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ABSTRACT

Using the anatomy of the story as a framework (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010), this
qualitative study reports the narratives of nine Mortuary Science learners and graduates
from an accredited two-year Mortuary Science program in Texas. The research questions
are: (1) What can we learn from the narratives of Mortuary Science learners and
graduates? (2) What are the learning journeys of nine individuals currently enrolled or
graduated from an accredited two-year Mortuary Science program? (3) What challenges
and successes have they experienced during their residence in the program, their
internship, and the process of obtaining a license? Data collected for the study include
platicas (conversational interviews), artifacts, documents, and the researcher’s analytic
journal. Data analysis was multilayered and included several phases. First, MAXQDA
software served to code the data using a priory codes (navel, heart, mind, hands, and legs)
as the study framework. Next, the coded data were retrieved into a separate Word
document to code it again for triangulation purposes. Narrative analysis techniques
(story as data collection and data analysis) were at the center of reporting study findings
to be faithful to storytelling and the anatomy of the story framework.

This dissertation is divided into four main chapters plus Appendix. Chapter I,
Anatomy of the story, presents the research questions and the guidelines for the anatomy
of the story to guide the reader on what to expect in this dissertation. Chapter II,

Visualizing the main characters of the story, provides a rich description of the study

Xiv



participants—the navel. Chapter 111, The main elements of the story, presents the heart,
mind, hands, and legs of the story in separate sections. Chapter IV, Stories harvested for
new beginnings, discusses the main learning product of analyzing the collective story of
learners and graduates. The Appendix section of the dissertation includes important
pieces explaining the elements that are expected in a traditional dissertation such as
relevant literature and overall study design.

Using the human anatomy as a metaphor, study findings are presented through
navel, heart, mind, hands, and legs. The study participants represent the navel. A rich
description of nine Mortuary Science learners and graduates and their career journey is
provided. The heart represents the values that professionals in Mortuary Science seek to
instilled in learners and practitioners: empathy, care and respect for the dead, investment
and satisfaction with a job well done, confidence, and eagerness to learn. The mind
speaks to the critical analysis of the story to dismantle stereotypes held by learners (e.g.,
performing autopsies and minimum interaction with surviving relatives). The hands
mold ideas and values to develop a new identity for the individuals involved. Here the
participants identified the need for team development, relational learning, and on-the-job
training. Finally, the legs provide mobility to the story to create an impact beyond the
story teller and move people to action. This metaphor symbolizes the eagerness and good
disposition of the study participants to create legacy to pave the road for the next
generation of Mortuary Science professionals. Finally, recommendations for practice,

tensions and challenges, ideas for future research, and concluding thoughts are provided.
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CHAPTER I

ANATOMY OF THE STORY

Mortuary Science learners become involved with the field of anatomy to gain
knowledge about the structure of the human body. Although it is possible to study
anatomical structures individually, they are all related. That is, their function depends on
the assistance of other structures of the human body. Therefore, utilizing the metaphor of
the anatomy of the story as described by Guajardo and Guajardo (2010) is appropriate to
the field of Mortuary Science; these authors explained that the story should have navel,
heart, mind, hands, and legs.

Conversely, the vertebral column depicts the structural organization among
students, interns, and licensees in the Mortuary Science program (see Figure 1). The
vertebral column represents the axial support of the story. This support must be extended
throughout the different stages of this career and depends directly on the interaction and
flexibility of all the parties involved—the vertebrae. The lack of interaction,
communication, and cooperation among students, interns, and licensees could result in an
abnormal vertebral structure producing a restricted mobility and an atrophic growth in the

Mortuary Science field.
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Figure 1. The Vertebral Column of the Study



Funeral directors learn early in their careers how to memorialize the deceased
from the stories told by the bereaved while making funeral arrangements. These stories
allow funeral directors to create a meaningful funeral service for the surviving relatives
and those attending the funeral ceremony. It is also through these stories that most of the
obituary notices are published to recognize that a death has occurred and to notify
relatives and friends about the plans to honor the life of the person who has died. Based
on this familiarity with storytelling, this study made use of harvesting the story (Guajardo
& Guajardo, 2010, p. 93) as a way to create a common narrative about the experiences of
Mortuary Science learners and graduates. Harvesting the story served as a tool to share
knowledge with those currently involved in the field of Mortuary Science and those
considering Mortuary Science as a career.

The story serves as a method for analysis and as a tool for promoting change
(Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010; Guajardo, Guajardo, Janson, & Militello, 2016). In this
study, story as a method for analysis allowed the researcher to gain understanding about
the participants’ experiences and their journey in the Mortuary Science field. Story as a
tool for promoting change provided voice to the participants and created a third space for
them to be reflective and imagine a better future. As previously stated, the story should
have navel, heart, mind, hands, and legs (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010). Using anatomy
as a metaphor, the navel symbolizes the fundamental component of the story while the
heart represents the passion of the protagonists that motivated them to be part of the
narrative. The critical analysis of the story takes place in the mind that provokes the
disruption of stereotypes among participants. The hands of the story mold ideas and

values to develop a new identity for the characters involved. Finally, the legs provide



mobility to the story to create an impact beyond the story teller and move people to
action.

Using pseudonyms, the key informants in this case study included three current
students enrolled in their third or fourth semester (Gabriela, Gwen, and Sabella), three
serving their internship and in the process of obtaining a license as funeral directors and
embalmers (Brandon, Jordan, and Scott), and three who graduated within the past two
years, are currently licensed, and are practicing as funeral directors and embalmers
(Elisabeth, Emanuel, and Martha). All the participants combined represent the three
stages of a career in Mortuary Science. They tell the collective story that looks at the
heart, mind, hands, and legs of the mortuary field.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to describe the journey of Mortuary Science learners
and graduates to provide insight into the field. The study provides a rich picture of the
learners and graduates and the type of learning that is taking place during their residence
in the program, their participation in internship, and the processes of obtaining licensure.
The main goal is to gain a deeper understanding of their learning experiences so as to
allow stakeholders (e.g., accrediting and licensing agencies), faculty, graduates, and
learners to envision possible learning opportunities to promote change. The analysis of
the participants’ narratives adds to the literature in Mortuary Science and serves as an
opportunity for educators to get a better understanding of the status of the field.

Research Questions
This qualitative study documents the narratives of Mortuary Science learners and

graduates guided by the process of harvesting the story (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010).



Study participants were nine Mortuary Science learners and graduates from an accredited
two-year Mortuary Science program in Texas (see Figure 1). The research questions
guiding the study included:
1. What can we learn from the narratives of Mortuary Science learners and
graduates?
2. What are the learning journeys of nine individuals currently enrolled or
graduated from an accredited two-year Mortuary Science program?
3. What challenges and successes have they experienced during their residence
in the program, their internship, and the process of obtaining a license?
Mortuary Science Curriculum
The curriculum for students pursuing a career in funeral service is outlined by the
American Board of Funeral Service Education (ABFSE). Students achieving the
standards for the curriculum are conferred the Associate in Applied Science in Mortuary
Science degree by the college and are eligible for state examination by the Texas Funeral
Service Commission (TFSC), the National Board Exam (NBE) by the International
Conference of Funeral Service Examining Boards (ICFSEB), and provisional licensure
registration with the state (TOC, Chapter 651.302-303). The educational institutions
must offer not less than 60 semester hours or 90 quarter credits consisting of at least 25%
of general education, non-technical courses (ABFSE, October 2013, p. 9-6). However,
the manner of delivery of instruction is left to the discretion of the accredited institution.
Three important stages in the Mortuary Science Program are defined by the Texas
Occupation Code (TOC), Chapter 651 as described within the governing laws of the

Texas Funeral Service Commission (The Commission).



Residence in the Program

A Mortuary Science student refers to the individual that declares Mortuary
Science as his or her major course of study. The student should be enrolled in courses
covering the scientific, professional, and practical aspects of Mortuary Science.
Consideration is given to accepted practices of the care, preparation for burial or other
disposition of a dead human body.

Internship (Provisional License Program)

A provisional license holder means a person who holds a provisional license
issued by the Commission and is engaged in learning the practice of funeral directing or
embalming under the instruction, direction, and personal supervision of a funeral director
or embalmer. As of the time of the study, the internship period must be at least twelve
consecutive months but not more than twenty-four consecutive months. The Texas
Funeral Service Commission issues a provisional license to practice funeral directing
and/or embalming if the intern is at least 18 years of age, enrolled or has graduated from
an accredited school or college of Mortuary Science, employed by a funeral
establishment or commercial embalming facility, and agree to a criminal background
check before submitting an application for a license (TOC, Chapter 651.302).
Licensure

This stage includes the two types of licenses (e.g., funeral director, embalmer)
recognized by the State of Texas in the field of Mortuary Science. A student seeking a
dual license should complete the requirements for an associate degree in Mortuary
Science. However, the Mortuary Science schools in Texas also offer a certificate

program for those students who want to limit their practice only to funeral directing.



Dual licensees have the option to practice funeral directing, embalming, or both. Thus,
the Texas Occupations Code provides a clear definition for each license:

1. “Embalmer means a person licensed under this chapter who for compensation,
wholly or partly, disinfects or preserves a dead human body by using chemical
substances, fluids, or gases, including by introducing those substances, fluids,
or gases into the body by vascular or hypodermic injection or direct
application into the organs or cavities to . . . preserve a dead human body or
to restore body tissues and structures” (TOC, Chapter 651.001(4), p. 1).

2. “Funeral director means a person licensed under this chapter who engages in
for compensation, or represents to the public as being engaged in for
compensation, the preparation, other than by embalming, of a dead human
body for burial or other disposition” (TOC, Chapter 651.001(6), pp. 1-2).

Overview of the Dissertation

Following the guidelines suggested by the work of Guajardo and Guajardo (2010;
2016), this dissertation focuses on harvesting the story of Mortuary Science learners and
graduates. Therefore, this book is divided into four main chapters. Chapter I, Anatomy
of the story, sets the tone for the story introducing the research questions and the
guidelines for harvesting the story. Chapter |1, Visualizing the main characters of the
story, provides a picture of the main characters of the story—the navel. The stories of the
nine study participants are presented using the following structure: a visual map of their
individual journey, an account of their story, a discussion of an artifact they selected to
talk about their connection to the Mortuary Science field. A summary highlighting their

profiles also appears after presenting each group of participants (i.e., students, interns,



licensees). Chapter 111, The main elements of the story, presents the heart, mind, hands,
and legs of the story in separate sections. Each of these sections includes a description of
the part of the story to be discussed followed by an anatomical illustration with quotes
taken from the participants’ narratives. Next, a table presents the emergent themes and
these are subsequently expanded with narratives obtained from individual and group
platicas with the study participants. These vignettes detail the experiences of the
participants during their journeys as learners and graduates aiming to obtain licensure as
funeral directors and embalmers. At the end of each section a visual map is presented to
summarize the emergent themes and focus the section discussion. Chapter 1V, Stories
harvested for new beginnings, discusses the main learning product of harvesting the
collective story of learners and graduates. This part also presents a discussion about
recommendations for practice, tensions and challenges related to the study, ideas for
future research, and concluding thoughts.

In line with the concept of the inverted dissertation (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005),
the Appendix section includes important pieces portraying the elements that are expected
in a traditional dissertation (e.g., relevant literature, methods). In an effort to present the
dissertation findings using the guidelines of harvesting the story framework, it was
important to start telling the stories of the participants and presenting the parts of the
story (navel, mind, heart, hands, and legs) without delay. However, the literature
providing a context for the dissertation and the overall study design are fundamental
pieces in explaining how the data were collected and analyzed. Therefore, the appendix
section of this dissertation includes the following elements: Appendix A, Relevant

literature, presents a brief history of the Mortuary Science field, seminal works in



Mortuary Science, contemporary dissertations, adult learning theory relevant to the study,
and gap in the literature. Appendix B, Curriculum overview, outlines the different
curriculum areas, the minimum number of credit hours, and the content areas mandated
by the American Board of Funeral Service Education. Appendix C, Methods and overall
study design, presents relevant elements of the study methodology such as statement of
the problem, researcher’s roles, study setting and participants, data collection and
analysis, developmental questions for anatomy of the story, ethical considerations, and
delimitations. Appendix D, Researcher’s personal and professional journey, presents the
personal and professional story of the researcher and his journey in Mortuary Science.
Appendix E, Relevant terms, provides explanation of important jargon related to
Mortuary Science. Appendix F, presents the consent provided to study participants to
obtain their permission to participate in research. Appendix G, Sample topics for
individual pléaticas, outlines the topics and structure for individual conversations with the
participants. Appendix H, Sample topics for group conversation, presents the protocol

used for organizing the group conversation held with the participants.



CHAPTER Il

VISUALIZING THE MAIN CHARACTERS OF THE STORY

The Navel

Figure 2. Mortuary Science Learners as the Navel of the Story

10



The navel represents the central component that feeds and balances the story. The
core message and the questions that emerge from the story are elements that spring from
the navel and are essential for developing the core purpose of the story (Guajardo &
Guajardo, 2010). For this qualitative case study the central component begins with the
narratives of each of the participants and the lessons learned from their personal
experiences as Mortuary Science learners and graduates.

The picture of the learners working as a team during one of their anatomy
laboratory sessions (see Figure 2) represents the beginning of their journey in the field of
Mortuary Science. This picture aims to acknowledge that without them, the main
characters, there is no story. Without students, Mortuary Science programs will not exist,
and | would not have the central component that feeds this narrative research. Mortuary
Science learners and graduates are the center of this dissertation that aims to provide a
venue for them to share their stories. The participants’ journeys are grouped into stages
to show the sequence of events to be completed by an individual wishing to become a
licensed funeral director and embalmer.

The narrative begins by introducing the participants in their respective groups
(i.e., students, interns, licensees). Then, a graphic appears to map out the journey of each
individual and presents chronological events related to their involvement in the Mortuary
Science field. In addition, during the individual platicas (conversations), the study
participants were asked to bring an artifact that highlighted specific events in their
journey and represented their involvement in Mortuary Science as a career. The use of
these artifacts creates a visual for the readers and helps them make connections to the

learning journeys, challenges, and successes of the Mortuary Science learners and

11



graduates participating in the study. Finally, I provide verbatim pieces of data obtained
from both pléticas and information shared by the participants during the group
conversation session. As stated by Guajardo and colleagues (2016) “The stories
originating from first personal point view are critical to the development of the self” (p.
66). Each participant’s account is presented in first person to allow the reader to
visualize their journey becoming a funeral director and embalmer. By retelling the
participants’ stories, more than providing voice to their experiences, this exercise
provided them with an opportunity to claim ownership of the lived experiences (Guajardo
et. al., 2016); the study created a space for teaching and learning, reimagining the future,

and building community within the profession.
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Mortuary Science Students as the Navel of the Story

This section presents the career journey of three of the study participants who, at

the time when the study was implemented, were enrolled in their third or fourth semesters

in Mortuary Science. Table 1 serves as a quick reference to the first group of study

participants (Gabriela, Gwen, and Sabella), and presents their status as students in

Mortuary Science and their motivation to seek a career in this field. The color of the

table corresponds to the color assigned to each group in the vertebral column

(see Figure 1). Participants are listed in alphabetical order and all the names are

pseudonyms.

Table 1

Profiles of Three Students

Pseudonym Age Gender Motivation Seeking Mortuary Science
Change of major
Gabriela 20+ | Female @ Realizing that this career was a
challenging and rigorous program.
Desire to help others
Gwen 60+ | Female | previpus deaths in the family
Sabella 35+ | Eemale Funeral involvement through church

choir
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1 thought Mortuary Science
would be easier. I wasn't expecting
the program to be so rigorous.

‘

August 2015

Internship

GABRIELA

Figure 3. Map of Gabriela’s Journey
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Gabriela

| am the youngest of three kids. My parents are both from Puerto Rico; so | grew
up with bilingual parents. I'm the only girl. I have two older brothers and that kind of
changed the way I am. I’ve been in Texas most of my life. We were in Florida for a few
years, but I was really young and I don’t remember much about that period of my life.
Since then I've been in Texas and we have stayed in the same house even though my dad
was in the Army. He did all the moving, and we stayed in the same place.

At the present time | am enrolled in the fourth semester of Mortuary Science and
employed part-time as a funeral assistant at a local funeral home. After graduation I am
looking forward to begin my internship period, and if possible I would like continue
working in the same funeral home as a full-time employee (see Figure 3). As a personal
goal I plan to complete the required internship case work within the minimum allocated

time of twelve consecutive months and become a licensed funeral director and embalmer.

Figure 4. Gabriela’s Artifact: Make-up Brush
My artifact is a make-up brush which represents one of the reasons | selected

Mortuary Science as a field of study [see Figure 4]. When | first considered Mortuary
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Science as a career, I thought it was more on cosmetizing. I believed funeral directors’
and embalmers’ sole responsibility was to apply make-up on the decedents and make
them presentable to the bereaved family. Of course that was a misconception from my
part! | don't even know where I got that idea. | guess it was from a movie that | saw
where the actors were applying make-up to a dead person, but I am not positive about it.
One thing that | am certain about is that | immediately told myself, "Oh that's it, that's
how they do it! I can do that!" Now I know that there's a lot more that goes into the job
than I originally thought, but not in the bad way. So far, | like everything.

When people ask me how I got involved in Mortuary Science, I normally reply
that | needed to graduate quickly because | had been wasting my time with another
degree. Even when I had gotten close, more than half way to getting a bachelor’s, 1
stopped there. A degree in Mortuary Science would take two years and that appealed to
me. It was really what | wanted, so | went online and | Googled for degrees that | could
finish quickly. During my search Mortuary Science came-up as an option. It sounded
interesting and really cool and | decided to try it out. In addition, I discovered that the
money wouldn’t be horrible at the end. The Mortuary Science program is rigorous and
has high expectations for us. The first semester, | found out about the amount of work 1
had to do and | wanted to quit. | took four classes and only ended up passing one of
them. So at the end of the semester I questioned myself “What am I doing here?” |
should just go back to what | was doing before, but later | thought about it and | said,
“You know what? I can’t let one bad semester be the reason I don’t continue.” Even
when it was not what I initially had in mind, I decided | was going to finish the program.

| decided to take the challenge and stay enrolled.
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A

At this point in my life :
it is time to do this, quit thinking
about it, and just start doing it!

January 2016

National Board Exam &
Internship

Figure 5. Map of Gwen’s Journey
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Gwen

| was born on an Air Force Base in Florida. My family moved around frequently
due to my father’s commitment to the Air Force. Furthermore, I married someone who
joined the Air Force just a couple of months before we got married. We have been
married for almost 42 years now and moved around a lot. | actually came to this college
in 1973 [see Figure 5]. 1 only stayed for about a semester and a half, taking typing and
shorthand classes. As a result of my husband’s enlistment with the Air Force, we moved
around and I did not get a chance to come back until now. Currently, | am in my third
semester in the Mortuary Science program. My aspiration to become a funeral director
and embalmer has been present for over twenty years. However, | had to place my
career goals on hold until I finished raising my children. Now | am a part-time student,
and | would like to keep that type of schedule until I graduate. | have decided to finish all
these courses at my own pace and then seek employment at a funeral home to begin my
internship caseload. One of the most difficult parts after | decided to come back to
college is to fulfill the expectations that others have about me. Many of my friends and
relatives think I should be taking more classes, maybe four or five courses each semester.
I know myself; 1 know I am not up for that. | feel I have to do what works for me.

My desire to become a funeral director and embalmer began after experiencing
the tragic death of my brother and the subsequent demise of my father. These
experiences taught me many life lessons and confirmed my aspiration of helping
bereaved families. | feel that I know what it feels like to be on the other side of the desk

in a funeral home. That’s why I feel I have something to offer to other bereaved families.
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My artifacts consist of two photographs of my deceased relatives [see Figures 6 and 7]

and speak to the reason | selected Mortuary Science as a career.

Figure 6. Gwen’s Brother

A1 IO

Figure 7. Gwen’s Father
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My brother died in 1993. He was electrocuted by a high voltage power line. The
picture | shared with you is great! It shows how happy he was. He was a surveyor;
unfortunately, the metal pole that he was holding didn’t make actual ground contact. It
was a morning when the humidity was very high and the power arc crossed from the
voltage line to the metal pole that he was using to survey.

The other one is a photo of my dad. He passed away from liver cancer a year and
a half later, in the middle of 1994. My dad grew up on a farm and this picture shows how
he really was. He got a pan of green beans, long green beans, he’s shelling beans, the
way he used to do growing up and he’s just happy doing it. These are two really strong
men in my life; they mean a great deal to me and are the reason I'm enrolled in Mortuary
Science. When my family and I lost both of them we were assisted by a really good
funeral director that helped us during the funeral arrangements. Now I feel like I could

help someone else who is going through a similar situation.
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1'm the type of person that @
if I want something and I think it’s 7
going to benefit me, then I'm going for it.
This is what happened with the
Mortuary Science degree.
1 am almost done.

August 2015

Internship

SABELLA

Figure 8. Map of Sabella’s Journey
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Sabella

| grew up in Louisiana and my culture is African-American or, as | say, Black. 1
have an associate degree as a surgical technician. After completing the associate | went
back to school to pursue a nursing degree, but I decided not to continue because | didn't
like it. Most people who were in the surgical tech field consider that the next step would
be nursing, but personally the nursing field wasn't fulfilling to me, so I decided to quit
and search for something else. Ever since | was around twelve years old | became
interested in Mortuary Science, but I didn’t want to seem weird and I took a different
education path... and put off my desire to explore an education in funeral service. As |
grew older, I changed my way of thinking, and now I really don't care how people
perceive me. | think the public in general is fearful of the unknown, but Mortuary
Science is an occupation just like any other. It just takes a special person to do it.

Now after commuting to the Mortuary Science program for almost two years | am
almost ready to graduate [see Figure 8]. My immediate goal after graduation is to begin
my internship with the funeral home where [’ve been training while attending college.
For the duration of the program I’ve been alternating between my clinical training
requirements and my part-time job as a surgical technician. | am now ready to have free
time to spend with my husband and the rest of the family.

I chose to bring a choir gown as my artifact [see Figure 9]; it reminds me that I'm
committed and capable of doing anything that | set as a goal. As a member of the church
choir | was exposed to funeral services at an early age. | had the opportunity to sing

during funeral services for church members and for other people that | knew. My
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curiosity about the process involved in the preparation of those individuals for a public

viewing motivated me to seek a career as a funeral director and embalmer.

</

Figure 9. Sabella’s Artifact: Choir Gown

The black choir robe reminds me of those Saturdays when we went to church and
helped the grieving family celebrate the life of their loved one. Our goal was to uplift the
family in their time of need. We would always sing songs that could comfort them. 1
never forget that as a choir member my job was to uplift the grieving family and provide
ministry through music. When the church choir sang in a funeral service, we all sang
from the heart. We wished that the surviving relatives could feel that warm, care, and
sympathy that we were offering them. | plan to keep this choir robe as long as | can.
Looking at it reminds me of where I came from and where I'm going. I will definitely

keep it.
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To summarize, this section described the journey of Gabriela, Gwen, and Sabella
as Mortuary Science students. These study participants provided information about how
they became involved in the program and their motivation to become funeral directors
and embalmers. The findings obtained during our conversations were compared to the
national statistics provided annually by the American Board of Funeral Service Education
(ABFSE). The ABFSE is the sole accrediting agency in funeral service and Mortuary
Science education and provides an annual directory identifying all accredited programs or
institutions. This directory also includes the demographic changes experienced by each
of its accredited programs. According to the 2013 directory, over the past few
generations there have been significant changes in the profiles of both the institutions
offering funeral service education and the students studying to become funeral directors
and embalmers. The ABFSE (2013) informs that two generations ago, funeral service
education was offered almost exclusively by private institutions and for the most part the
students were sons of funeral home owners. Over 90% of the students were White.
Currently White students make up approximately 75% of the mortuary student
population, while African Americans are 15%. Hispanic Americans, Native Americans,
and Asian Americans compose 6% and 2% identify themselves as from other ethnic
backgrounds. However, as a college designated as a Hispanic-serving institution, the
population of the study setting differs in the ethnicity representation from the above
demographic distribution of Mortuary Science learners in the United States. This study
included three African Americans (33.3%), four Hispanics (44.4%), and two Whites
(22.2%). Prior to their enrollment in a Mortuary Science program the participants did not

have a consanguine relationship with a funeral director/embalmer and had no
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employment history in a funeral home. Gabriela came into the field without previous
experience and having a misconception about the duties and responsibilities of funeral
directors and embalmers. On the other hand, Gwen’s exposure to the field is based on
previous experience with the death of two family members. Lastly, Sabella’s narrative
demonstrates that her exposure to Mortuary Science was limited to participation in the
church choir during funeral services. Prior to her enrollment in Mortuary Science she

had never been involved in the care and preparation of a dead human body.
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Mortuary Science Interns

This section presents the career journey of the second group of study participants.
The group was composed of three individuals, Brandon, Jordan, and Scott, who at the
time when the study was implemented had begun their internship period. As interns or
provisional licensees, these participants were all working under the direct instruction and
supervision of a funeral director or embalmer. Their places of employment varied, to
include a family-owned funeral home, a large conglomerate of funeral homes, and an
embalming care center. Furthermore, these participants were also at different stages in
completing their internship period. Table 2 presents the three interns indicating their
motivation to seek a career in Mortuary Science.
Table 2

Profiles of Three Interns

Pseudonym Age Gender Motivation Seeking Mortuary Science

Brandon 25 + Male Curiosity
Hands-on aspect

Jordan 20 + Male Inter_est in the field since high school
Motivation by cousin

Scott 25 + Male | Inspired by the work of a funeral director
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Once [ had gotten to a certain
point in my education and realized
that Mortuary Science is what I loved,
there was no going back!

BRANDON

Figure 10. Map of Brandon’s Journey
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Brandon

| would like to start by saying that | am a graduate of the Mortuary Science
program and currently completing the required internship casework to obtain my license
as an embalmer [see Figure 10]. | was born in Riverside, California and lived there until
| was around four years old. My stepfather was in the Air Force, so | got to see a little
bit of the world. I have lived in Guam, Italy, and in several states of the United States.
We spent a few years in Idaho, enough to consider it my home state. It was in Idaho
where | grew up and where | got into a lot of trouble, but had a lot of fun as well. From
the age of 15, I was out of my parents’ house. I obtained my GED at 15, the high school
equivalency at 16, but I didn’t have additional school work until 1 got in the Mortuary
Science program at the age of 29 years old. 7'd been roaming around several states, but
as an adult I moved to Tennessee, where | met my wife and started my own adult life.
Later, | decided to join the Army in Las Vegas, but things fell through with them and |
ended up in Texas. | tried to enroll in college in a Radiology Tech program, but since |
had been out of school for a long time it became hard to continue. Afterwards, | signed
up for the Mortuary Science program and discovered that it was a rough degree. It took
me a little longer to graduate than most conventional students because | had a family to
support and the responsibilities of a full-time job. Many of the recent high school
graduates came into the program and they were out before I was done. It’s just because
they didn’t have as much on their plate, so they were able to take more courses each
semester. If that wasn’t enough, I have to add that I hadn’t been in school since I was 16,
and there were several prerequisites to get out of the way. Those remedial courses added

time to the degree plan and became one of the main reasons for the delayed graduation.
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It took me almost four years to complete a two-year program. | had extra academic
requirements plus I didn’t take the recommended full course load. | would take a few
courses here and there and skipped every summer to spend with my family. For me, it
was trying to find time for college and work and struggling to find time to spend with the
family, especially a new family that was just blossoming. | was getting acclimated to
being a dad. It was a difficult situation because when | was in the classroom all | was
thinking about was getting home. Then, | was at work and all | was thinking about was
getting to school. Every time | was in one place | was thinking about the responsibilities
| had in other places. It was tough; it really was. In order to work for me, | ended up
taking night shifts, 12-hour overnight shifts. | would get off work and go straight to
school. That was a little difficult at first. Luckily, the faculty members here always
combined their teaching with stories about their own professional experience. It was a
plus having professors that were funeral directors and embalmers that teach from
experience than just go through the lectures. Those stories motivated me and helped me
understand the application of the learned material. Above all, the life stories kept me
awake during class.

When | finally graduated, a new story began with the internship program. | had a
little bit of a criminal history. Consequently in order to get into the provisional program
there were a few hoops that | had to jump through. | had to get all of the paperwork from
everything that | had done in my life and send it to The Funeral Service Commission.

The commissioners reviewed my case, and they scheduled a date for me to appear before
them. The commissioners went over everything; | seriously believe this is one of the most

strenuous situations I’'ve ever been through in my life. The fact is that they had so much

29



pull over the future in my Mortuary Science career. I don’t even know how to describe
that experience. | was one of the last petitioners to go before the commissioners. As the
last person | observed the success or the failure of every single individual before me. 1
saw some petitioners that did not get the approval of the commissioners to move forward
with their vocation as funeral directors and embalmers. 1 could see either anger or
devastation in their faces, and | was wondering about the outcome of my case. Luckily,
the commissioners were fine with the documents | presented for their review. They
approved my case, otherwise [ wouldn’t be able to begin my internship period. After all
these events, | began the internship, but once again due to family obligations and full-
time job responsibilities at the embalming care center, | decided not to pursue
simultaneous licensure as a funeral director and embalmer. Once I finish my embalming
internship | plan to seek employment at a funeral home and begin to complete the
required internship caseload to obtain my license as a funeral director. |1 am a proud
father of three children, and my family takes priority over my education and professional
life. My current educational goals are to transfer to a university to obtain a
baccalaureate degree as well as to assist my wife in completing her college education.

| decided to bring a custom-made pocket watch as my artifact [see Figure 11].
This was a special gift from my wife upon graduation from the Mortuary Science
program. The watch itself doesn’t really relate to the Mortuary Science field, it was the
reason behind the gift. This is a unique watch; she picked the hands, the gears and all
the materials to make the gears, the actual casing, and the metal frame. She picked each
individual piece. Sometimes | think that she could just obtain it from any store. It was

much easier, but now | know that she wanted something special for me that reflected my
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style and the uniqueness of our family situation. | spent time in college obtaining this
degree, but I have to acknowledge that without the time that she dedicated to support me

during the achievement of my academic goals I will not be here.

Figure 11. Brandon’s Artifact: Custom-Made Pocket Watch
| realize that my wife decided to give me a custom-made pocket watch as a reminder of
the time that I had invested in the program and for everything that I've done for her and
our children. She feels that I've allocated my time wisely between my education and
family responsibilities. | never perceived what | do for my family as anything really
significant, but to her it means a lot. I always conduct myself the way I do because I’'m
supposed to take care of my family. | have children and | take care of them. | have her

and | will be there for her. It has always been a natural reaction to do what I do.

31



No matter what obstacles may come
my way, [ will stay focused and be strong.
1 will be able to achieve whatever

it is that I have in my mind.

JORDAN

Figure 12. Map of Jordan’s Journey
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Jordan

| am from Arkansas. The place where I grew up is very small; it is a rural area
with lots of farm animals. When | moved here it was a big change from my hometown. It
was not an easy transition, and it took me a while to get used to the new environment.
Back home we move at a slow pace. We don’t have traffic; we don’t even have stop
lights. Probably what I still miss the most is being able to see my family on a daily basis,
but other than that I don’t regret moving. When I moved here to pursue a career in
Mortuary Science, I didn’t know exactly what to think or what 10 expect, but so far
everything has been good. The journey has made me more confident. ['ve learned to talk
better and hold conversations with people without shying away. I’'ve learned how to keep
eye contact and introduce myself with a firm handshake. Now I believe this change in my
life has made me a better person, and I like the person it has turned me into.

When | told my parents about my interest in Mortuary Science they were very
supportive with my decision even when | had invested two years in a degree in Coaching
and Physical Education. This reaction from my parents motivated me to begin searching
for mortuary schools, and I decided to choose this program after reading good reviews
from different people. Here, the professors are very helpful and they know me by name.
In my previous college if the professors saw me in the hallways or at the store they didn’t
acknowledge me. In this program if | see one of my professors out or in a hallway, we'll
stop and talk. We don’t necessarily talk about school; we talk about just everyday life
and family. Being away from home | value the personal relationships with my professors.
I never liked the idea of becoming just another number in class. For instance, when the

tornado came and hit back home I just felt guilty because | was here away from my
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family. | even thought about going back home and not coming back to Texas, but my
professors were very supportive. While in Arkansas, they kept checking on me to make
sure | was doing fine. That really stuck out to me. Their support made me feel like | was
in the right program.

Since the tornado, I think everything happens for a reason. God puts things in
your path to make you a stronger person. Before the tornado, | was just barely getting by
and just going through the motions. After this tragedy | reevaluated my life, refocused on
my goals, and made myself realize that Mortuary Science is what | really wanted to do.
Unfortunately, the tornado took the life of my grandmother and this event totally changed
my life. She was always by my side supporting my decisions and represented a big part
of my existence. | think my desire to honor her memory is what keeps me going. When |
started my internship, I felt as if it was an additional step towards my goal of becoming a
funeral director and embalmer. | know this accomplishment will make my grandmother
proud of me. She wanted to see me grow up and become a productive citizen.

For my internship I decided to take advantage of an early job offer at a funeral
home and chose to begin this period of my career during my last year in the program.
My goal is to graduate with an associate’s degree and finish the internship
simultaneously [see Figure 12]. After obtaining my license as a funeral director and
embalmer, | would like to stay at the same funeral home where | have been employed as a
funeral assistant. If this plan does not work, then I will look for other job opportunities
in this area. | have decided not to go back to my hometown. | have adapted to the life in
a big city and firmly believe that there are more work opportunities either here or in the

surrounding cities. | had too many life lessons during my relocation that had made me a
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stronger individual, and | would like to be able to apply what I learned, where | learned

it. Idon’t think it will be the same back home.

Hello

how may | help you?

Jorcan

Save time. Save money. Every day!

Figure 13. Jordan’s Artifact: Name Tag

My first artifact is a name tag from my former employer [see Figure 13, actual name was
changed for the pseudonym]. It represents the time | had to wait to join my chosen
career. It also symbolizes the difficult times | had to face during the adaptation process
away from home. The second artifact is a business card that | received from the funeral
director that encouraged me to visit the funeral home he managed and to apply for a
position as a funeral assistant. [The details of this artifact are not shown to conceal the
name of the funeral director and the funeral home information]. These artifacts
symbolize my personal and professional growth. Both items reflect important transitions
in my life. After receiving the business card, | was able to leave a job that was not in my
field of interest and entered into a career that represented the reason | left my family,
friends, and hometown. | think the reason | saved these two artifacts is to remind me
about the time | almost gave up my academic dreams, but most importantly to appreciate

the positive influence this funeral director had in my life.
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Licensees expect me to learn
Srom them, but they don’t want
to learn from me.

SCOTT

Figure 14. Map of Scott’s Journey
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Scott

| was born and raised in this city. | attended high school, but due to some issues I
got kicked out during my junior year. Despite that, | continued with my education and
was home-schooled for the remaining of my high school instruction. | was able to test
out and graduated a year early and decided to join the armed forces. | was in the Army
for four-and-a-half years, active duty, and then did two years in the Reserve. Upon my
return from the U.S. Army, | opened my own landscaping business, and it was during this
time that | met my ex-girifriend’s father who was a funeral director/embalmer and owner
of two local funeral homes. It was due to this interaction that I got curious about the
mortuary field and began to ask questions about the type of work performed by funeral
directors and embalmers. Once | got serious about pursuing a career in Mortuary
Science | began to investigate about the different school options in the state. | wanted to
compare their National Board Exam pass rates and the possibility to use my veteran
benefits to pay for my college education. When | started the program I noticed that my
previous interest for science was helpful in this program. | passed thanatochemistry with
flying colors, I didn’t have to do much to obtain a good grade. On the legal aspect of
this field, when I had to take jurisprudence I didn’t have too much of an issue either. [
guess | kind of remembered some of the terminology due to personal experiences and
some of the problems | had as a teenager. However, not all courses have been easy.
Human anatomy was a little tougher due to my limited knowledge about the subject. |
had to push myself harder to learn the material. Even with all these responsibilities as a
mortuary student, | decided to look for a job in the field. Fortunately | was able to start

working at a local funeral home a few weeks after | began the program. Thanks to this
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employment, completing my internship requirements has not been complicated at all.
However, now that | am working at a local embalming care center, some of the younger
licensees seem to have issues with me because of my age and my military background.
They seem to believe that I have a “military attitude.” I don’t think that I’'m better than
anybody else, but some of my coworkers perceive that | feel that way about myself. 1
guess this is probably because they know I like to voice my opinion and immediately
assume that since | was in a leadership position in the Army, | will have a difficult time
going back to work as a civilian. | have noticed that when | had voiced my opinion in the
past, it was automatically perceived as insubordination because of my status as an intern.
Once the perception of insubordination came into play, | have always heard the same
statement from my licensed coworkers: “We’ve got a license and you don’t! You are an
intern; you still a student and you are here to learn from us.” I guess it’s an adaptation
process for all of us. Licensees expect me to learn from them, but they don’t want to
learn from me. At the moment, | am happy to say that I am almost done with the
Mortuary Science program [see Figure 14]. Even when it has been rough due to the high
standards of the program, | have pushed myself harder because | would like to graduate
and finish the internship requirements at the same time.

The artifact | selected is a book of notes from the funeral director that kind of got
me started in looking into the mortuary field. The pages in this book are kind of
yellowish already, and some of them have water stains. To me this artifact is a unique
treasure that was created around 1961 [see Figures 15 and 16]. It’s everything my
mentor had from the beginning of mortuary school to the time he graduated. His notes

are either handwritten or generated with an old typewriter.
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Figure 15. Scott’s Artifact: Binder with Mortuary Science Notes from the 1960s
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Figure 16. Scott’s Artifact: Binder with Freehand Sketches and Handwritten Notes
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This book contains everything that he transcribed during class including freehand
sketches [see Figure 16]. It is the Mortuary Science curriculum as taught fifty
plus years ago. | still remember the day | obtained this notebook. The funeral
director threw the book at me. It was heavy when he threw it in my lap and told
me, “Here, read it!” So I did and that kind of got me hooked. I was always
curious about what he did, and by reading his notes and glancing through the
pictures | got more interested in this career. Eventually I want to own a funeral
home, and | plan to display this notebook in a glass case. This notebook is
literally what got me started in the path where | am today.
In summary, this section presented the journey of Brandon, Jordan, and Scott as they
complete the state requirements for their internship in Mortuary Science. These study
participants provided detailed information about different aspects of their mortuary
education experience combined with their hands-on training as interns at local funeral
homes and embalming care centers. Based on the data obtained from the narratives, it is
evident that these three participants feel more at ease with Mortuary Science as their
career of choice over their previous major or former occupation. In the case of Brandon,
he considered joining a Radiology Tech program. Yet, after the interview with the
department coordinator he changed his mind and decided to select something related to
death care. Once in Mortuary Science, he noticed that his responsibilities with his work
and family prevented him from advancing in the program as fast as those students
without similar commitments. However, he is pleased that even at a slower pace he has
achieved most of his embalming internship requirements and plans to continue with his

funeral directing caseload. In the case of Jordan, his previous academic work was
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towards obtaining a baccalaureate in Coaching and Physical Education, but lost his
passion after the completion of his second academic year. Joining a Mortuary Science
program required for Jordan to move out of his home state and begin a new life living on
his own. He expressed that even when he did not regret moving, the process of
adaptation was not easy. It became harder when he had to face a natural disaster in his
home state which caused the death of his grandmother. Jordan has been working steadily
and is seeking concurrent completion of his internship and college requirements. Lastly,
Scott’s journey presents his challenges as an intern in Mortuary Science whose previous
leadership experience in military positions and as an owner of a company are affecting
his interaction with coworkers as well as his current goals of becoming a licensed funeral
director and embalmer. His veteran benefits had allowed him to dedicate time to
complete his academic work and combine it with the hands-on experience offered by the
licensees at his internship site. One common aspect among these participants is their
desire and commitment towards licensure as funeral directors and embalmers, either at
the end of their degree plan or by combining the academic work with the internship

requirements.
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Mortuary Science Graduates

This section presents the career journey of the last three study participants who
had graduated within the past two years and had already obtained their license as both
funeral directors and embalmers. The group was composed of three individuals,
Elisabeth, Emanuel, and Martha, all of them currently employed at local or nearby
funeral homes. These three study participants’ career stories inform about their
experiences in the Mortuary Science field. In sharing the narratives of Elisabeth,
Emanuel, and Martha, I introduce each of them using a map of their journey illustrating
significant events in their goal toward licensure as funeral directors and embalmers. This
group includes participants who have completed all three stages in the Mortuary Science
program (i.e., students, interns, licensees) and who have attended the same Mortuary
Science program as the previous six participants. | also use the artifacts they provided
during our platicas (conversations) to highlight specific events in their career. Table 3
presents the licensees indicating their motivation to seek a career in the field of Mortuary
Science.
Table 3

Profiles of Three Licensees

Pseudonym  Age Gender Motivation Seeking Mortuary Science

Elisabeth 30+ Female Employer motivation

Second career

Emanuel 25 + Male ) X
Parent’s advise

Suggested career by brother

Martha AV [FemE Curiosity about the field
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reward in Mortuary Science is not achieving
a good grade. The reward comes when we
are able to help families during their
time of need and put into practice
the learned material.

ELISABETH

Figure 17. Map of Elisabeth’s Journey
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Elisabeth

My name is Elisabeth (pseudonym) and | was born and raised in Mexico City. |
moved here with my family when | was fourteen years old. After | graduated from high
school | began to take the prerequisites for the nursing degree and started working part-
time for a funeral home. A few years later, my employer suggested for me to consider a
career as a funeral director and offered to pay for it. | thought about it for a while and
requested information about the program. However, it was not until I discovered that my
nursing prerequisites were going to transfer almost in its totality that | decided to switch
majors and pursue a degree in Mortuary Science [see Figure 17]. My employer has
always been very supportive with my academic obligations. Throughout the course of my
studies in the program they adjusted my working schedule around my academic agenda.
Additionally, the director-in-charge of the funeral home attended the same program, and
that helped me to become familiar with the requirements and expectations of the
Mortuary Science Department. | attended college in the mornings and went to the
funeral home in the afternoons or during the days I did not have classes. As a Mortuary
Science student I quickly discovered that the goal here was to learn and put into practice
the material, not just memorize it. | guess the program was harder than expected
because | had to work full-time and attend college. I don’t even know how I combined
both responsibilities, but | managed to do it. As an intern, | realized that there were
procedures that were not going to match the textbook. | had to learn those skills on the
march, when faced with actual funeral home situations and while working side-by-side
with the funeral director or embalmer. 1 also learned that | had to be flexible with my

work schedule in order to get cases towards my internship. That implied that sometimes |
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began my workday at 8:30 a.m., but I could never anticipate what time | was going home.
Every personal activity had to be rearranged if a family who experienced the death of a
loved one walked in a few minutes before my scheduled time to be off. There were times
that | had to assist in removals in the middle of the night. It was during this time period
that | realized that it was going to be a challenge trying to keep up with my work
assignments at the funeral home and the internship requirements.

Currently | have been licensed as a funeral director and embalmer for almost a
year. | am still employed at the same funeral home where | began working as an office
administrative assistant twelve years ago. Prior to this experience | had not been
exposed to documentation related to funeral arrangements. Now as a licensed funeral
director | have had very rewarding experiences with the families | have served. |
normally share my experiences with students seeking a career in Mortuary Science and
recommend them to reflect about their willingness to help others in their time of need
because this time could be outside regular business hours. Even when | am willing to
help students, they need to know that I will show them the way | make funeral
arrangements and how | conduct funerals. However, they must be aware that each
funeral director has his or her own way of presenting suggestions for funeral
arrangements. Personally I have experienced that some older funeral directors don’t
think that new licensees know how to perform the duties of a funeral director. Probably
their vast experience doesn’t let them see that students and interns are willing to learn
the field work from them. 1| think these experienced directors respect interns because they

know the high expectations of the Mortuary Science program, but they still see newly
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licensed directors as kids who still have several lessons to learn and the task of proving

themselves in the field.

Figure 18. Elisabeth’s Artifact: Distinguished Graduate Medal

My artifact is a medal that I received from the college as a distinguished graduate
of the Mortuary Science program [see Figure 18]. Each year, the academic programs at
the college recognize one outstanding graduate. As a distinguished graduate | received
special recognition at the commencement ceremony by wearing a cord and the medal to
signify my status. This distinction was also indicated in my diploma and my name as the
distinguished graduate was inscribed on the department’s plaques. The distinguished
graduate medal represents a big accomplishment. It represents the time that | spent in
college working towards obtaining a license as a funeral director and embalmer. It is
also important because | am the first college graduate in my family. Receiving this
award and graduating with honors made me happy, but seeing my family cheering for me

and feeling proud of my accomplishments is beyond explanation.”
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Obtained licensure

FEvery single day 1 go home and I can
rest at ease knowing I have done
my best to serve a grieving family . . .

1 take that blessing home every day:

EMANUEL

Figure 19. Map of Emanuel’s Journey
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Emanuel

I was born in North Texas, but the majority of my youth was spent in a very small
community in the South Central part of Texas. My interest in Mortuary Science
developed from the visit of a funeral director during a career day in my high school. |
liked the idea of achieving an affordable college education in a reasonable amount of
time. 1 also realized the college was nearby and I would not have to move or leave home.
All of those were great positives to begin a career in funeral service. Yet, I think it took
approximately eight years before | considered a college education. During those years |
worked in construction until my parents advised me to look for a less-labor intensive
career that had a retirement possibility. So, thus education came back into the scene. |
inquired in my early twenties and spoke with one of the faculty members and kind of got
the basis on the actual requirements for the Mortuary Science field. Unfortunately due to
my working schedule at that time, I wasn’t able to keep the same pattern followed by
younger students. | actually started and then stopped, then went back a second time. |
finished the program during my second attempt with the assistance and motivation of a
faculty member in the program. During my second try | actually devoted myself one-
hundred percent to school, had a better retention, and accomplished so much more. |
honestly think that during my first attempt the academic work was the greatest challenge,
but I almost feel like it became a challenge because of my personal ways of operating. At
the present time, most of the funeral industry is not a challenge to me. | have adapted to
the unusual working hours, | am adequately prepared to assist bereaved families, and

support my coworkers when needed.
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The practical experience was a very exciting period. The application of
knowledge was the exciting part of the internship. In my mind I knew what to do and
what things were called, but applying the knowledge was a different experience. |
actually loved my clinical and internship periods because of all the hands-on activities
involved. Due to these activities, | was lucky to get employed with a funeral home before
my actual internship period started. So | was able work under direct supervision of my
director and put into practice everything | was learning in school. Once again, due to my
obligations outside of college, I had no choice but to extend my internship period to
about a year and a half. When | became fully licensed, it was a sigh of relief. Once the
National Board Exam was out of the way and once the internship period was completed, |
knew the paperwork was going to be checked by the State Commission before granting
the license. Luckily enough I was employed before being licensed, and it felt nice to have
my manager and owner of the funeral home walk up to me and say, “Now that you are
licensed, we want you to stick around. We appreciate your work.” At that moment it was
a huge sigh of relief. 1 knew in my mind, in my heart, my body that I could accommodate
to what the industry needed from me. So far it has been eighteen months since | obtained
my license as a funeral director and embalmer [see Figure 19] and | already feel
accomplished. My affection for small towns took me to the Texas Hill Country area
where | am currently working in a family-owned funeral home. My goal after graduation
was to move to a small town similar to the place where | grew up. | feel more
comfortable knowing the members of the community where | reside and want to have a

connection with the grieving families | serve.
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Figure 20. Emanuel’s Artifact: The Bible

The artifact | selected is my personal leather-bound Bible [see Figure 20]. For
me this Bible represents the source of inspiration and the enlightenment that | need to
fulfill my responsibilities as a funeral director. | treasure and feel a personal connection
to this Bible because my name was taken directly from it. | have my Bible open in one of
my favorite section which is the book of the prophet Ezekiel. | would like to emphasize
and read Ezekiel 32:7 [NKJV]: “When I put out your light, I will cover the heavens, and
make the stars dark; | will cover the sun with the cloud, and the moon shall not give her
light.” This Bible verse is important to me because it represents my desire to assist the
bereaved during their time of need. This verse is so significant to me that | decided to put
in on one of my arms. [This tattoo is not shown to protect the participant’s identity].
Having it on my body has been a source of comfort and guidance throughout my personal
and professional life. | permanently tattooed this portion of the Bible so | can always
glance down on my own skin whenever [ feel lost. I want it to be a reminder of why I'm

here and what I’'m supposed to do.
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January 201+
Obtained licensure

... As a licensee I would like to be an
example for mortuary students . . . I hope
to one day be that person that they come
to ask for help and feel comfortable

seeking advice from me.

MARTHA

Figure 21. Map of Martha’s journey
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Martha

I'm originally from a small town on the border between the United States and
Mexico. | was a couple of months old when we moved from Alpine to South Texas and
lived there until | decided to enrolled in the Mortuary Science program. At the beginning
I didn't know exactly what | was getting into, but I thought I would give it a try. | came to
Mortuary Science straight out of high school based on what | had heard or acquired
through my brother about his experiences in the program [see Figure 21]. My constant
conversations with my brother about his mortuary assignments increased my curiosity.
After a couple of semesters | decided to undertake a career in Mortuary Science even
after my brother decided to change majors. Talking about this reminds me about how
scared | was during my first semester. | didn't know where to start since it was also my
first time away from home. Towards the middle of the program | approached one of my
professors and asked him to serve as a reference because | wanted to apply as a funeral
assistant at one of the local funeral homes. | was also kind of timid because | have heard
that the funeral home where | applied was very meticulous. However, once | started
working there and got a little experience, everything went very well. Throughout the
different stages of the program, the professors were very helpful in being able to make us
understand, or having us develop experience in Mortuary Science. | feel that | learned a
great deal when they sent us off-campus during the course of the semester to visit several
funeral homes and cemeteries. Personally I got to realize and find out if I could handle
the responsibilities that come with becoming a funeral director and embalmer. Now as a
licensee | would like to be an example for others, for the students that are coming up and

barely getting into the Mortuary Science program. | hope to one day be that person that
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they come to ask for help and feel comfortable seeking advice from me. As of today | can
proudly say that | have been licensed for the past fourteen months. Also | am very
satisfied of my professional growth from a student to a funeral assistant, then an intern,
and finally for being able to take a position as a licensee in one of the largest family
owned funeral homes in town. | am glad that | was able to continue my career with this
funeral home. Working there | noticed that due to their high expectations not all interns
are hired after the completion of the internship. Other interns decide to move on their

own due to the same reasons.

Figure 22. Martha’s Artifact: Acknowledgment Card
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My curiosity about Mortuary Science became a career, and now as a licensed
funeral director and embalmer | decided to use several acknowledgements cards and
appreciation letters as my artifacts [see Figure 22]. These are cards and letters that |
have received in the past fourteen months as a licensee. They were sent by families who
wanted to show their appreciation for the assistance | provided during the planning and
supervision of their loved one’s funeral service. The letters vary in length from those
containing a few words of appreciation to full letters describing in detail the gratitude of
the bereaved family. This type of letters gives me the energy and motivation to keep
assisting families who have experienced the death of one of their relatives. | have some
of these letters displayed on the wall around my desk. If at any time | need to look back
at them and remind myself as to why I do this, I still have them available and accessible
to do just that. I think this specific acknowledgement card was one of my very first
families. | remember being with them for almost four hours. 1 was newly licensed and a
little nervous, but everything worked out and the family was pleased with the funeral
arrangements. There were so many details into this specific service that made me really
anxious to the point that I checked and rechecked all the service details multiple times. |
was glad that at the conclusion of the funeral the family was satisfied and pleased with
all the aspects of the funeral service. It was at that moment that | realized | was doing
something right and how much an acknowledgment letter meant to me. Especially when
each of those letters represents surviving relatives, that even when they are grieving, they

still took the time to send me a note of appreciation.
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To sum up, this section presented the career journeys of the remaining three study
participants who at the time of the study were Mortuary Science graduates and are
currently licensed as funeral directors and embalmers (see Table 3). The licensure period
of Elisabeth, Emanuel, and Martha ranged from thirteen to twenty-two months. During
our conversations these participants vividly described their previous experiences as
Mortuary Science students and interns, but were also willing to share their challenges and
successes as newly licensees in the field. Elisabeth, Emanuel, and Martha were able to
recall in detail the good experiences throughout their journey in Mortuary Science. As
recent graduates they also wanted to acknowledge the faculty members and the licensees
who served as their preceptors and whom they considered essential components to
describe their journey. All the participants agreed during our individual conversations,
that the dedication and willingness of these preceptors transformed their lives as students,
interns, and new licensees. On the other hand, it was also evident that these participants
equally remember their feelings of confusion, nervousness, irritation, and in general the
bad incidents that they faced during their visits to several funeral homes while
completing their clinical work and internship requirements. Furthermore, it is important
to emphasize that these licensees coincided in their goal of transforming those negative
journey episodes into positive experiences for the new generation of funeral directors and
embalmers. Elisabeth believes that communication with the students and interns is
essential to the success of the clinical and internship programs. She added that it is
important to begin with the basics and avoid assumptions with all incoming students.
Elisabeth recommended that funeral directors and embalmers should take the time to get

to know their new students and inform them about the responsibilities and expectations of
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the funeral home and the community they serve. In the case of Emanuel, he added that
standard funeral customs and procedures for the licensees may be totally unfamiliar to the
student or intern. It is for this reason that as a licensee he now plans to assist his students
by training them and slowly to develop a similitude in working styles. Martha described
that everything was a learning experience during her internship. She plans to implement
with her future interns the training methods employed by the preceptors who were willing
to assist her. Similarly, she emphasized that those limited negative incidents in her
Mortuary Science journey also taught her how not to train her future colleagues. These
experiences have encouraged her to assist students and interns to be successful and
achieve their goal of becoming licensed funeral directors and embalmers.
Summary

The participants in the three groups (e.g., students, interns, and graduates) shared
the story of their journeys up to this point. When viewed collectively the data provided a
wide view of the field of Mortuary Science in all three stages. It is important to note that
these participants shared their journeys describing their involvement with family-owned
funeral homes, large conglomerate funeral homes, and embalming care centers. The
individual stories of the study participants helped to describe the uniqueness of the
students, interns, and graduates in the field of Mortuary Science. Even if they entered the
program holding misconceptions about the career, they discovered passion for the field
when they decided to stay.

It is also important to mention that all nine participants have shared that one of the
significant aspect of their learning process in the Mortuary Science program involved the

hands-on training during their clinical and internship work. This highlights the
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importance of mutual support and continuous involvement of Mortuary Science educators
and current funeral practitioners. Each of the participants shared positive and negative
experiences during their regular visits to funeral homes, and there were many similarities
among the examples given. The group of recent licensees involved in this study has
plans to reduce the negative experiences for future students and would like to serve as
initiators of a new internship prototype promoting an environment of mutual support
among interns and licensees.

In the course of data analysis it became evident that the participants valued the
combined teaching methods of faculty members and licensees. They also acknowledged
that the differences between theory and hands-on learning experiences create a thought-
provoking learning environment where they can apply and adapt theory into actual
funeral home situations. The participants felt that theory application allowed them to
expand their learning by incorporating the community in which they were serving their
clinical work or internship. Others mentioned that actual funeral home experience
allowed them to corroborate Mortuary Science as their career of choice. These narratives
represent a unique opportunity for Mortuary Science learners and graduates to give voice
to their stories as a way to connect all parties involved in the Mortuary Science education.

The stories of these nine participants also reflect uniqueness among them and
their group. There is not a clear path about the characteristics of a typical Mortuary
Science student. They all came from a diverse background including age, gender,
ethnicity, past experience with funeral services, and motivation to complete a career as a
funeral director and embalmer. Even when all nine participants talked about career pride

and professional identity, several of them at some point felt weird or embarrassed about
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their chosen career. However, after they became more involved in the field all of them
developed career pride and indicated that now they talk to friends and relatives with
assertiveness.

The data made it evident that the majority of the participants (e.g., Gwen, Sabella,
Brandon, Scott, Elisabeth, and Emanuel) were non-traditional students. All of these
participants had family and job responsibilities that prevented them from following the
prescribed two-year degree plan. Some of them had to attend college on a part-time basis
while others either extended their internship period or decided to serve their funeral
directing and embalming internships during two separate time frames. The ABFSE
(2013) reported that the average age of the new student has remained relatively constant
over the past decade; with 17 to 30 years old making up approximately two-thirds of new
students, and those 30 to 70 years old making up approximately one-third. It is important
to notice that one of the age categories (e.g. 21 to 25 years old) established by the ABFSE
to classify Mortuary Science students includes a mixture of traditional and non-traditional
students. This classification differs from the literature in the field of adult education. In
particular, Kasworm (2014) explains that being over the age of 24 has been the defining
characteristic for considering a student to be classified as a “nontraditional”. Thus, for
the purpose of this study, | used the age of 24 to distinguish between traditional and non-
traditional learners. From the nine study participants six (66.7%) were between the ages

of 20-30, and three (33.3%) were between ages 30-65.
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CHAPTER 111

THE MAIN ELEMENTS OF THE STORY

The Heart of the Story

Anatomically, the heart is the organ that pumps blood through veins and arteries.
However, it is considered by many as the place where emotions are felt. As Guajardo and
Guajardo (2010) explain: “The human heart gives the body ultimate meaning, and is the
source of human passion; in the same way, the heart of the story is typically its meaning,
and even its passionate quality” (p. 95). Thus, this section describes the different forces
that drive the learners and graduates participating in the study. “The passion is shaped by
the values that guide the efforts that fuel action. These values include the emotional,
moral, and rational ways of knowing the story” (Guajardo & Guajardo, p. 95). Likewise,
to describe the heart of this study, the participants tell stories about their commitment to
the career, their desire to continue learning, their love for Mortuary Science, and the

rewarding experiences they have had when serving bereaved families (see Figure 23).
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THE HEART OF THE STUDY

1 didn’t know how comfortable
1 would be once 1 got into Mortuary Science.
1 became really fascinated by it . . .
1've already commutted to this career
and this s what I like.

Although Mortuary Science
can be very demanding, it doesn’t
Jeel that way because it is
something that I want to do.

Sabella
Brandon

0

1 did not start this journey There are a lot of jobs that

to quit. 1 started this 1 could have done,
Journey to finish and but I chose embalming.
that’s where I am going. As weird as it may sound,
1 learned that I'm not too old 1 love what I do.
to continue learning.
Scott
Gwen
\ 3
Elisabeth Martha
The funeral directing is very rewarding 1 definitely love what I do! During hectic
to me, especially when the grieving family days 1 sit down and take a look at the
comes after the funeral service to let me letters and postcards sent by the families
know that they are thankful to me for 1've served. Those letters are my treasure;
helping them during their difficult time. they reenergize me.

Figure 23. Participants’ Comments Illustrating the Heart of the Story
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Data analysis sorting the emotions and feelings communicated by the study
participants illustrates the different pieces that constitute the heart of the study. Thus, six
emergent themes related to the heart of the study include: empathy for the bereaved,
experiencing a second career, care and respect for the dead, satisfaction with a job well
done, developing self-confidence, and eagerness to learn and apply skills (see Table 4).
Each theme is illustrated using selected data that come from both the individual platicas
and information shared during the group conversation when all study participants shared
their opinions. Each emergent theme is described in detail by using the stories provided
by the individual participants. Collectively, their stories help create the heart of the
study. These themes overlap and sometimes repeat; however, for the sake of synthesis, |

purposefully highlighted what was most meaningful to the study participants.
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Table 4

Emergent Themes Related to the Heart of the Study

Emergent Themes

Participant Examples

Empathy for the
Bereaved

I have experienced the denial stage and a similar pain after
facing the death of relatives and friends. During my difficult
time | was guided by a caring funeral director. Now | want to
learn how to assist others and make them feel that they are in
good hands.

Gwen (student)

Experiencing a
Second Career

As a surgical technician | just wondered: What happens to the
patients after they have been taken off life support? What
happens at the funeral home? The combination of my curiosity
about a unique career and the discontent with my current job
drew me towards becoming a funeral director and embalmer.
Sabella (student)

Care and Respect
for the Dead

I knew that I was going to help the grieving parents. As a father,
| felt I could provide the best care for their son/daughter and try
to alleviate their pain.

Brandon (intern)

Satisfaction With a
Job Well Done

I mostly work in the preparation room . . . it is the most
gratifying experience to see the families transformation. When |
first walk into their house, they re crying because I am taking
their loved one away . . . when they come to the funeral home
they 're in tears again, but this time it is because they are
thanking me for what I’ve done. Nobody else will ever be able to
experience that. It’s an ultimate high!

Scott (intern)

Developing
Self-Confidence

I love Mortuary Science! But I have a hard time telling other
people what | do because they look at me kind of weird, but this
is what | wantto do . .. | believe this is a change in my life and
it has made me a better person and I like the person it has turned
me into.

Jordan (intern)

Eagerness to Learn
and Apply Skills

The application of knowledge was the exciting part of the
internship. | actually loved the hands-on experience obtained
during my clinical and internship periods. Now as a licensee, |
am extremely pleased and confident in the fact that | can offer
my knowledge, skills, and experience to the families | serve.
Emanuel (licensee)
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Empathy for the Bereaved
The exposure to the different manifestations of grief is an everyday component of
the work of Mortuary Science learners and graduates. The first example comes from the
conversations with Gwen. Her story is representative of the data indicating the
significance of having experienced grief, death, and bereavement prior to enrollment in
the program. For Gwen experiencing the death of two close relatives was a major
motivation to pursue a career in Mortuary Science and a major source of empathy for the
bereaved:
... I think that if I combined my personal grief experiences with my current
education I could be of assistance to other families going through what |
experienced in previous years. Unfortunately, | had been to several funeral
homes as a client. | have lots of friends who have experienced the death of their
spouses, for one reason or another. 1 just felt like I had something to offer and
thought that it was time to make a decision about the career | always wanted and
to act onit. I just felt an inner push that I needed to do it. | am happy | made the
decision, because | am comfortable and I feel like this is where | am supposed to
be right now. Based on personal experience, | can say that during the period of
grief no one can think straight. 1 vaguely remember that something needed to be
done after the death of a family member, but I didn’t know where to begin or what
direction to take. The staff at the hospital kept on asking about my family’s
decision for the proper disposition of my father. If that wasn’t enough, the rest of
the family and friends also inquired about funeral services, but I was numbed. |

knew | had three or four days to make very important decisions, and | was
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clueless. It was not until I met the funeral director, a well-mannered and
courteous gentleman, someone who knew what to do. He immediately made me
feel that everything was going to be all right. It was an experience of relief just
knowing that my father was going to be in good hands and that | was going to be
fine as well. After | experienced this situation with my father and several others
with close friends, I firmly believe that I have something to offer. | feel like I
could help someone else who's going through a similar situation. | can be
conscientious, caring, and able to put the grieving family first, their concerns and
what’s important to them just the way that funeral director took care of my father,
my family, and me. | realized that every family is going to have different issues
that are going to be important to them. My goal as a future funeral director is to
help families get through the experience of grief. Based on personal experience, |
could say that there’s no such a thing as “closure,” I'm not sure who came up
with that word. 1 think that for the surviving relatives is recommended to try to
get through the grief experience and then make the best of their future. Someone
told me that all those feelings after the death of a loved one were normal, my new

normal. 1 think it is the best phrase | have ever heard.

Although not all participants had experienced the death of a loved one prior to their

enrollment in the Mortuary Science program, Gwen described how she was able to rise

above her grief and develop a desire to assist others undergoing similar experiences.

Even though prior experience with death-and-dying issues is not a requirement to join the

program, it is important for students to be able to talk and toler