
Chapter 3:
METHODOLOGY
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Overview of the chapter

This chapter introduces the methodology I use in this thesis and it does so in a way that 

also demonstrates some of the arts-based methods of inquiry I have used. This means 

that although there is a conceptual or propositional framework, there is more focus on 

the experiential and presentational ways of knowing about the methodology. 

The formulation of this thesis and methodology was derived from and reflects my 

values, professional concerns and interests. Hatch (2002) argues that as a qualitative 

researcher:

The capacities to be reflexive, to keep track of one’s influences on a setting, 

to bracket one’s biases, and to monitor one’s emotional responses are the 

same capacities that allow researchers to get close enough to human action 

to understand what is going on. (p. 10)

Therefore, to ensure the trustworthiness and integrity of this study, it is essential as a 

researcher that I make explicit my personal values and the way in which I respond to 

the world. I am aware of the challenge to be open to the different views of others, to 

notice new ways of seeing, and to be aware of how others might perceive the world 

differently. 

This chapter emphasises participatory arts-based methods. Participatory inquiry is 

based on an objective-subjective reality, and affirms practical knowledge in human 

experience. The emphasis is “on the person as an embodied experiencing subject among 

other subjects, its assertion of the living creative cosmos we co-inhabit, and its emphasis 

on the integration of action with knowing” (Heron & Reason, 1997, p. 4). There is 

constant exchange between knowing and acting in this participatory paradigm. Heron 

and Reason claim that there are different ways of knowing: experiential, presentational, 

propositional and practical. This methodology is based on the “cooperative relations 

between co-researchers; and an axiology that affirms the primary value of practical 

knowing in the service of human flourishing” (1997, p. 274).
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My understanding of Heron and Reason’s four ways of knowing is that:

 Experiential knowing comes from direct encounter with persons, places or things. •	
 Presentational knowing is what emerges in the process of coming to an •	
understanding of experiential knowing. It involves intuition, and awareness 

of our inner world. We then symbolise this in “graphic, plastic, musical, vocal 

and verbal art forms” (1997, p. 274).

 Propositional knowing is knowing about something, conceptualising what •	
has emerged in the experiential and presentational knowing and expressing 

understanding in statements and theories. 

 Practical knowing involves “how to” do something. It requires skill and •	
competency and presupposes the three previous ways of knowing.

My strength is in doing, in the practical knowing, thus I appreciate the fact that 

Heron (1996) argues that quest for knowledge needs to move “beyond justification, 

beyond the concern for validity and truth values, into the celebration of being values, 

by showing them forth” (p. 34). 

The fundamental value of the participatory paradigm is that it is grounded in the 

experiential life world. The different ways of knowing are connected but not 

commensurate with each other, and the relational values and reflexivity or “critical 

subjectivity” are seen as central to rigorous inquiry. Heron and Reason (1997) view 

participatory inquiry as an opportunity to allow us to:

Join with other fellow humans in collaborative forms of inquiry. It places 

us back in relation with the living world and we note that to be in relation 

means that we live with the rest of creation as relatives, with all rights and 

obligation that implies. (p. 2)

The notion of co-construction is extended to the interaction of the self with the material 

world. As Richardson (1997) suggests, “[t]he research self is not separable from the 

lived self. Who we are and what we can be, what we can study, and how we can write 

what we study are all tied together” (p. 197). All of these understandings impact on 

this inquiry.
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In the first section of this chapter I am explicit about what I have called my “values 

filter”. This inquiry has been filtered through a number of values. These values are 

emergent ongoing approximations of meaning and are as follows: multiple ways of 

knowing, emergence, spiritual interrelatedness, and mindfulness of the body’s impact 

on living and learning.

The second section outlines the collaborative exploration with my professional 

supervisor, of research paradigms through the use of sand trays. It explores some 

relevant research paradigms and methodologies including positivism, post positivism, 

(specifically phenomenology and heuristic inquiry), and participatory inquiry. 

The third part of this chapter focuses on the MIECAT procedures of inquiry used in 

this research. It explores them both through collaborative sand play work with my 

supervisor, and through reflection with a small group of MIECAT staff and students.

My values filter

Multiple ways of knowing. 

As I have noted, I have a preference and a need for practical knowing that arises from 

the experience of depicting something through the creative arts, and I approached the 

methodology chapter from a slightly different orientation from that usually presented 

in academic papers. 

I, along with my professional supervisor, began exploring the various research 

paradigms by reading texts in the social and human sciences. We followed this with 

presentational forming of our understandings using sand tray images. These offered us 

greater experiential access to understanding different research paradigms and how my 

research is located within and around these and associated approaches.

My awareness of attending to different paradigms through my own values filter, despite 

my attempts to bracket out and put aside what is known, has left me wondering how 

any writer orients the reader to other approaches to research, except through their own 

value systems.
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A multi-modal process of inquiry, which encourages many creative arts forms, allows 

for different modes of knowing that can lead to greater understanding of self and 

others, their interactions, how we learn and how best to facilitate learning. Such a 

multi-modal process is central to this inquiry. In the past, visual arts and other modes 

of representations, such as poetry, enabled me to access and focus in on my body 

sensations and the feelings and thoughts that encompassed my experience. As Todres 

(2004) articulates, “the body is an intentional body, primordially relational and 

co-arising with its situation that is not just fleshly perceptual but also full of implicit 

meanings and relational understanding” (p. 44).

Even before becoming a student at MIECAT, I expressed my experiences informally 

through visual mandalas. I reflected on these and hoped they might help me to know 

more about myself and others. All through this time I queried whether my definition of 

reflection matched everyone else’s and whether I was on the right track. The MIECAT 

process has offered me a multi-modal and a trustworthy approach to an open exploration 

that uses multiple ways of knowing.

Emergence.

Emergence requires an attitude of openness and exploration. As Bohm suggests “when 

we set a purpose we set it only as a beginning, as a point of departure, not as a purpose 

we hold on to … purpose flows out of significance and value and that’s what we are 

exploring”. (1990, para. 3)

Experience is relationally mediated and the process of connection and exploration, 

understanding and making sense of our lives as they unfold, is an ongoing challenge. 

“Making that connection is the essence which others have identified as the privilege 

of teaching” (Gleeson, 2004, p. 29). This does not just happen. Both will and desire 

are at the heart of openness to changes in our sense of self and our life’s purpose. Our 

decisions and choices are what direct the journey of life and shape our ways of being 

in the world.
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It has been through the experience of staying with the unfamiliar and with my own 

doubts, that I have come to realise the importance of personal questions and of looking 

at all aspects of a situation. This process requires an ability to trust that knowing will 

emerge. Somerville (2010) highlights that “emergence happens in the space between 

data” (p. 225). Staying with what is emerging and being open to the unexpected enables 

one to process one’s material as it unfolds. I have come to value the expansive approach, 

where I trust the emerging process, where all things are potentially meaningful, and 

meanings shift and hold significance in particular times and places.

 Spiritual interrelatedness.

Spirituality has always been important to me where an ongoing relationship with self and 

others, with the environment, and with God, is core to my being. My understanding of 

God arises from an embodied, relational, interactive intersubjective dialogue not only 

with other human beings but with all created life. Epistemologically, I operate from a 

view that it is through our relationships that we come to know ourselves and others, 

and this knowing is in service of us all making healthy choices for living. This is the 

spirit of my God. I know that with this spirit I have a capacity to listen, to empathise 

with others and I am able to resonate and companion another in his/her search for 

living a better life. I feel I have an ability to confront situations compassionately as my 

empathy enables me to try to enter into the experience of the other. This is I think, 

a consequence of struggling with my own experience of aloneness in chronic pain 

and my inability to put words to it. However I have learnt that one can never really 

comprehend another’s pain or suffering. This whole experience of being with another’s 

pain has brought me to the cutting edge of my own growth. I have a great ability to feel 

empathetically with others in their suffering but it can sometimes be a temptation to 

identify my experience of suffering with theirs. Increasingly, I am trying to companion 

others and to encourage them to give expression to their experience at the same time as 

respecting their personal choices. 

The integration of suffering and spirituality can lead to growth and make us more 

compassionate. Our longing for a pain-free world, devoid of destruction, actually 

occurs from a false sense of adulthood. O’Murchu (2010) suggests:
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The adult task therefore is not to try to rid the world of suffering, a strategy 

that almost certainly will exacerbate the suffering that already exists, but 

to discern which forms of suffering are necessary for evolutionary growth 

and development as distinct from those which are caused by inappropriate 

human interference, the type that typically militate against creation’s 

wholesome unfolding. (p. 135)

Mindfulness of the body’s impact on living and learning. 

Gustafson (1997) claims that “to engage in embodied learning is to resist the dominant 

discourse about teaching and learning” (p. 52). Since the body is the way in which we 

experience the world, mediating all processes of learning, all experience is therefore embodied 

(Levin & Solomon, 1990). Satina and Hultgren (2001) also argue that education is best 

centred on the body as the subject of experience, rather than as an object or a forgotten entity. 

Recognizing the body as subject of being rather than as object acknowledges that beneath 

the attempts to separate aspects of our being, which often occurs in educational settings, 

there exists an underlying, unified being that is not subject to separation. (p. 521)

Even though I value reflection and its place in lifelong learning, this has not come easily 

to me. In living with chronic pain, I have found it difficult to spend concentrated time 

in study and indeed, in reflective practice. Since my accident in adolescence I have 

needed to find unconventional ways of immersing myself in learning that enabled me to 

adjust to my body’s needs and demands. While implementing multi-modal approaches 

was unconventional in my early years of dealing with chronic pain, now the use of the 

arts in supporting people in dealing with illness and pain is more common. Stuckley 

and Nobel (2008), in their review of the relationship between engagement in art and 

health outcomes report on the study undertaken by Nainis, Ratner, Wirth, Lai, & Shott 

(2006) in which patients reported initial evidence of the efficacy of mindful art therapy 

in reducing pain. Monti, Peterson, Kunkel, Hauck, Pequignot & Rhodes (2006) also 

found that women who engaged in art making demonstrated statistically significant 

decreases in symptoms of physical and emotional distress during hospital treatments.

Through the experience of what felt like the stumbling imprecision of the embodied, 

pain mediated restrictions of my learning process, I have come to value being present 

to my own vulnerability. This has heightened my awareness of others’ susceptibilities, 

and has moved me to value deeply different modes of embodied expression.
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Exploring approaches to research

For the past nine years Stella Mountjouris, a MIECAT staff member, has been my 

professional supervisor. As a member of the Campus Ministry team, I was required to 

undertake professional supervision, and I chose to work with Stella for her ability to 

be present to me and her capacity to use the MIECAT form of inquiry in supervision. 

I also felt that Stella would understand me as a person living with chronic pain as she 

had her own experience of living with a significant physical disability.

In this current research and with my supervisor, we proceeded to “unpack” or illuminate 

the methodological orientations relevant to this inquiry which could be seen as “brave 

and bold in the face of potential criticism from traditionalists” (Burton & Bartlett, 2005, 

p. 185). I hope, however, that I can demonstrate the understandings these multi-modal 

methods produced, as well as showing how we went about some of the methods of 

inquiry used throughout this research. It should be noted that this inquiry moves from 

propositional through presentational to experiential knowing. Later in this research, many 

of the inquiries move in the opposite direction, beginning from experiential knowing.

Our process was as follows:

I met with Stella for two hours at a time, over several weeks. We each separately selected 

key words from texts we had committed to read that described the different approaches 

relevant to the inquiry. Then, using the selected key words, we:

Read these out loud •	
Noticed our “felt sense” of the most resonant key words•	
Represented this felt sense resonance using objects that were placed in a sand tray•	
Photographed the sand tray as we built it up collaboratively, by taking turns•	
Recorded our intersubjective dialogue •	
Re-experienced the recorded dialogue•	
Together created a short poetic summary that seemed to capture our knowing•	
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Figure 20 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2008, Photograph of Stella MOUTJOURIS bookcase with sand trays object

Positivist paradigm. 

The intrinsic belief within positivist thinking is scientific objectivity and that all research 

should be fully replicable. Research such as this study, where the main concern is the 

unique experience of individuals and embodied learning, clearly highlights that this 

work doesn’t fit into the positivist paradigm

While this world view is not relevant to this particular research, I am aware that the post-

positivist and post-modern inquiries sit alongside the positivist approaches to research. 

For this reason, and to make more explicit my relationship with certain positivist research 

and with those researchers that value this, I felt it important to include positivism in 

this section.

the following key words were chosen from our readings about the positivist 

paradigm.

observed reality, control, power, authority, theories and explanations 

related to what has been observed, instrumentation, measured, 

examined, subject object split, observation = objectivity, 

quantifiable, research is done on others not with others, 

others seem foreign and strange
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stella’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing sand tray.

The next step we took was to note the words that were most strongly resonant with 

a felt sense. We then used these words and our resonances to explore further in a 

presentational form. Stella began by choosing sand play figures she associated with the 

positivist paradigm, and recording her description of them.

Figure 21 - Stella MOUTJOURIS, 2008, Positivist paradigm sand tray

There is a cowboy (my metaphor for power and authority) on one side of the sand tray, 

a geisha (a Japanese woman trained and paid to provide entertainment and amusing 

company for men) on the other and a necklace dividing them. The necklace is the “jewels 

of separation”. The cowboy wants to observe the behaviour of the geisha. He seeks to observe 

and to compare. Nothing gets in the way of this observation. They do not influence each 

other. Objectivity and distance is desired.

As I reflected upon our process much later, I wondered about Stella’s choice of figures. 

Why the cowboy? In searching through dictionaries and thesauruses, it seemed that the 

cowboy is culturally represented as one who is untrustworthy, as well as “not to be relied 

upon, not to be trusted, passing, questionable, shady, shifty, short-lived, slimy, slippery, 

temporary, treacherous, trustless, undependable, unprofessional, unreliable, unsure, and 

untrustworthy” http://thersaurus.reference.com/browaw/cowboy (thersaurus.com).
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Stella had told me about several experiences of interaction with the medical profession 

in her years of illness and the several hospitalisations she required. In many ways these 

interactions left her feeling disempowered, unheard and unwell. Maybe the positivist 

medical world felt neither trustworthy nor dependable like the cowboy. I find this 

difficult to reflect upon as Stella died in 2009 and is not here to comment – but this 

experience of frustration and disregard from others is one we shared in our stories of 

pain and disability.

Mary’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing positivist 

sand tray.

Figure 22 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2008, Positivist paradigm for sand trays

I added two figures, one held a telescope and the other wore binoculars around his 

neck. Both figures are male and accompany the cowboy. Both instruments facilitate 

observation, and they record the geisha’s actions. They magnify and enable the observer 

to remain at a distance and yet observe what happens. The geisha only sees the 

instruments of observation, not the person being observed. 

I placed a tiger in the sand tray, next to the geisha. At the time I did not really know 

why. Now as I re-experience this sand tray, it feels that the tiger is guarding the geisha. 

This might be to protect her, but it also might be to make sure she does not do anything 

inappropriate. She appears to have little room to manoeuvre. 
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As I reflect later, being a twin, I have been involved in studies where I too have experienced 

little “room to move”. I have filled in surveys and provided other quantitative data, but 

have been unable to share the joys and the struggles of being a twin and the resonances 

that so often occur with my sibling. The methods did not allow me to be expressive, and 

resulted in my feeling that my responses were controlled, and only partial.

I then pondered my choice of a tiger. Why a large, carnivorous, black-striped feline? 

Perhaps the tiger represented for me the need or desire to maintain distance. Perhaps 

the tiger’s stripes are evocative of quantitative methods, or fierceness; maybe the tiger 

represents the incursion of other paradigms, as it is an endangered species with some 

varieties thought to be extinct.

Poetic summary
Cowboy world, Geisha world

The cowboy rides in,

to study her, to quantify behaviour.

He has no connection with the geisha girl

constrained by role.

Worlds apart

they do not speak.

Objectivity and distance is required.

The tiger’s presence is palpable.

All under scrutiny…

In the interests of generalisability.
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Post-positivism. 

The post-positivist paradigm informs this research and includes the methodologies of 

heuristic and phenomenological research.

Stella and I next explored some elements of the post positivist paradigm by reviewing texts 

that describe phenomenology and heuristic inquiry. This choice was made because these 

particular methodologies are the post-positivist approaches most relevant to my research.

 Phenomenology.

The next step we took again was to note the words that were most strongly resonant 

with a felt sense. 

the following key words were chosen from these readings about the 

phenomenology paradigm.

Phenomenology, knowledge subjective,

experience, intentionality, descriptions,

seeks to provide a true description of an object (phenomenon), 

resonances, openness to the phenomena,

biases, bracketing, horizontalization

Mary’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing sand tray.

Figure 23 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2008, Post-positivist (phenomenology) sand tray
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The black caped fighting figure, holding a sword, stands in the corner of the sand tray, 

back to the wall with a smaller soldier figure. The soldier is focussed intently on the 

object (the sword) the other holds. It is the intensity of the soldier’s gaze that seems 

important here. He looks with intentionality, and wonderment, perhaps attempting 

to bracket out what the sword might mean, simply being present to the sword held by 

the other, despite the possible threat. I feel this is an enormous challenge, and could be 

quite dangerous.

I am bewildered as to my choice of figures. Both are potential fighting men, vigilant and 

protective. Each is costumed and this dress holds assumptions about how each person 

might act. Neither, I expect, would act spontaneously or break the rules of engagement. 

As I ponder this, I realise that the choice of figures might have something to do with 

my difficulty in bracketing out preconceptions.

stella’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing phenomenology 

sand tray.

Figure 24 - Stella MOUTJOURIS, 2008, Post-positivist (phenomenology) sand tray

My representation is of a goblet and a clown and these figures are quite separate from, and 

do not relate to the other two soldier-like figures in the sand tray. 
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Stella is, as I mentioned, unable to reflect on this sand tray now, and so again I 

ponder her choice of objects and the placement of these. Stella has chosen figures 

that have indicated a greater spaciousness, colour and potential. My experience with 

the phenomenological method applied to research is that it requires a discipline in 

description, horizontalisation and bracketing out that is indicated by the soldier 

figures. However, there also is an aspect of imaginative variation in phenomenological 

inquiry, specifically the process described by Moustakas (1994) where he states “In 

this there is free play of fancy; any perspective is a possibility and is permitted to enter 

into consciousness” (p. 98). Clowns in a circus or theatrical production often wear 

outlandish costumes and makeup and entertain the audience by enacting common 

situations or presenting actions in exaggerated or ridiculous ways. The presence of the 

clown and goblet suggest a delightful spaciousness and a new way of seeing the world 

“as if for the very first time” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 12) that is joyful and colourful.

Poetic summary
Here, the important things

A sword, a goblet,

describe,

pre-conceptions, personal meanings,

cultural understandings,

bracketed out

(or at least an attempt made)

We examine them from every angle

hoping all the while,

to gain access as if for the very first time

in order to arrive at a

fresh vision of things.

Play is there too

Exploring variations

and colourful possibilities

to “find in fantasy

the potential meaning

of something that makes the invisible visible.
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Heuristic inquiry. 

the following key words were chosen from our readings about heuristic 

inquiry.

lived human experiences, richly descriptive,

 direct personal experiencing of the phenomenon being investigated, 

searching for knowledge of personal understandings,

 tacit, indwelling, immersion, insights achieved, 

creative forms – story, painting, poem, sculpture, song, dialogical 

interaction, initial engagement

stella’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing (heuristic) sand 

tray.

Figure 25 - Stella MOUTJOURIS, 2008, Post-positivist (heuristic) sand tray

I have placed the little ballerina in the sand tray, representing what I understand to be an 

emphasis on the artistic world in heuristic research. The owl, which represents the wisdom 

inherent in the literary world that informs others’ experiences, is placed alongside the ballerina. 

The figure praying evokes a reverence for traditions of the past, their sacred texts that continue 

to inform current ways of being. The women dressed in their cultural dress, and the ‘snow dome’ 

indicates the importance of attending to the dialogical interaction that takes place between 

people and their contexts. The pearls encompass all the figures, to demonstrate the importance of 

staying within the inquiry – to immerse fully in all the diverse facets of the data gathering and 

analysis, and then to allow time for incubation, illumination and explication. 
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Moustakas (1995) highlights that in these phases of the heuristic process: 

The only ways one can truly know something is to go out to it, to return again 

and again, to immerse oneself in it completely in just what is there before one, 

and in one, looking, seeking, listening, hearing, touching, from many angles 

and perspective, and vantage points, each time freshly so that there will be 

continual openings and learnings that will connect with each other, with prior 

perceptions and understandings, and with future possibilities. (p. 400)

Through this immersion experience one takes time to reflect on the material, which 

involves focusing on what is central to the data and engaging in a process of openness.

Mary’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing (heuristic) 

sand tray.

Figure 26 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2008, visual metaphors and resonances to the developing sand tray 

I have added to Stella’s symbols. The shell, a goblet and some small gem stones inside 

represent a container that holds the precious secrets, mysteries and intimacies of one’s life; 

all the small nuances of a life lived, that tell us so much about that human’s experience. 

The extra figures, a traditionally clothed Japanese woman and a suited male, symbolise the 

value of entering the “world of the other” to really hear the dissimilar voices of others.
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Tesch (1990) comments that this begins with “deeper awareness, like intuitive self-

searching; experience of others are listened to - keeping the focus on the essence of the 

experience through the person’s rendering of it and relating of it” (p. 209). The watch 

represents focussed indwelling; the time to fully engage and immerse oneself with the 

question, to stay with the inquiry to elicit both tacit knowing and the conceptual insights 

achieved through unwavering attention. This is an intense retreat which takes time and 

space. The inquiry culminates in a “creative synthesis, an original integration of the 

material that reflects the researcher’s intuition, imagination, and personal knowledge of 

meanings and essences of the experience” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 50). 

Poetic Summary
A time for everything –

for honest retreat into self,

enhanced awareness,

new discoveries out there

as indwelling,

exploring and focussing take place.

A felt sense of themes emerging

like the colours of a painting.

Afterwards,

fresh layers of meaning

with full access to literature and the arts.

This enables

the reduction of things to essence,

a creative synthesis;

a time of harvest

gathering in.
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Participatory post-modern inquiry paradigm.

I chose the participatory inquiry paradigm because it was most relevant to my inquiry. 

Given the participatory focus of this research, a qualitative methodology seemed best 

to support the form enquiry I was undertaking, as my interest was in understanding 

students’ experience of arts-based procedures and processes as a method of reflection. 

Heron and Reason (1997) suggest that the participatory worldview allows “us to join 

with fellow humans in collaborative forms of inquiry” (p. 28).

the following key words were chosen from our readings about the 

participatory inquiry paradigm.

Collaborative, emergent, subject and object influence each other, 

conversations, collaborative dialogue, participatory, openness and wonder, 

direct and personal engagement, engagement, community, co-constructed, 

relationship, intersubjectivity, active participation, social and cultural contexts

stella’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing (participatory 

inquiry) sand tray.

Figure 27 - Stella MOUTJOURIS, 2008, participatory inquiry sand tray 

I have placed three figures in the sand tray, each with their own perspective, experiences and 

cultural influences. All figures face each other, so their voices can be heard by the others. I 

have pearls (that form as a reaction to the presence of foreign particles and are often valued as 

gems) surrounding them to represent the valuing of diversity and the collaborative nature of 

this inquiry. There, a co-construction and meanings are derived from the interactions.
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Mary’s visual metaphors and resonances to the developing sand tray.

 Figure 28 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2008, participatory inquiry sand tray 

I have added figures with the thought that this form of inquiry can become very complex. 

As voices multiply, each person’s capacity to be present to others (as I-Thou) is further 

challenged. In this crowded space of socially constructed meanings, emergence is 

privileged, so that what surfaces in the inquiry will shape the next procedural step, and 

the skills of dancing with each other in a flexible and participatory fashion are required. 

Diverse and creative responses and knowing are encouraged and valued. The jewel in the 

centre indicates an opportunity for rich exploration, and the threads attached evoke a 

sense of bringing the “outside” world into the inquiry and also allowing an opportunity 

to leave the collaborative space with new gems of knowledge. Rich exploration leads to 

action to transform the world. 
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Poetic summary
The I-Thou of relationship

researcher and participant

entering the dance

intersubjective dialogue

in the company of another.

A shared quest,

contemplating together…

the mix and the meld

personal experiences and understanding.

No subject-object split.

Pearl of great price

co-creation of participant and inquirer,

understanding, interpreting

in a co-construction of meaning.

A multi-layered participatory dance

texts, images, metaphors, dominant themes

pulsing,

in and through

the present moment.

Content in the process – making sand tray images together. 

The sand trays were a very tangible way of experiencing content in the process. Our 

work, together with these material objects, depicts our understandings and gave them 

visible form. As Lett (2008) points out:

it is ... unrealistic to hold to a fixed procedure of inquiry because the 

contents in process become the foreground of a dialogue that must be 

allowed. It is there that the feeling of things will occur and it is this that 

needs to be followed into what is meaningful. (p. 7)

I decided to examine the process between us by recording a conversation with Stella 

about it, and both of us identified key words from the transcript. 
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Key words mutually derived from a conversation between stella and Mary 

about the process.

stella’s and Mary’s visual metaphor and resonances to the (process) 

sand tray.

visual, access to different paradigms, 

challenging, some easier than others, new,

 unknown, intersubjective, emergent, collaborative, 

reflective participatory

Figure 29 - Stella MOUTJOURIS & Mary MCINERNEY, 2008, (process) sand tray 

The bright feathers and the red earrings represent Stella and me working together; the 

process was indeed colourful and unconventional. Our usual way of working with sand 

trays has been to identify a felt sense of an embodied experience and be “drawn to select a 

figure” that might express the feeling of the experience. In many cases in this collaboration, 

however, we did not have a feeling of the experience, but rather some partly formed 

conceptual notions of the texts and our responses to these. As a consequence, coming 

to know the paradigms occurred both at the time of reading, and then when selecting 

the object, and developed further as we later reflected on and wrote about the images 

we co-created. This process, at least at the beginning, was a significant challenge. As we 

moved towards using sand trays to represent the methodology we used, it became easier, 

and the sand trays became more colourful and engaging. More objects were included as 

the research paradigms focussed on participation rather than observation.
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In the sand tray above, the animals represent our creative adventure and our sense of 

being “out in the wild”. It was a novel, perhaps risky, way of creating a methodological 

review that was not solely propositional. The animals represented seem to co-exist well 

in the sand tray – none eating others or even threatening them! We, as co-inquirers, 

bounced ideas off each other in a collaborative manner. The trust and a respectful 

sharing of this is represented by the purple beads. This was a process in keeping with 

the MIECAT values and methods described in the following section of this chapter.

The spiral shell in the middle represents some of the movement of emergent inquiry 

where we did not go straight for a re-forming of texts already written, but angled 

away from these towards images. We circled ideas, giving them form and substance in 

another mode, took embodied detours, swerved and tilted, to come to know in ways 

that were quite unexpected.

Poetic summary
We embodied this process,

Stella and I,

circling ideas,

dwelling in and among

shifting paradigms,

purple beads

journey into the MIECAT process,

two ear-rings

two of us

listening, attending, being

in this experiential, multi-modal co-construction

a moment

neither time nor death can erase.



87

Overview of the procedures

The form of inquiry taught at MIECAT is a process of coming to make sense of some 

aspects of personal experiencing that enables us to build on layers of knowing. This 

multi-modal arts-based inquiry is used in the contexts of personal learning, therapy, 

research, educational and organisational development. Lett (1993) suggests that 

“representation may have apparent meaning, but it is the intentional meanings which 

matter” (p. 10). He makes the point that the way of arriving “at what is meant becomes 

the issue” and is the important part of the process (p. 10). He also states that the 

particularity of “how” the arts function lies:

in artistic form, its relationship to feeling and thence to meaning. The 

approximations arrived at in forms of representation are expressive 

manifestations of inner complexities. It takes the hidden or disconnected 

self outside, in order to find recognition, clarification, understanding and 

further exploration. (Lett, 1993, p. 15)

As noted, a core value of the inquiry is that it is fundamentally experiential, multi-

modal and relational; it offers a process where companioning is of the essence, and 

where knowing is emergent. It is within this relationship that intersubjective dialogue 

and responses take place. Understanding and meaning is then co-constructed, through 

cycles of amplification and reduction from representation of experiencing to descriptions 

of these representations to reduction to key words, to identification of resonant access 

points through depictions and themes. 

The key procedures of MIECAT’s form of inquiry are not followed rigidly; some 

steps can often be repeated or omitted depending on the context of the inquiry. The 

procedures may be summarised as:

“Mindful” attention to experience.1. 

Multi-modal representation of experience.2. 

Description and bracketing out.3. 

Attention to inner / intersubjective experiencing and resonances.4. 

Amplification of resonances (called access points).5. 
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Intersubjective responding in a variety of art-forms.6. 

Identification of themes, patterns, and valued ways of being.7. 

Enaction of a possibilities.8. 

Melbourne Institute for Experiential and Creative Arts Therapy [MIECAT] 1997.

Representations of experiencing.

An experience is accessed and formed by creating a representation using the creative 

arts. Through the mediums of drawing, collage, body movement, writing, poetry or 

prose, vocalising or sculpture, one enters into expression in modes that allow various 

access points to lived experience. 

Bracketing out and phenomenological description and reduction.

Once a representation has form, there is the opportunity to find out more about 

experience. The process then involves creating a description of the representation. This 

is done through a bracketing out of beliefs and assumptions about the phenomenon to 

ensure that one can be “open to all possibilities’ coming to the data “as if approaching 

it for the first time” (Giorgi, 1992, p. 5). The premise for this is that all aspects of a 

phenomenon (in this case, a representation of experiencing) are potentially meaningful; 

therefore they must be attended to. One describes rather than interprets. Bracketing out 

is a way to see beyond our ‘natural’ attitude – the network of assumptions that we usually 

employ to make sense of our everyday world (McLeod, 2001). Description requires 

focused, close attention, and openness to the representation. Giorgi  describes this as 

an “open ended presence to the phenomenon that is unfolding”. The description also 

implies the “bracketing of past knowledge about the phenomenon being experienced” 

(p. 5). Attempting to bracket our biases is important; however, it is difficult to exclude 

all affective biases or prior views in relation to a phenomena.

MIECAT’s approach is one that is committed to exploration of experiencing steeped in 

respect where an open mindedness is of value. Description can be done in a number of 

ways: individually, collaboratively, verbally, written or taped audio.
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The inquirer then enters into a reduction by identifying, highlighting and selecting key 

words, images or phases within the description that hold significant resonances (these 

are access points). These words are key markers to understanding. They are a personal 

response to what stands out in the description, helping to highlight what is important 

at this stage of the inquiry. Then key markers can be clustered in groups of similar 

words. The cluster then may be reduced further and given a title. Sometimes a word 

or clustered group might be so significant that it leads to another representation which 

opens up the cluster to amplify something further of more focused significance.  

Inter-subjective responding.

As I have already mentioned, central to the MIECAT form of inquiry is being 

companioned by the other person. The intersubjective dialogue and responses where 

trust is central offer possibilities for further knowing. Intersubjective responding in 

this sense is a shared experience and is non-interpretive and co-created. It is a process 

of being present, listening attentively and finding understanding together. Heron and 

Reason (1997) describe an intersubjective encounter as:

transactional, interactive to touch, see, or hear something or someone 

does not tell us either about our self all on its own or about a being out 

there all on its own. It tells us about a being in a state of interrelation and 

co-presence with us. (p. 270)

This encounter is respectful and shows willingness to co-create, to co-construct an 

approximation of meaning. The process requires resonance. An inter-subjective 

response is based on what the person has shared through their representation, phrases, 

or keywords. It can be expressed verbally in the flow of the inquiry or creatively through 

a painting, movement, poem or any other medium, and is often done later and given 

to the co-inquirer. 
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Construction of themes.

Life themes might begin to be given form following reduction, amplification and 

intersubjective responding. A theme is usually a statement that identifies patterns of 

experience. Themes pick up something quite essential to the way we are in our life at 

the moment and in the past. They serve to clarify what we know and what we want to 

do with what we know. Themes in research identify patterns or commonalities evident 

in the data. “The researcher looks for commonalities across and uniqueness within the 

themes” (Tesch, 1990, p. 60).

Approximations to meaning, creative synthesis.

An approximation to meaning, or an essence statement, expresses a person’s current and 

essential understanding of an experience. As Lett (2008) says, it “attempts a reduction 

to the heart of the matter under consideration, in its most succinct possible form” (p. 

7). It is not fixed meaning but might continue to change over time; it is a temporary 

approximation to meaning. A creative synthesis can be represented in any form.

These procedures (mapped below) do not have to be followed in sequence but their 

usage depends on how the companioning process unfolds, the emerging data, and what 

seems to invite a particular focus. The MIECAT process seeks to “make an inquiry of 

shared understandings of experience, helps to construct meanings with others, and 

encourages the others to make life choices from the exploration of other ways of being” 

(Lett, 2008, p. 4).
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Inquiry procedures.

Exploring the MIECAT procedures with my professional supervisor.

At this stage of the research attempted to understand the concepts and the processes 

by working with presentational and experiential processes. To begin to explore the 

nuances of the MIECAT procedures of this inquiry, Stella and I both read The Arts of 

Resonance (Lett, 2001). From this we each chose key words. We then:

Clustered these keywords into groups, giving each cluster a title.•	
 Created representations, using symbols from Stella’s sand tray collection, •	
of these titles. We took turns to add objects to the sand tray. 

 We shared our access points, and finally, we reduced each of these clusters •	
of titles and access points to an essence statement and a theme. 
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Rather than include the entire process as described above, only the themes are 

included here.

Cluster 1: 

Title: Experiencing

Theme: Experiential encounters are at the core of the self. In these MIECAT 

processes, our lived experience is presented to ourselves and another multi-

modally through the inner-outer dialogue. Identifying and understanding 

emotions seem to be central to these dialogues.

Cluster 2:   

Title: Felt sense                                        

Theme: Contact with the felt sense connects to a desire to make the embodied 

and tacit more explicit. 

Cluster 3: 

Title: Cyclic Process

Theme: Constructions of personal meaning involve intersubjective dialogues of 

significance in a cyclic process where deepening access creates greater knowing.

Cluster 4: 

Title: Intersubjective responding

Theme: Intersubjective responding involves being mindfully present, noticing 

resonances, practising empathy but also being congruent.  

Cluster 5: 

Title: Method                                    

Theme: The method is flexible, cyclical, and steps or procedures are applied in 

the context of intuitive, tacit resonant knowing in the presence of the other. 
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Exploration with professional doctorate students’ colloquium.

In this section of the work, I take a wider perspective and explore how the MIECAT 

procedures are experienced by myself and other people who are well versed in their use in 

education, therapy and arts practice. By participatory engagement with MIECAT staff and 

the professional doctoral students who were attending a colloquium, I was able to document 

their and my current understanding and experience of the procedures. The purpose of this 

process of including other students and professionals in this process was to broaden my own 

understanding of the procedures. The following key procedures inquired into are:

Representation•	
Indwelling•	
Description•	
Reduction to key words•	
Clustering of key words•	
Intersubjectivity•	
Themes•	
Reduction to essence•	

I asked each person at the colloquium to choose words that describe their experience 

and current understandings of each of the MIECAT procedures listed above. During 

my next supervision session, Stella and I took each group of words describing the 

procedures, and then collaboratively sorted these words into clusters. Stella and I spent 

time naming what was significant in each cluster and then gave each cluster a title. I 

then created a poetic summary of the key words for each section of the procedures. The 

poetic summaries include specific items from the MIECAT glossary which support the 

distinct procedures.
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representation. 

Every time feeling energy is given representational form, experiencing becomes 

more coherent and is available for mental activity (Lett, 2008, p.11).

Key Words Clustered

taking in and 

letting out energy

creating another

a friend

taking in

PoetiC summary

Representing experience

requires the energy 

of taking in and letting out.

It is the creation of another.

It becomes a companion 

these forms 

concretise

body sensation,

giving felt sense a visibility.

Key Words Clustered

sometimes surprising 

revealing

a bridge from unknown to known

mirroring

freedom of expression

presenting again in a different way

less cerebral when there are no words

multi-modal

concretising embodies senses

flows with body sensations

makes visible giving form to a felt sense

PoetiC summary

We walk a bridge

from the unknown to the known.

Surprising

sometimes revealing

flowing with body sensations

mirroring

Presenting experience in a different way

not cerebral

the form is made visible

the creation of felt sense.

The next section shows only the titles and poetic summaries.
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description.  

As Spinelli (1989) suggests, the essence of this is to “describe not explain” (p. 17). 

Moustakas (1994) describes this as a preparation for deriving new knowing and 

to see the world “as if for the first time” (p. 85).

Clustered title

allowing new possibilities

everything has potential meaning

staying with what is

extended time

dodges the censor within

PoetiC summary

We allow the new to come into the light

The rainbow itself we value

No great leap of interpretation

Attending to every part

a full-blown inventory

of each detail, nothing over- looked

Immersion is the first step

Wearisome moments to be endured

Seeing for a different perspective                                                                                               

Giving no power to the censor

‘Dodging the censor within’

Inner response 

Huge relief

spontaneous
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reduction – to key words.  

Key words are the first form of reduction and involve focusing inquiry towards 

signification or meaning (Lett, 2008, p. 11).

Clustered title

Provides focus

a bubbling up of something new

small markers towards significance

offering a relief

the power of few words

Words as anchors

PoetiC summary

A kaleidoscope of colour,

shape, line, movement

Focussing

highlighting

drawing attention to

what stands out

A fountain bubbles up

a stream of something new

flowing collaboratively

Associations  

openings

seemingly small things

an access to the hidden treasure

A spontaneous

flow from some inner source

settles

a huge relief

Little, powerful critters

Provocative response

Strong resonances

These are the anchors.

They mark a short pause in the process
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clustering of key words.   

Key words … may be collected into clusters on the basis of their sensed 

connectedness to shared meaning … Clusters of related words, feelings, thought 

and images may be reduced to titles and themes and become the basis for a 

creative synthesis of an experience. (Lett, 2008, p. 9).

Clustered title

a process of letting go to find 

a new order

allow the unexpected to happen

looking for direction 

it is about making a commitment

PoetiC summary

Keeping only those words which give a

sense of connectedness

the meaning of things.

This involves,

sifting, sorting,

working out where things belong

Creating clusters is like cooking,

gathering the ingredients

gazing into the empty bowl

valuing the experience of blending.

It’s an illusion that the

cake will come out 

just as expected!

Getting the scent of things,

sifting, sorting,

testing the breeze

Resonance/consonance

feeling like a commitment
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intersubjectivity.   

Lett (2008) highlights that intersubjectivity is “the dialogue which takes place 

is always a complexity of inner feelings in both participants, a sense of what can 

and can’t be said just now, the feeling of what is alive in the moment, and the 

resonances connected to bracketing in or out. Intersubjective responses … are 

delivered as a felt resonance to the form of the interaction that lies between the 

participants (2008, p. 8).

Clustered title

relational knowing

a creative dance

an enabling space 

an embodied process

PoetiC summary

Coming from different perspectives

Knowing the complexity 

Of inner feeling

To an experience of mutuality and 

emerging subjectivies.

In this, the resonance 

Of I-thou moments.

A creative, harmonic dance

Visceral,

Occasionally non-verbal

The space between…

sensitivity required,

enables the exchange

The body engages
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indwelling.

Indwelling…is an activity in which one chooses to be present and explore 

phenomena of experiencing which present themselves into awareness (Lett, p. 8).

Clustered title

Connecting with breath

appreciation

linking emotion and felt sense  

sustaining deep connection

details are noted

PoetiC summary

All absorbing-

breathing in and out

breathing into

Knowing is a journey

Then, the recognition-

the appreciation

Emotion welling up.

the felt sense is named

Entering,

revisiting

Something simmers deep within,

stirred into being

by the thread of  connection

In the focus of attention 

each tiny detail noted…

the dewdrop in the musing.
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themes.   

In the inquiry into personal meanings, all forms of personal representation are 

built around core ideas or themes which function in their lived experience. Themes 

are structures around which patterns of being are built (Lett, 2008, p. 12).

Clustered title

strands find their stories

the thrill

revelatory

PoetiC summary

Stories, strands of stories;

with amplification,

narrative

they find their place within the 

macro story

the bigger scheme of things

No dusty process-

the thrill of naming

New revelations,

things emerging.

Wonder, occasional surprise

reduction to essence.   

An essence statement attempts a reduction to the heart of the matter under 

consideration, in its most succinct form (Lett, 2008, p. 7).

Clustered title

Fine tuning                                                     

it might/will change

it has the “aha”

the essences is a holding 

PoetiC summary

Essential clarity

 It is the very centre of the matter

Just a choice for the moment,

something that says

things can change

Aha

It sits right

In the now.

Awareness is the holding,

then the holding is awareness.
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These procedures, often done in collaboration with other/s, are a means to access 

deeper experiencing; they are not linear but emergent within the relationship. Some of 

the procedures are often repeated. They involve a return, a revisiting or re-entering and 

willingness to be open to the experience with the intention of creating an approximation 

of meaning. Thus space is created in which to identify bodily felt senses, thoughts, 

feeling and associations. This is what Lett (2001) means when he says that using “all 

the modes of knowing makes the process epistemologically holistic” (p. 13). This 

requires reflection, a sense of trust, being present to what is emerging and being open 

to inquire into the unknown. Reflexivity is gained through noticing and naming what 

is happening in the experience; this is the content in the process.              

In this chapter I have provided a picture of the different paradigms that inform this 

research and demonstrated how this inquiry is oriented primarily within a participatory 

paradigm. By describing how my supervisor and I, as well as MIECAT students and 

staff, used multi-modal arts-based inquiry to explore both the research paradigm and 

the MIECAT procedures, I have attempted to show the method of this research in 

action. I acknowledge that this creates an unusual methodology chapter, but it is 

consistent with the axiology and epistemology of this study to include presentational 

as well as propositional knowing. 

In Chapter Four I will describe how the MIECAT form of inquiry came to be used 

with visual arts students at the Australian Catholic University as they began their 

community engagement and internship experiences. 


