (a) conceptualizing a narrative inquiry method based 
on the philosophical, theoretical, and ethical tenets of narrative inquiry (methodology) put forth 
by D. J. Clandinin and colleagues [1]-[2] in the field of teacher education, and (b) adapting and 
applying this method to make meaning from stories of experience shared with us by student 
veterans and service members (SVSM) in undergraduate engineering education. 
This work is significant for a few reasons. First, we continue the narrative theory/methods 
conversation in EER, which began at the 2025 American Society of Engineering Education 
(ASEE) annual conference [3]-[4], by illustrating a growing presence of narrative in engineering 
education research (EER). Next, we extend the conversation by detailing (our developing 
understandings of) the theoretical underpinnings of narrative inquiry methodology, 
distinguishing it from and connecting it to narrative methods (i.e., Narrative Analysis and 
Analysis of Narratives [5]) that are (more) frequently called out in EER [6]. Last, we enact the 
conversation by providing an example of the method, drawing on data and preliminary analyses 
from an ongoing study with participants from an underserved student population in engineering.  
Continuing the conversation: The evolution of narrative research in engineering education 
There is unmistakable evidence of growing interest in using narrative in EER. (In prior work, we 
posited that engineering education is currently in a “narrative turn” [4]). Dr. Karan Watson’s 
plenary at the 2010 ASEE annual conference [7], which described how stories promote cultural 
and institutional change, may be likened to a watershed moment for narrative researchers in 
engineering education. In 2011, Case and Light [8] highlighted narrative as one of seven social 
science research methodologies “emerging” in EER; these scholars [8] advocated for increasing 
use of emergent research approaches, including narrative, to address persistent engineering 
education challenges: (a) establishing widespread adoption of evidence-based engineering 
teaching practices; (b) ensuring equitable engineering access and participation and improving 
outcomes for all learners;  and (c) discerning the competencies engineers need in the 21st century. 
Since 2011, there has been an uptick in narrative studies conducted in EER contexts. Of many 
notable examples, the narrative analysis works of Kellam [9]-[10], Pawley [11], and Webster and 
Mertova [12]; a continuing stream of narrative EER dissertations since 2016 (see e.g., [13]-[21]), 
and the narrative arts-based research of Sanders and colleagues [22] stand out. In 2023, just over 
ten years after Case and Light’s paper appeared, the first systematic review of narrative inquiry 
in engineering education was published [6]. Review authors [6] reported that use of narrative in 
EER is increasing (since 2017), highly contextualized by experience or participant type (i.e., 
single course, year of study, co-curricular activity, marginalized student groups), and often lacks 
methodological detail to support justifications of qualitative research quality. In 2025, the ASEE 
Educational Research Methods (ERM) Division sponsored a panel session on narrative research 
in engineering education [3]; the well-attended session culminated in (loose) plans to organize a 
community of practice to support narrative research within the EER community.  
Extending the conversation: Narrative inquiry as the study of experience 
Efforts to conduct narrative research in engineering education, an evolving field with roots in 
post/positivism, objectivist ontology, and quantitative research approaches and methods, suffer 



from the noticeable lack of easily accessible, pre-theorized, methodological scripts that provide 
the ‘argumentative grammar’ needed to define, mesh, and align facets of a narrative research 
design. This void adversely affects us, as nascent narrative researchers in engineering education, 
because we (logically? naturally?) look for narrative research exemplars in “the literature” to 
help us understand the process. Within the narrative research literature spanning social science 
and literary disciplines, it is easy to lose our way searching for exemplars, heuristics, and rules of 
how to “do” narrative research. Therefore, in this section we extend the narrative conversation in 
EER by detailing the commitments and processes that undergird narrative inquiry 
(methodology), keeping in mind that narrative inquiry and the practice of narrative research 
continues to evolve in the social sciences [23]-[24] and, thus, in EER. 
Definition and purpose.  The purpose of narrative inquiry (methodology) is to make meaning of 
individual human experience. Clandinin and Caine [25 p.542] define narrative inquiry saying, 

Narrative inquiry is first and foremost a way of understanding experience. It is also a 
research methodology. It is, then, both a view of the phenomena of people's experiences 
and a methodology for narratively inquiring into experience and thus allows for the 
intimate study of individuals' experiences over time and in context. 

Connelly and Clandinin [1 p.2] assert that, within narrative inquiry, “…narrative is both 
phenomenon and method.” They explain how the words “narrative inquiry” share a reciprocal 
double meaning; “Narrative names the structured quality of experience to be studied 
[phenomenon], and it names the patterns of inquiry [method] for its study” [1 p.2]. Thus, it is 
equally correct to say narrative inquiry uses narrative to inquire (i.e., narrative as methodology) 
as it is to say through narrative inquiry we inquire into narrative (i.e., narrative as the 
phenomenon of experience). To support this duality while maintaining distinction, Connelly and 
Clandinin [1] use the term “story” when referring to the phenomenon (experience) under study  
(i.e., stories of experience) and “narrative” when referring to the research inquiry (methodology) 
and researcher writings (i.e., narrative inquiry, researcher narratives) [1 p.2].  
Philosophical and theoretical underpinnings. Clandinin and colleagues use John Dewey’s [26] 
theory of experience, wherein experience encompasses situation, continuity, and interaction, to 
underpin narrative inquiry (methodology) philosophically and theoretically [25]. Ontologically, 
reality is considered relational and socially constructed. Researchers conduct narrative inquiry in 
metaphorical “3-dimensional narrative-inquiry space”; stories of experience are collected, 
constructed, and examined in terms of their place (situation), time (continuity), and 
personal/social milieus (interaction) [27]. Clandinin and Caine [25] describe how other distinct 
theories or even disciplinary ideas can be used to support Deweyian theory in undergirding 
narrative inquiry. Specific examples that may resonate in engineering education include Jerome 
Bruner’s [28] theory of a narrative cognition from psychology and Robert Cole’s [29] writings 
about narrative as life and as teaching practice in medicine. In engineering education, we might 
juxtapose Bruner’s narrative cognition with the kind of logical, scientific, or “paradigmatic” [5] 
thinking that dominates “engineering thinking” and “problem solving.” Alternatively, we could 
consider ways narrative is essential to engineering practice and the education of engineering 
practice, such as during (sustainable) design (divergent thinking, what ifs), troubleshooting (what 
happens when I do this?), and failure analysis (how did that happen?).  
We must take care connecting narratives to theory. Researchers in education [e.g., 2] have 
critiqued narrative research, generally, for lacking theoretical linkages and equated a lack of 



theory with a lack of scholarly rigor. Kim [30] argues that narrative inquiry is “…established as a 
rigorous methodology” through its explicit meso (i.e., methodological) level linkage to Dewey’s 
theory of experience [30].  Reminding us that doing narrative inquiry requires privileging stories 
above all else, Kim [30] warns of the dangers of interrupting or trimming stories, still in 
progress, to fit (other) theories applied to understand them at the macro (i.e., philosophical, 
phenomenological) or meso levels. In narrative inquiry, deeper theoretical linkages are made at 
the micro level to support meaning making of stories that have been free to run their course [30]. 

 
Fig.1. Overview of the narrative inquiry (methodology) process 

Process. In the subsections that follow, we describe the elements of narrative inquiry 
methodology, including researcher requirements and how the elements fit together and support 
each other. Fig.1 provides a visual overview of the narrative inquiry process.` 
Reflexivity and research puzzles.  Narrative inquiry is a reflexive and reflective process [25]. 
Prior to engaging with participants, researchers first complete their own reflective inventory, 
remembering and collecting their own stories of experience with the phenomenon. Known as 
writing ‘I-stories,’ this process of reflection supports the researcher in framing a narrative inquiry 
“research puzzle” that encompasses the researcher’s curiosities and wondering about the 
phenomenon. Research puzzles are more like conundrums in that they are less structured and 
targeted than research questions; targeted research questions are often the result of a narrative 
inquiry, rather than a starting point. The process of researcher reflection on their ongoing 
experiences with the phenomenon, before, during and after the inquiry, is essential to the level of 
researcher reflexivity required. 



Entering the narrative inquiry. Researchers begin a narrative inquiry in two ways: listening to 
participants tell their stories of experience via “interviews, conversations, or interviews as 
conversations,” and/or by “living with” participants “in the field,” through visual media or 
observations, as they live their stories of experience [25, p. 543]. Researchers negotiate research 
purposes, puzzles, relationships, and outputs (i.e., written texts) with participants, as well as 
ways they can support participants before, during, and after the inquiry. 
Data and data collection methods. Data, or field texts, are generated directly from conversations, 
interviews, observations, and/or artifacts participants share with the researcher. Field texts are 
co-constructed by participant and researcher in 3D narrative space—over multiple interactions 
and reflections (time), inward and outward between participant’s thoughts and emotions and their 
actions and behaviors (sociality), and in locations where experiences occur (place) [25].  
Data analysis methods. Data analysis is a process of narrative analysis [5] that involves moving 
from field texts to interim texts prepared by researchers and shared and negotiated with 
participants, and finally to research texts that reflect the experiences of both participant and 
researcher, consider all potential audiences, and communicate the “so what?” of the inquiry. 
Interim texts are also composed in 3D narrative inquiry space by researchers who often consult 
with response groups. Response group members are entrusted to support the researcher in 
recognizing the inquiry’s impacts on participants and broader implications for society [25]. 
Findings and representation.  Narrative findings are presented through final research texts that 
can take on textual, visual, and/or audible forms of representation. Along with conveying the 
social significance—the “so what?”— of the inquiry, research texts communicate the personal 
and practical significance of the inquiry that manifests through researcher and participant 
“growth” and comes from thinking narratively about experience. Final research texts also 
consider and address the ways that social, institutional, and/or cultural narratives influence 
participant and researcher stories of experience within the inquiry context [25]. 
Enacting the conversation: An EER narrative inquiry example 
In this section, we enact the EER narrative conversation, drawing on data and preliminary 
analyses from an ongoing study with student veterans and servicemembers (SVSM), an 
underserved population in engineering education [31]. 
Study purpose and overview. The purpose of our narrative inquiry is to understand the 
experiences of SVSM in undergraduate engineering degree programs offered at civilian 
academic institutions in the western United States. Specifically, we want to learn how SVSM 
participate, persist, and produce professional identities in engineering over time. 
Philosophical and theoretical underpinnings. We stick close to narrative as experience 
underpinnings, the Deweyian view that experience encompasses situation, continuity, and 
interaction, and the ontological view that reality is relational and socially constructed. To make 
broader meaning as we compose research texts (micro level), we will use critical theories [see 
32], such as Veteran Critical Theory [33] and Community Cultural Wealth [34], and social and 
professional identity theories [35]-[39] to scaffold findings (research texts) and implications. 
Elements. In the following subsections, we describe how elements of the narrative inquiry 
process (Figure 1) manifest in our ongoing EER study. 
Reflexivity and research puzzle.  In our study the primary researcher is the project’s Principal 
Investigator (PI). A military veteran, I transitioned out of the U.S. Army during the end-of-the -



Cold-War drawdowns of the mid 1990s under President Bill Clinton. Because I had earned a 
bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering (at a service academy) prior to starting active-duty 
service, I was able to enroll in a graduate mechanical engineering program at a civilian 
institution before I had signed out of my last duty station—and I never looked back.  
Never, that is, until 2009, when I started a new career as an undergraduate engineering instructor. 
I taught foundational courses, such as Statics, Dynamics, Thermodynamics, and Mechanics of 
Materials, in a two-year, distance-delivered, undergraduate engineering transfer program at 
midsize university in the western United States. The classes were small, held in the evenings, and 
it was easy to develop relationships—caring but still professional—with the post-traditional, full 
time-working, adult learners who enrolled in the program. One student with whom I became 
close was an Air Force veteran, National Guard jet engine mechanic who wanted more than 
anything to become an Aerospace engineer and work for Elon Musk. He had me proofread the 
internship application he sent to SpaceX. “Just to get a foot in the door,” he’ d told them he’d 
sweep their floors, if necessary, which reminded me of the time my graduate research advisor 
took me up on my offer to clean the lab microwave. In some circles, I’ve learned, there are 
certain things you shouldn’t volunteer to do. 
I stayed in contact with that Air Force veteran, National Guard jet engine mechanic over several 
years. I watched as he strode into the Dean’s office when he his GI Bill benefits were delayed. I 
tutored him in thermodynamics problems, which ironically turned out to be his nemesis. I nearly 
cried when he told me he was going back on active duty with his National Guard unit— 
deploying to the War in Iraq—because the stress of the program was getting to him; he needed a 
break and he needed the money. I nearly cried again when he brought me back an American Flag 
that has flown at his airbase in Iraq. I asked him to be a participant in my dissertation research 
study and, through his generous participation, learned what life was like for him, before I met 
him. And I began to think what a helluva transition from active duty to civilian STEM career he 
was having and why, after almost two decades, I felt as if I was still in transition, too. 
Entering the study. As PI, I recruit SVSM participants using approved IRB procedures. Veterans 
and service members, who often refrain from disclosing military identities in academic settings, 
comprise a category legally protected from workforce discrimination.  An online screening 
survey, accessible through posted flyers or online media, establishes informed consent, captures 
personal and service-related demographics, and provides a mechanism for volunteers to share 
contact information. I contact volunteers via their preferred method (email or text) to complete 
informed consent and formally enter them into the study by scheduling the first interview. 
Data and data collection methods. I entered into the inquiry by listening to (and audio 
recording) the stories participants tell about their time in the military, civilian transition, and 
experiences in undergraduate engineering education during our one-one conversational 
interviews. I build relational rapport by sharing my veteran status and my own stories as they are 
dislodged from my memory during our conversations. Sharing my experiences with the 
participant also helps me to continue to reflect and document reflections. I schedule subsequent 
interviews on a rolling basis and ask participants to write down stories of things that happen, 
good and bad, in between interviews that I will store securely with the recordings. 
The continuing construction of field texts now becomes a research team process. Student 
researchers enter the inquiry, themselves coming to know one participant (at a time) by 



immersing themselves in the participant audio recordings, verifying the interview transcript, and 
reading the participant’s journal entries and other shared artifacts. 
Data analysis methods. Audio recorded transcripts are verified and read by the student 
researcher. Gaining a sense of the participant, they begin to “excavate” [30] stories. To excavate 
participant stories from the written transcripts, journals and artifacts, the student researcher uses 
memo-ing and chronology  practices to re/story data in 3D narrative space. Thus, the student 
researcher creates new field texts directly from participant stories contained in the data. 
 Memo-ing. The student researcher uses memo-ing to capture the place (situation) and 
sociality (interaction) of participant’s stories – and to document personal notes on patterns 
related to the research puzzle and emerging stories. The Memo form we developed (Figure 2) 
provides space for student researchers to capture their firsthand experiences and reactions to data 
as they begin the re/storying process, while also keeping track of story origins within field texts 
to provide “evidence.” Many stories in research texts take shape during the memo-ing process. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Fig.2. Field text memo-ing example using place (situation) and sociality (interaction) 

Chronology. As the student researcher memos, they construct a chronology (Figure 3) to 
preserve the time (continuity) aspects of the participant’s experiences (as told) for re/storying and  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Fig. 3. Field text chronology example using time (continuity) 

Field text reference Memo 
[Time stamp] A few words capturing the beginning of the excerpt… final words of 
excerpt. 

The student researcher’s memos on the participant’s excerpt and overall experience. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Participant 1 Interview 2 Memo 
[00:25:47] I’m barely in the military when I’m at school… I’m not keeping the standards 
and stuff 
There are physical, interactional, and an identity-based separations between his military life 
and his (engineering) school life. He lives a totally different life when he’s in [Home State] 
for Guard and when he is in [State] for school. They seem very separate for him. 

 
 

 
Title 
Age XX (approx. 20XX) 

• Event 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Participant 1 Chronology 
Age 18 (approx. 2018) 

• Graduates high school in [Home State] 
•  Joins [State] National Guard (6-year contract) 
• Enrolls at [University] studying mechanical and aerospace engineering on the same 

day he joins the [State] Guard. 
 

 



later narrative construction. We limit chronologies to include concrete events that happen in the 
participant’s experiences to remain focused on event order and narrative meaning created by that 
order. To assist us in constructing a reliable chronology, we ask participants to construct their 
own  timeline of important life events during an interview.  Timelines serve as a starting point for 
the constructing full chronologies by adding in events described in interviews and journal entries. 

Identification and organization of small stories. The synthesis table (Figure 4) depicts 
our process of storying events, excerpts, and meaning made from interview transcripts, journal 
entries, meaning making memos and chronology. As a student researcher works through the data 
verification, memo-ing and chronology stages, “small stories” [40] began to form and need to be 
captured and organized. For this purpose, we developed a synthesis table format (Figure 4) that 
enables small stories to develop while also capturing “evidence” (excerpts) from field texts. 

 
  

Evidence in 3D Narrative Space 
Story of… Meaning Making Events Excerpts 

X. 
Descriptive 
phrase that 
describes 
this story 

X.a. Meaning made 
by researcher from 
field texts (data, 
memos,chronology) 
that relates to the 
story (X.) 
X.b. Other 
distinct, meaning 
made by the 
researcher from 
field texts and their 
experience with the 
participant that 
relates to the story. 

a. Chronology entry 
documenting item 
X.a. 
b. Chronology entry 
documenting item 
X.b. 
a.b. Chronology 
entry documenting 
item X.a. and X.b. 

a. Excerpt directly from field notes 
(interview transcripts, journal 
entries, etc.) that documents item 
X.a. in the participant’s told 
experiences. 
a.b. Excerpt directly from field 
notes that documents both item X.a. 
and X.b. directly in the participant’s 
told experiences. 

1. Coming 
to the 
military. 

1.a. Participant’s 
decision to join 
military was 
influenced more by 
his community and 
associations rather 
than a family 
tradition. 
1.b. Participant 
viewed military 
enlistment as a step 
in his career path 
toward aviation, 
rather than an iden-
tity or destination. 

a. Met close friend 
(< age 18) with 
military parents 
a. Joined the [State] 
National Guard with 
a six-year contract 
(age 18) 
a.b. Transferred 
from [State] 
National Guard to 
the [Home State] 
National Guard three 
years into his 
contract (age 21) 

a.b. Interview 1: Participant 1: 
[00:04:07] And then after talking to 
some people, they were like, ‘You 
should enlist, and you'll have just 
no problem commissioning as an 
officer and flying’ is basically like, 
I was doing it to fly.  
a. Interview 2: Participant 1: 
[00:46:13] Well so, my I guess my 
grandparents… it's not like direct 
above like I'm a military kid, but 
they were supportive. 

 

Fig. 4. Synthesis table used to organize events, excerpts, and the meaning made by researchers 



We interpret the table (left to right) as the small stories (e.g., 1. Coming to the military) 
comprising a list of lettered “meanings made” by the researcher from memos (e.g., 1.a. 
Participant’s decision to join the military… and 1.b. Participant viewed his military 
enlistment…), and evidence from 3D Narrative Space (i.e., chronology events and memo-ing 
excerpts that captures the participants’ experiences and support the meaning made by the 
researcher). Evidence is marked by letters corresponding to the “Meaning Making” item they 
support. Thus, “a. Met close friend whose parents are military (<  age 18)” supports the item 1.a. 
in the Meaning Making column and “a.b. Transferred to the Alaska National Guard three years 
into his contract (age 21)” supports both items 1.a. and 1.b. in the Meaning Making column. 
Shaded rows (Figure 4) indicate predetermined story topics across all participants based on the 
research purpose and puzzle, while unshaded rows indicate stories unique to the participant 
emerging from the student researcher’s work. 

Constructing big stories as interim texts. We found that the format of the synthesis 
table (Figure 4) was beneficial for excavating, organizing, and documenting small stories, but did 
not provide a step off point for writing researcher narratives. Writing “big” stories (interim texts), 
shown in Figure 5, allowed the student researcher to bring together the previous work done 
through memo-ing (Figure 2), chronological ordering (Figure 3), and meaning making (Figure 
4). Big stories center on the participant’s experience and focus on the topic heading of the story. 
Big stories, written by the student researcher, are shared orally with the response group,  PI, and 
all student researchers in the group) during scheduled team meetings wherein the group listens to 
the stories and propose questions about details that are unclear to drive further excavation, 
storying, and re-storying (i.e., revision). The student researcher records these questions, or 
“wonderings,” going back to the field texts to further explore the participant’s small stories.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Fig. 5. “Big” story (interim text) composed from “small” stories constructed from field text memo-ing, chronology, 

and meaning making. 

Participant 1’s Military Experience Big Story 
Participant 1 enlisted in the [State] Air National Guard the same weekend he enrolled in 
classes at [University]. He served in the [State] Guard for three years, doing monthly drills 
in [City], approximately [<100]  miles south of [University]. After three years of taking 
monthly trips to [City], Participant 1 transferred to the [Home State] Air National Guard, 
thinking it was more in line with his future career goals of finding an engineering job in 
[Home State] after graduation since, with this transfer, he would do quarterly drills in 
[Home State]. His military service has been domestic field maintenance, though he was 
once slotted to be deployed to Afghanistan; he did not go for two reasons: (a) because by 
the time of his scheduled deployment, service members were being pulled from 
Afghanistan due to end of the conflict there, and (b) because of the Covid pandemic. He is 
slotted to deploy to Germany after graduation. Serving in the National Guard has been one 
of the “big things” going on in Participant 1’s life. He has experienced delays in receiving 
his due pay from the Guard. It would take another decade of service before any 
opportunities for a career in aviation would be presented. He felt as if, “with a degree [he] 
could be somewhere else.” He is currently looking for an engineering job in [Home State]. 
Response Group feedback: How did he come to THIS future goal? Discuss more about 
the back and forth between engineering and aviation. Capture the essence and change. 
 

 



For example, in our response group discussions, members propose questions such as “I wonder 
why you (student researcher) chose to use [specific phrase] when discussing [event in the 
participant’s story]?” or “It seems like [participant] tends to use view [role] as a duty rather than 
an interest. I wonder if he ever says that in his interviews?” Response group discussions serve 
three purposes: (a) guide the student researcher in furthering excavating and re/storying 
participant’s stories,  (b) ensure stories maintain the participant’s voice and attend to 3D 
Narrative space (time, place and sociality), and 3) support engaging story writing that can 
connect to broad audiences to improve transferability of findings. The cycle of excavating and 
storying field texts, re/storying and refining stories with a response group continues until the 
interim texts center the participant experiences and provide enough detail to inform narrative 
research texts that will be able to shed light on the research puzzle and the so-what of the inquiry. 
Findings and representation. We begin to develop narrative representations of our findings by 
constructing narratives (research texts) using the small and big stories (field and interim texts).  

Constructing narratives. Using the language of literary writing, we relate our position 
of writing small and big stories (field and interim texts) to a third person narration limited to a 
single point of view, that of the participant. Alternatively, narratives (research texts) are  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Fig. 6. Early narrative research text (third person omniscient) about professional identity development, which is a 
predetermined narrative topic related to the research puzzle. 

 

written from a first or a third person omniscient perspective, since we as researchers integrate 
participants’ small and big stories and our own stories of experience (I-Stories) in writing 
narratives (research texts). Generally, no distinctly new events or stories of the participant’s 
experience show up in these narratives; small stories and big stories are used to construct 
narratives to ensure narratives are rooted in participants’ experiences. A key difference between 
stories and narratives is that small stories often represent idiosyncratic and unpredicted 
experiences of individual participants, while narratives are usually developed around 
predetermined topics that are closely tied to the research puzzle and invite “thinking with theory” 
[40] across narratives. In our study, we determined we would write narratives about participants’ 
experience of military-to-civilian transition, veteran and engineering identity development, and 

Participant 1 Professional Identity Development Narrative 
As Participant 1 continued through classes and his service, some connections to identities 
within engineering and the military began to grow: A military identity as “Air Guard” 
because it is “one of the big things that [he has] going on” and an engineering identity as he 
began to pursue vocational development specific to engineering. Perhaps influenced by the 
hands-on nature of his military service, Participant 1 didn’t claim an engineering identity 
until he had professional experience to justify it. Rather than identifying himself as a 
mechanical and aerospace engineer because of his experience studying in the major, 
Participant 1 described his engineering identity as a “mechanical and aerospace engineering 
student,” because that is what he studies,  a “propulsion researcher” because that is what he 
has researched, and a “civil engineer” because in one of the internships, he worked is in that 
field. In contrast, Participant 1 identifies himself as a “pilot,” “just cause [he is] proud of 
[earning his flight license while in college].” The differences in attitude toward his military 
service, engineering education, and aviation experiences suggest that Participant 1 chooses 
to develop surface level military identity because he has lower personal interest or 
investment in the military compared to engineering or aviation. 

 



SVSM community cultural wealth in engineering based on our research puzzle: how do SVSM 
participate (transition and integrate), persist (SVSM community cultural wealth), and produce 
professional identities in undergraduate engineering degree programs? 
 ‘Thinking with theory’ across narratives. As the narrative inquiry proceeds with each 
participant, I continue one-on-one conversational interviews (storytelling sessions) until each 
participant no longer wishes to participate, graduates with an undergraduate engineering degree, 
or leaves their engineering program (either transfers out of engineering or leaves the institution). 
Resultantly, our team engages several participants in storytelling in parallel. Participant identities 
are anonymized, kept confidential and are not disclosed to other participants, members of the 
larger research team (response group), or in written texts. While storytelling interviews can occur 
with each participant until they exit the study, much of the analysis process (data preparation, 
memo-ing, chronology, identification/organization of small stories, and construction /revision of 
big stories with response group feedback) can occur as soon as data is available, To maintain 
project momentum, student researchers conduct analyses coincident with PI data collection.  
Once participants’ early narratives are refined through multiple iterations of sharing with the 
response group, the response group/research team considers the narratives, within and across as 
in multi-case research, using “micro-level theory” [30].  We use theory to “…think with [our] 
data … to accomplish a reading of data that is both within and against interpretivism” [41, p. 
261].  Going against or beyond interpretivism means we use theory to avoid “…writing up 
transparent narratives that do little to critique the complexities of social life” [p.261] and that 
serve only to “…reproduce what we already think, know and experience” [p.69]. We “plug” one 
narrative “in” to another, or into theory, or theory into narrative, to create something new [41]. 
As PI, I take responsibility for writing first-person, final narrative research texts to be shared 
with public audiences.  Our final research texts will scaffold findings with critical and identity 
theories and compare participant and researcher narratives to communicate the personal, 
practical, and social significance of the inquiry and creating knowledge for research and practice. 
Implications of this work  
Many engineering education researchers who are dedicated to pushing past the status quo are 
also drawn to the power of stories to catalyze and accelerate student-centered change. In this 
method paper, we accomplish three objectives developed to spur and safeguard the healthy 
growth of narrative research practice in engineering education. First, by highlighting a growing 
and evolving use of narrative as a research tool in the field over the past 15 years, we continue 
the conversation already energized around narrative research in engineering education. Next, we 
synthesize our understandings of narrative inquiry (methodology) as theorized and applied in the 
social science literature. In doing so, we extend the narrative conversation by documenting and 
sharing a methodological script that communicates our narrative inquiry process to the EER 
community. Finally, we enact the conversation, applying our methodological script in the context 
of an ongoing EER study. We provide an example of one potential way to apply narrative inquiry 
(methodology) to EER. In conclusion, we invite our EER community to consider, debate, adapt, 
or potentially apply bits or pieces of the ideas presented herein to develop deeper understandings 
of their own research puzzles. 
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