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MAPPING THE UNSAID: VISUALIZING QUEER-LY & SCHOLAR-LY 
BECOMING IN THE DOCTORAL MILESTONE 

ABSTARCT 

The purpose of this WIP research paper is to explore the non-linear, affective, and identity-laden 
dimensions of the doctoral milestone experience for a queer, first-generation, international 
student. This work challenges the normalized violence embedded in academic milestones, 
enacted through expectations of objectivity, productivity, and conformity that often silence 
emotional labor, grief, and cultural displacement. Guided by Deleuze and Guattari’s Deleuze & 
Guattari (1987) concept of the rhizome, this ongoing autoethnography reframes the doctoral 
milestone not as a discrete evaluative checkpoint but as a dynamic, entangled process of 
becoming. Drawing on personal journals, visual collages, and peer dialogues, and analyzed 
through rhizomatic mapping, this study traces how ruptures, moments of disorientation, loss, and 
resistance, generate new connections between identity, belonging, and intellectual growth. 

Preliminary findings are presented in a visual rhizomatic map, a collage-based representation 
that layers text, imagery, and affect to illustrate the entanglement of learning, grief, institutional 
navigation, and identity formation. This visual form serves not as an illustration but as an 
analytic product, an embodied articulation of how marginalized scholars navigate and reimagine 
academic spaces structured by ableist and cis-heteropatriarchal norms. Early reflections suggest 
that grief operates as both rupture and catalyst for scholarly transformation, unsettling 
conventional narratives of merit and success. By surfacing these embodied tensions, this work 
seeks to humanize the doctoral process and interrogate the epistemic violence inherent in 
traditional academic rituals. Future stages of this research will extend this analysis through 
continued journaling and collaborative interpretation, exploring how grief-informed and queer 
methodologies can foster institutional compassion and reimagine what counts as rigor in 
engineering education research. 

Keywords: autoethnography, rhizome, grief, doctoral education, queer methodology, visual 
methods 

INTRODUCTION 

Comprehensive examinations have long operated as pivotal milestones in doctoral education, 
commonly marking the transition from advanced coursework to independent dissertation 
research. In North American doctoral programs, comprehensive exams emerged alongside 
expanding graduate enrollments and institutional desires to standardize evaluation of doctoral 
readiness (Estrem & Lucas, 2003; Weir et al., 2017). Although the structure and expectations of 
comprehensive exams varied across disciplines and institutions, this milestone was typically 
positioned as a checkpoint where students demonstrated disciplinary command, synthesized 
literatures, and articulated defensible scholarly arguments before proceeding to dissertation work 



(Estrem & Lucas, 2003; Weir et al., 2017). However, doctoral milestones rarely unfold as clean, 
linear sequences. Research on doctoral socialization and the transition to independent research 
suggested that milestones also functioned as identity-shaping moments, where students navigated 
expectations about preparedness, productivity, and performance while learning what it meant to 
become a researcher (Gardner, 2008; Lovitts, 2005). 

These dynamics were especially salient within Engineering Education Research (EER), an 
interdisciplinary field shaped by ongoing debates about legitimacy, rigor, and knowledge of 
production. EER developed from scattered inquiries into a recognized scholarly community with 
its own representational practices, publication venues, and methodological tensions (Borrego et 
al., 2008; Klassen & Case, 2022). As EER doctoral pathways expanded in the United States, 
institutional mappings documented the growth of specialized degrees, certificates, and faculty 
profiles connected to engineering education scholarship (Aslam & Villanueva Alarcón, 2023, 
2024). Yet EER doctoral training often demanded boundary-spanning work: students integrated 
engineering content knowledge with education theory, research methodology, and justice-
attentive frameworks while navigating competing epistemologies across STEM and social 
science traditions (Borrego & Cutler, 2010; Klassen & Case, 2022).  

In parallel, engineering education has been theorized as a cultural system shaped by historically 
dominant norms, such as meritocracy and narrow constructions of objectivity, that influenced 
who was seen as belonging and what forms of knowledge were treated as legitimate (Godfrey & 
Parker, 2010). In this context, the comprehensive exam did not simply assess what EER doctoral 
students knew; it also mediated how students were socialized into particular scholarly identities 
and disciplinary expectations.  

Despite the centrality of comprehensive exams in doctoral training, many accounts of this 
milestone foregrounded process and outcomes while under-documenting the affective and 
embodied labor through which students lived the exam. Humanizing and justice-centered 
scholarship in higher education has argued that academic development could not be separated 
from power, identity, and relational experience, particularly for students navigating multiple 
marginalizations (Hooks, 1994; Kezar & Maxey, 2012). Related critiques of the academy 
highlighted how institutional norms could reproduce inequity by narrowing what counted as 
legitimate knowledge and by rendering vulnerability, grief, and cultural displacement 
academically unspeakable (Berry & Mizelle, 2006; Patton & Bondi, 2015). Within EER, scholars 
have likewise argued for centering marginalized voices and for methodological approaches, such 
as autoethnography, that make visible what traditional academic narratives often omit (Martin & 
Garza, 2020). 

This paper used autoethnography to examine the doctoral comprehensive exam as an affective, 
relational, and identity-laden experience for a queer, first-generation, international doctoral 
student in engineering education. Autoethnography supported an analytic stance that situated 
personal narrative within broader cultural and institutional contexts, enabling reflexive attention 



to how academic rituals were experienced, interpreted, and negotiated (Ellis et al., 2011). Rather 
than framing the comprehensive exam as a discrete hurdle, this study drew on Deleuze & 
Guattari (1987) concept of the rhizome to conceptualize the exam as a nonlinear process of 
becoming shaped by multiplicity, rupture, and recursive connection across ideas, relationships, 
and institutional demands (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Because EER has also been described as a 
community of practice built through participation, legitimacy, and shared meaning-making, the 
comprehensive exam was examined here as a site where belonging and scholarly identity were 
formed through relational and institutional encounters (Klassen & Case, 2022; Wenger & Snyder, 
2000). 

By foregrounding grief, cultural distance, and queer belonging as constitutive of doctoral work 
rather than incidental to it, this autoethnography contributed a humanizing account of 
comprehensive exams and extended ongoing conversations about equity and epistemic justice in 
doctoral education (Berry & Mizelle, 2006; Martin & Garza, 2020). 

METHODS 

This study employed autoethnography to examine how a doctoral comprehensive exam was lived 
as an affective, relational, and identity-forming milestone for a queer, first-generation, 
international doctoral student in Engineering Education. Autoethnography was appropriate 
because it positioned the self as both subject and analyst while situating personal experience 
within broader cultural and institutional contexts (Ellis et al., 2011). The study was guided by the 
research question: How do doctoral students navigate the comprehensive exam experience, and 
in what ways does it shape their transition from student to researcher? Rather than treating the 
exam as a discrete evaluative event, the inquiry was conceptually anchored in Deleuze and 
Guattari’s (1987) rhizome, which oriented the analysis toward nonlinearity, multiplicity, rupture, 
and connection.  

 

Figure 1. Visual representation of a rhizome (ginger) used to anchor the study’s rhizomatic 
conceptual framework. 



A rhizome, in its botanical sense, is a horizontal underground stem (e.g., ginger) that spreads 
through multiple shoots and nodes, growing outward in many directions rather than from a single 
trunk or root. Deleuze and Guattari mobilized this form as a metaphor for knowledge and 
becoming, meaning develops through networks of relation, multiple entry points, and unexpected 
connections rather than through linear progression or hierarchical order (Deleuze & Guattari, 
1987). To support this conceptual framing, I included an image of ginger to represent a rhizome 
visually and to anchor the rhizomatic logic that guided the inquiry. 

Data were collected over a two-month period in 2024 and included three primary sources: (a) 
personal journal reflections, (b) artistic collages, and (c) memory recall with informal peer 
dialogues. Journal entries documented shifting thoughts, affective states, and sense-making 
during exam preparation and writing, and journaling continued after the written portion to 
deepen reflection and support analytic revisiting of the experience (Ellis et al., 2011).  

Visual collages were created in Apple Notes and included screenshots of messages exchanged 
with peers and close friends, photos taken or received during the exam period, and music listened 
to while writing; these artifacts served as affective records that captured sensory and relational 
dimensions not fully represented in text. In addition, memory recall drew on voice notes, text 
exchanges, and reflection prompts that had been produced during the exam period, enabling 
reconstruction of moments of uncertainty, support, and decision-making as they occurred and 
foregrounding the relational nature of navigating the milestone. Across sources, data were treated 
as interconnected traces rather than discrete units, consistent with rhizomatic commitments 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). 

Analysis followed a process of rhizomatic cartography that emphasized mapping over 
categorizing. To enhance depth and coherence in autoethnographic interpretation, I engaged in 
iterative cycles of immersion and return across modalities (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022). I began with 
prolonged familiarization through repeated reading of journal entries and repeated viewing of 
visual collages, alongside analytic memoing to track shifts in meaning over time. I then used 
descriptive, emotion, and in vivo coding as points of entry, methods that supported attention to 
affective intensities and authentic language, while resisting the impulse to stabilize findings into 
fixed themes (Saldaña, 2016). Building from these codes, I traced narrative lines and moments of 
rupture (e.g., grief events, institutional constraints, relational tensions) and mapped how these 
discontinuities generated new connections among intellectual work, emotional labor, institutional 
navigation, and identity formation (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).  

Excerpts included in the rhizomatic map were selected through iterative memoing and coding 
cycles, prioritizing moments of affective intensity, rupture, and relational significance. Selection 
was guided by their capacity to function as representative nodes in the map and to illustrate 
connections across experiences, rather than to achieve thematic saturation. The analytic product 
thus took the form of a layered narrative and visual mapping that foregrounded entanglement and 
“lines of flight” rather than closure. 



Reflexivity was sustained throughout through memoing, iterative interpretation, and explicit 
attention to how my positionality shaped what was recorded, remembered, and made meaningful 
(Ellis et al., 2011). Although the study centered my lived experience, ethical care remained 
essential because peer communications were included as contextual traces; accordingly, I used 
pseudonyms, paraphrased identifying content, and obtained consent for any direct quotations. 
Rigor was supported through autoethnographic quality criteria emphasizing authenticity, 
resonance, reflexivity, and contribution, while aligning with engineering education scholarship 
that argues for centering marginalized voice as a methodological and ethical commitment 
(Martin & Garza, 2020; Paul et al., 2025a, 2025b; Yang, 2024). 

FINDINGS 

The Findings section was organized through a rhizomatic lens that traced the comprehensive 
exam as an entangled process of becoming rather than a linear milestone. Figure 2 served as the 
primary analytic map, with labeled nodes guiding how rupture, support, learning, and identity 
formation connected across the experience. Figure 2 presented my rhizomatic map, a visual-
analytic representation of the comprehensive exam experience. Although the plant depicted is not 
a botanical rhizome, it is interpreted rhizomatically because its branching and continuously 
extending form foregrounds relation over hierarchy and growth as proliferation rather than linear 
progress.  

The central stem functions as a provisional anchor rather than a single origin, while the leaves 
operate as multiple entry points into the network, allowing readers to encounter nodes without a 
fixed starting point or sequence. In this sense, the figure enacted intermezzo, because becoming 
was traced in the middle, across crossings and returns, rather than as a stable progression from 
“before” to “after.” The excerpts that grounded the interpretations in this section were displayed 
as labeled nodes in Figure 2, which readers may use as a companion text to follow how moments 
of rupture, support, and insight were mapped in relation to one another. Importantly, the 
“branches” in Figure 2 should not be read as themes in the conventional qualitative sense. 
Thematic framing typically implies bounded categories and interpretive closure, whereas a 
rhizomatic orientation resists partitioning experience into stable containers and instead 
emphasizes porousness, overlap, and continual re-connection. 

Branch A interpreted intellectual growth as an iterative, recursive practice of learning rather than 
a sequential pathway toward mastery. Preparation and writing unfolded through cycles of 
uncertainty, reorientation, and renewed connection-making across ideas, tools, and scholarly 
resources. Understanding emerged through revisiting and recombining literature, comparing 
frameworks across contexts, and experimenting with strategies for synthesis, which positioned 
scholarly voice as something composed through return, revision, and recompositing rather than 
linear accumulation. Branch B mapped the emotional labor of sustaining scholarly work amid 
uncertainty, grief, and vulnerability, treating affect as constitutive of the exam experience rather 
than separate from cognition. The exam became a site where transnational grief, disrupted 





mourning rituals, and academic timelines converged, producing uncertainty shaped by distance, 
immigration precarity, and the embodied limits of attention and capacity. In this branch, grief 
operated simultaneously as rupture and catalyst, interrupting expected rhythms of productivity 
while reorganizing what counted as urgency, care, and survival within doctoral work.  

Branch C interpreted the comprehensive exam as an institutional structure lived through an 
uneven ecology of support. Formal requirements provided the outer frame, yet navigation 
depended on relational and networked supports that were sometimes present, sometimes 
procedural, and sometimes insufficient for the complexity of the moment. Institutional 
touchpoints often addressed logistics more readily than emotional realities, while informal 
supports functioned as affective anchors that shaped endurance and belonging, underscoring 
support as a shifting assemblage rather than a stable resource. Branch D conceptualized the exam 
as a formative site of researcher identity formation rather than a mere demonstration of 
competence. Scholarly becoming emerged through writing, reflection, and dialogue, where 
producing text functioned as both intellectual practice and self-making. Identity did not 
crystallize at a single evaluative moment but took shape across iterative attempts to articulate 
voice, integrate method with purpose, and interpret rupture as part of scholarly formation. 

Together, these branches framed the comprehensive exam experience as rhizomatic. Learning, 
grief, institutional navigation, and identity formation were not separable strands but entangled 
lines that connected and recombined across time. Readers may return to Figure 2 to trace how 
the labeled nodes substantiated these interpretive claims and to see how meaning was produced 
through relation, recursion, and intermezzo rather than linear progression. 

CONCLUSION 

This work-in-progress autoethnography refigured the doctoral comprehensive exam as a 
rhizomatic process of becoming that was lived through entanglements among learning, grief, 
institutional navigation, and queer, transnational identity. The rhizomatic map functioned as an 
analytic product, not a decorative summary, because it assembled textual and visual traces to 
show how meaning was produced through rupture, return, and re-connection rather than through 
linear progression. 

This paper advanced four knowledge claims about doctoral milestones in engineering education 
research contexts. First, the comprehensive exam was experienced as an identity-forming event, 
not only an assessment of competence. Researcher identity was composed across iterative 
practices of writing, reflection, and dialogue, where scholarly voice emerged through 
recomposition rather than arrival. Second, grief operated as a structuring force in doctoral work. 
It reorganized time, attention, and capacity, while also generating new orientations to purpose 
and persistence. This claim aligned with scholarship showing that grief during doctoral study can 
be simultaneously disruptive and transformative, including autoethnographic work that 
documented how parental loss reshaped meaning-making and sustained doctoral continuation 



(Ridgway, 2023). Third, institutional structures were lived as an uneven ecology of support. The 
milestone’s formal requirements set the frame, but endurance often depended on informal 
networks that carried emotional and relational labor that institutions did not reliably recognize. 
Fourth, when the purpose and design of comprehensive exams remained unclear, the milestone 
risked amplifying confusion and stress rather than supporting scholarly development.  

Recent mixed-methods research on doctoral comprehensive examinations similarly reported 
student confusion about exam purpose and called for clearer, more development-oriented designs 
that fit local contexts (Liu et al., 2024). Taken together, these claims suggested that doctoral 
milestones can reproduce epistemic violence when they treat affect, vulnerability, and cultural 
displacement as irrelevant to rigor. 

Future stages of this research will extend the rhizomatic cartography through continued 
journaling, iterative collage-making, and collaborative interpretation to deepen the temporal and 
relational dimensions of the analysis. In addition, future work will incorporate dialogic 
engagement with other doctoral students to trace how similar or divergent experiences of grief, 
support, and identity formation emerge across contexts, as well as to explore how rhizomatic and 
visual methods can be taken up as shared analytic practices. These efforts aim to further examine 
how grief-informed and queer methodologies can cultivate more compassionate doctoral 
infrastructures and inform the redesign of milestone practices toward greater clarity, care, and 
inclusivity. Rather than treating the comprehensive exam as a neutral checkpoint, this study 
positions it as a cultural ritual that shapes what becomes speakable, whose labor is recognized, 
and what forms of scholarly life become possible. 
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