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Abstract 

In this paper, we reflect on the use of visually aided methods (VAMs) in 

qualitative interviews within mathematics education research. Drawing on two 

empirical studies, we examine how visual artefacts shape interaction, reflection, 

and meaning-making during interview encounters. In the first project, we 

conducted individual interviews with in-service teachers who created diagrams 

to explore relationships between concepts such as equity, inclusion, diversity, 

and social justice in mathematics education. In the second project, we used 

research-informed illustrations in focus group interviews with pre-service 

teachers to stimulate discussion about language diversity in mathematics 

classrooms. In both studies, visual artefacts acted as mediating devices that 

structured conversations, supported the translation of abstract concepts into 

more concrete interpretations, and facilitated collaborative sense-making. Our 

analysis also suggests that different visual approaches generate distinct forms 

of reflection, ranging from introspective conceptual exploration to collective 

pedagogical reasoning. We argue that visually aided interviews do more than 

support expression; they shape the production of qualitative data and open new 

methodological possibilities for researching sociocultural dimensions of 

mathematics education. 
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Introduction 

Qualitative interviews are widely used in mathematics education research to explore, among 

other things, teachers’ and learners’ knowledge, experiences, beliefs, identities, and practices 

(see, e.g., Foyn & Solomon, 2022; Nosrati & Andrews, 2022; Schindler & Lilienthal, 2020; Sneck 

et al., 2022; Takeuchi et al., 2019; Weber et al., 2025; Xenofontos, 2019). Nonetheless, in many 

studies, interviews rely primarily on spoken language as the main means through which 

participants articulate their perspectives. While conversational interviews can produce rich 

accounts, we have often found in our own research that some aspects of experience are not 

always easy to express through words alone, particularly when participants are asked to 

reflect on complex or abstract ideas. 
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As discussed in the following pages, colleagues across the social sciences have increasingly 

incorporated visual artefacts into qualitative interviews in recent years. Drawings, diagrams, 

photographs, and other visual materials are sometimes introduced into the interview process, 

allowing participants to create or interpret them during the conversation. These artefacts can 

become shared points of reference between researcher and participant and may shape how 

reflection unfolds during the interview. Despite this growing methodological interest, visually 

aided approaches remain relatively uncommon in mathematics education research. When 

visual artefacts are used, they are often treated mainly as tools that help participants express 

their views. Less attention has been given to how such artefacts influence the interview 

encounter itself and the kinds of insights that may emerge through these interactions, 

especially in mathematics education research. 

This paper stems from our experiences as mathematics education researchers working with 

visually aided interviews in two separate research projects. In one project, in-service teachers 

were asked to create diagrams during individual interviews while discussing concepts such 

as equity, inclusion, diversity, and social justice in mathematics education. In the second 

project, pre-service teachers engaged with research-informed illustrations before focus group 

discussions about language diversity in mathematics classrooms, and those illustrations were 

then used as conversation starters. Reflecting on these two studies prompted us to think more 

carefully about how visual artefacts shaped the interview process itself. Here, we examine 

how visually aided methods influenced interaction, interpretation, and reflection within these 

interviews. Our aim is to contribute to methodological discussions in mathematics education 

research and beyond by addressing how visual artefacts can shape the production of 

qualitative data and by reflecting on the possibilities these approaches offer for research and 

teacher education in our field. We understand these visually aided approaches as relevant not 

only to methodological innovation, but also to culturally responsive and equity-oriented 

research. When interviews address issues such as equity, inclusion, social justice, and 

language diversity, visual artefacts may help create spaces in which participants can engage 

with complex ideas through more than spoken language alone. In this sense, visual mediation 

can support forms of inquiry that are attentive to participants’ cultural, linguistic, and 

professional experiences, while also making visible how educational meanings are negotiated 

within specific social contexts. 

Theoretical Considerations 

What do we Mean by Visually Aided Methods? 

Visually aided methods (hereafter, VAMs) have become an increasingly established feature of 

qualitative interviewing, particularly in research that seeks to move beyond an exclusive 

reliance on spoken language (Bagnoli, 2009). In the literature, these methods are commonly 

understood as the use of visual, graphic, or arts-based tools alongside talk to support 

reflection, recall, communication, and meaning-making (Berends, 2011; Orr et al., 2020). Rather 

than functioning as independent techniques, such tools are typically embedded within 

interview encounters and used as elicitation devices that work alongside talk (de la Croix et 

al., 2018). In this way, they are shown to shape not only what participants say, but also how 

interviews unfold as interactional and interpretive spaces (Orr et al., 2020).  
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Within qualitative research, VAMs are commonly framed as a means of accessing dimensions 

of experience and perspective that are difficult to articulate through words alone. A substantial 

body of literature emphasises their capacity to engage emotional, sensory, metaphorical, 

spatial, and relational aspects of lived experience that may remain tacit or underdeveloped in 

conventional question-and-answer formats (Bagnoli, 2009; Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Literat, 

2013; Rainford, 2020). At the same time, VAMs are frequently discussed as supporting 

participation and communication where verbal expression is constrained, including research 

with children and young people, individuals with communication impairments or challenges, 

or participants working across linguistic and cultural boundaries (Bearman et al., 2021; 

Teachman & Gibson, 2018; Young & Barrett, 2001). Across this body of work, visuality is not 

treated as a neutral supplement to interviews but as an active component of the research 

process, shaping interaction, interpretation, and analytic possibilities.  

There is a wide range of VAM practices in different research contexts employing interviews. 

One common approach involves participant-generated drawings, including self-portraits, 

relational maps, support maps, timelines, lifelines, and concept maps. These are created 

during interviews and then used as prompts for discussion with the researcher. Such visual 

tasks can support recall, reflection on relationships, and sense-making over time, while also 

giving researchers access to aspects of experience that might otherwise remain implicit 

(Bagnoli, 2009; Berends, 2011; Orr et al., 2020; Virole & Ricadat, 2022). Photographic methods 

are also widely used. Techniques such as photo elicitation, participant photography, 

autophotography, and photovoice invite participants to introduce images into the interview 

and use them as starting points for conversation and interpretation (Glaw et al., 2017; 

Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Pain, 2012). In both drawing-based and photographic approaches, 

images are not treated as independent sources of data. Instead, their value lies in how 

participants talk about them during the interview and in the ways visuals help shape a more 

collaborative and reflective research encounter.  

Beyond drawing and photography, other visual tools include diagrams, organisational charts, 

rich pictures, ranking and mapping exercises, metaphor-based visuals, LEGO or other model-

building tasks, and creative artefacts such as collage and digital storytelling (Glegg, 2019; 

Literat, 2013; Olmo-Extremera et al., 2024; Rainford, 2020). Such approaches are often valued 

for their capacity to support expression, stimulate reflection, start a conversation and surface 

experiences or meanings that may be difficult to articulate through words alone. Other studies 

have explored technologically mediated forms of visual elicitation, including video-based 

methods, walk-through interviews, and virtual reality environments, which enable 

engagement with spatial, sensory, and embodied dimensions of experience (Didkowsky et al., 

2010; McLaughlan, 2019). At the same time, a strand of applied and forensic research has 

examined visual aids primarily in terms of their instrumental value for supporting recall, 

comprehension, or information retrieval during interviews (Johnson et al., 2024; Wolfman et 

al., 2018). In contrast, other studies situate visual artefacts within participatory, collaborative, 

and reflexive qualitative traditions, emphasising their role in shared reflection and 

interpretation rather than treating them solely as elicitation prompts (Didkowsky et al., 2010; 

Glegg, 2019; Literat, 2013; Rainford, 2020).  

Advantages of Using VAMs in Qualitative Interviews 

VAMs are often described as changing the tone and substance of qualitative interviews in 

ways that many authors regard as beneficial. A commonly cited advantage is their ability to 

generate accounts that feel richer and more layered than those produced through verbal 
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questioning alone. Visual prompts can encourage participants to reflect more deeply on their 

experiences and to articulate emotional or relational aspects that might otherwise remain 

difficult to express (Bagnoli, 2009; Orr et al., 2020; Rainford, 2020). Visual artefacts can also 

serve as compact representations of complex experiences, allowing participants to outline life 

trajectories, relationships, or identities in relatively simple forms and then elaborate on these 

representations through conversation (Bagnoli, 2009; Berends, 2011).  

Visual tools are frequently described as supporting memory and sense-making, particularly 

in interviews focused on biographical narratives or experiences that unfold over time. 

Techniques such as timelines, biograms, and relational maps can help participants recall and 

sequence events, identify turning points, and reflect on connections that might otherwise 

appear fragmented in narrative accounts (Berends, 2011; Olmo-Extremera et al., 2024). Because 

interviewers and participants can orient to the same visual artefact, these tools may also help 

provide clearer interview structure and foster more dialogical and collaborative processes of 

meaning-making.  

The contribution of VAMs to data generation also lies in how they shape interaction between 

the researcher and participant. Visual tasks can shift some control over the interview process 

by giving participants greater freedom and autonomy to decide what to depict, emphasise, or 

leave out. In this way, they may reduce researcher dominance and position participants as 

active contributors to knowledge production (Didkowsky et al., 2010; Guillemin & Drew, 2010; 

Young & Barrett, 2001). Several authors suggest that visual activities can support rapport 

building, contribute to a more relaxed interview atmosphere, and make it easier to approach 

sensitive or taken-for-granted topics (Rainford, 2020; Virole & Ricadat, 2022). In research with 

children, young people, or participants who find abstract verbal expression challenging, visual 

aids are frequently described as supporting communication and inclusion by expanding the 

ways in which experiences and perspectives can be expressed (Bearman et al., 2021; Literat, 

2013; Teachman & Gibson, 2018).  

Challenges and Limitations 

The use of VAMs can introduce challenges for participants and researchers. One recurring 

concern relates to differences in participant comfort and engagement. Some participants feel 

uneasy about drawing or other creative tasks, particularly when they worry about their artistic 

ability or fear being evaluated on their performance (Bagnoli, 2009; Rainford, 2020; Virole & 

Ricadat, 2022). In these situations, visual activities may discourage participation rather than 

support it.  It is also noted that visual tools can subtly shape how participants represent their 

experiences. For example, timelines often encourage linear narratives of time, while mapping 

exercises may foreground assumptions about relationships, hierarchy, or identity that do not 

align with how participants understand their own lives (Bagnoli, 2009; Berends, 2011). As a 

result, visual artefacts can sometimes limit expression or lead to representations that feel 

conventional or shaped by the method itself, particularly in contexts where participants are 

socially connected to one another, such as within shared peer groups or communities.  

For researchers, interpreting visual data presents further challenges. Visual materials are often 

ambiguous and highly context-dependent, raising questions about how meaning should be 

understood and whose interpretations should take precedence (Berends, 2011; Literat, 2013; 

Pain, 2012). Many authors therefore stress the importance of analysing visual artefacts in close 
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connection with participants’ explanations, cautioning against treating images as self-evident 

or interpreting them in isolation (Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Virole & Ricadat, 2022). 

Furthermore, in studies involving multiple cases, the openness and heterogeneity of visual 

outputs may complicate cross-case analysis and systematic coding, as visual data can be 

difficult to standardise or reduce without loss of meaning (Bagnoli, 2009; Pain, 2012).  

Finally, VAMs raise ethical and practical concerns that require careful attention. Visual 

materials may depict identifiable people, places, or sensitive experiences, creating challenges 

related to consent, ownership, confidentiality, and dissemination (Glegg, 2019; Guillemin & 

Drew, 2010; Young & Barrett, 2001). Some visual approaches place additional cognitive, 

emotional, or technical demands on participants and researchers, and not all tools are equally 

accessible across research settings or populations (Johnson et al., 2024; McLaughlan, 2019). In 

applied and forensic interview contexts, empirical research suggests that visual aids may 

increase risks to accuracy or suggestibility when used without clear protocols, highlighting 

the need for careful and context-sensitive methodological justification (Johnson et al., 2024; 

Wolfman et al., 2018).  

The Use of VAMs in Mathematics Education Research 

The use of VAMs is a growing area in mathematics education research, addressing a range of 

methodological and pedagogical needs. Visual approaches have been employed to study 

experiences, attitudes, and worldviews and to support dialogic and collaborative forms of 

inquiry that move beyond text-based data alone. Drawing, for example, has been used as a 

data generation method to understand children’s attitudes towards mathematics (Quane et al., 

2023; Syyeda, 2015). Similarly, Rolka and Bulmer (2005) used pupil2 drawings to explore 

children’s mathematical worldviews, while Rolka and Halverscheid (2011) further examined 

young pupils’ perspectives through visual representations. These studies position drawing as 

a way of accessing meanings that may not easily emerge through verbal methods alone. 

Additionally, researchers argue that such methods can empower participants to tell their 

stories. For example, Dadkhahfard and Takeuchi (2025) utilised the co-creation of visual 

stories based on participants’ drawings to illustrate their experiences in mathematics learning 

as forcibly displaced children. The authors argue that their collaborative work with children 

in creating illustrations based on their drawings uncovered how race, gender and forced 

displacement influence children’s schooling experiences, especially in mathematics. 

Photography has also been utilised in mathematics education research to better understand 

pupils’ experiences and funds of knowledge (Hunter, 2022). A recent literature review 

examining the role of photography in the field highlights its growing use for connecting 

mathematics to real-world contexts, identity work, and pupils’ everyday experiences of 

mathematics (Oksanen et al., 2024). Similarly, research in early mathematics education has 

used children’s photography alongside narratives to better understand how learners 

encounter mathematical ideas in everyday settings and to access their funds of knowledge 

(Hunter, 2022; MacDonald, 2013). Hunter (2022) employed an indigenous visual method, 

tivaevae, involving patterned designs that illustrate mathematical experiences and activities 

of participants. Hunter also utilised photo-elicitation interviews, discussing the photographs 

that the participants took. Similar to other visually aided research approaches, this method 

 
2 In this paper, we use the terms “pupils” and “students” according to British English usage. The former refers 

to children in primary and secondary education, while the latter refers to university students. 
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has been argued to support collectivism and relationship-building. 

Photovoice is another visually aided method used in mathematics education research, 

including with participants from marginalised communities (Liebenberg, 2018). Such 

approaches are argued to position participants as knowledge producers and foreground their 

perspectives through visual artefacts. Visual elicitation interviews, particularly those using 

participant-generated materials, have also been highlighted as valuable for examining 

everyday, taken-for-granted practices and experiences (Hunter, 2022; Rose, 2012). Anchoring 

discussion in images allows researchers to access meanings, emotions, and interpretations that 

might otherwise remain implicit. Despite the growth of visual approaches, their use in 

mathematics education remains uneven. Fewer studies have explored visually aided methods 

with teachers (e.g., Beeli-Zimmermann, 2014) or pre-service teachers, or examined how such 

approaches can illuminate pedagogical thinking, discourse, and socio-cultural and political 

aspects of mathematics education. This suggests an emerging space for research, which we 

address in this paper. 

The Two Projects 

In what follows, we offer insights from two research projects in which we utilised different 

visual methods in interviews. Project 1 was conducted with in-service mathematics teachers 

to understand their perspectives on equity, inclusion, diversity, and social justice through 

individual semi-structured interviews. Project 2 involved focus group interviews with pre-

service teachers using research-informed illustrations as conversation starters to explore 

language diversity in the teaching and learning of mathematics. The two projects employed 

different forms of VAMs within two different interview formats. Drawing on examples from 

empirical data, we reflect on the methodological possibilities these approaches open for 

qualitative interviewing.  

Research Project 1: Exploring In-Service Mathematics Teachers’ Perspectives 

The first project was conducted in Scotland and focused on early years (teaching children 

approximately aged 3-7), primary (approximately ages 6-12), and secondary (approximately 

ages 12-18) mathematics teachers’ perspectives on equity, inclusion, diversity, and social 

justice. While earlier publications from the project have addressed teachers’ perceptions of 

marginalisation (Xenofontos & Hizli Alkan, 2022) and their reported equitable teaching 

practices (Xenofontos et al., 2024), the data discussed here originate from a part of the study 

that was methodologically central but analytically underexplored: a visually aided interview 

task designed to support reflection on abstract sociopolitical concepts.  

Data were generated through individual semi-structured interviews with 29 teachers working 

across the three school levels. Alongside more conventional interview questions, participants 

were first invited to engage in a card-based visual activity. Teachers were given four cards 

labelled equity, inclusion, diversity, and social justice, as well as an A3 sheet of paper and 

pens. They were asked to produce a visual of their choice (e.g. a drawing, diagram, or other 

representation) to show how they understood the relationships between these concepts. The 

teachers were explicitly invited to remove any of the concepts if they did not feel comfortable 

with them or perceived them as irrelevant, and to introduce additional concepts that they 

considered important. The production of the visual preceded any formal definition of the 
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concepts. Only after the visual had been created did the interview move to a discussion of the 

artefact, during which participants were invited to explain, reflect on, and define the concepts 

in general and in relation to mathematics education. In this way, definitions emerged through 

engagement with the visual, rather than being elicited in advance. Participants were free to 

arrange, overlap, separate, or supplement the cards, and no prescribed format was imposed; 

suggested forms such as diagrams or charts were offered only as possibilities.  

What was particularly striking was how the visual activity appeared to change the nature of 

the interview encounter. Concepts that teachers later described as “difficult to define” or 

“quite abstract” were first approached tentatively through spatial arrangements rather than 

through fixed verbal definitions. Some participants placed concepts close together but resisted 

overlapping them, while others created hierarchies or directional relationships. Moments of 

hesitation, erasure, or reconfiguration were often accompanied by verbal reflections that 

revealed uncertainty, ambivalence, or implicit prioritisation. In this sense, the visual artefacts 

captured not only what teachers said about equity-related concepts, but also how they 

struggled with, negotiated, and made sense of them in real time. From the full dataset, three 

interviews were selected illustratively: one with an early-years teacher, one with a primary 

teacher, and one with a secondary teacher. Each case includes both the visual artefact 

produced during the interview and the verbatim interaction through which the visual was 

created and discussed. The purpose is not to compare beliefs across phases, but to show how 

visually aided methods shaped the interview encounter in different educational contexts. 

Mary, an Early-Years Teacher 

Mary was working in an early intervention role within the preschool community of a 

socioeconomically deprived area in Scotland, supporting children with severe and complex 

needs and their families during transitions into nursery and early primary education. Her 

professional narrative, foregrounded early in the interview, emphasised care, advocacy, and 

affective responsibility, themes that later re-emerged during the visual task. When invited to 

engage with the card-based activity, Mary immediately oriented to the emotional and moral 

dimensions of the concepts rather than to formal definitions or curricular links. As she began 

to draw (Figure 1), she narrated her thinking aloud, positioning equity as the organising 

concept around which the others were to be understood. The interaction unfolded as follows: 

Researcher: There are some concepts related to the attainment gap, everyone talks 

about equity, inclusion, diversity, and social justice. What I would like you to do 

is use this A3 piece of paper and show, in any way you prefer, a diagram, a picture, 

or any way you prefer. How do they relate to each other? You might want to take 

one out, add another one; it’s totally up to you.  

Mary: This is an interesting task! For me, equity is in the middle. At the heart. 

Inclusion is one I have difficulty with because it’s used so poorly, and it becomes 

a term that many people don’t actually understand. Especially in the sector that 

I’m working in primary, I think it’s a word that’s paid lips to without fully 

understanding what it means. We speak of inclusion, but what we mean is equity. 

Actually, everyone has an equal chance, and I hear schools talk about their 

inclusion policies and actually they’re not particularly inclusive. That can be 

troublesome. It’s only inclusion if it fully benefits the children. That’s why I think 

equity is something we need to think of instead. 
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As she continued drawing, the researcher explicitly oriented attention to the emerging visual, 

prompting Mary to articulate what she was inscribing on the page: 

Researcher: I see you’re writing some really interesting points there.  

Mary: I’ve just, kind of, written things that come to my head.  

Researcher: Could you talk about these ideas?  

Mary: I put equity in a heart, cause I like to think that equity is at the heart of what 

I’ve done as a teacher and as a principal teacher. Making sure that everyone is 

treated fairly, everyone’s heard. The parents of the children that I work with have 

an equal chance for their child to participate in school life as anyone else. And 

diversity just made me think that everyone’s different in their own way and that 

it’s what makes life interesting. I wrote down “unique”. For me, social justice is 

about giving a voice to those who don’t always have one, and so many people in 

society need advocates, someone to be their champion. I feel it’s needed for a fair 

society. Especially in the climate that we’re in just now, where we’ve got right-

wing ideas coming in. The people who make decisions for us seem to be more far-

right-wing than ever. There has to be more inclusion of everyone regardless of 

colour, religion, sexuality, yeah. In a nutshell, this is what those words mean for 

me. But I realise I haven’t related them hugely to maths. Erm. I’m sorry (laughs). 

 

Figure 1. Mary’s diagram 
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At this point in the interview, the visual artefact functioned as more than a representational 

tool. It enabled Mary to surface uncertainty and self-critique in situ, explicitly marking the 

limits of her own ability to connect abstract sociopolitical concepts to mathematics education. 

Rather than closing down the task, this moment opened further reflection, as the researcher 

returned to the drawing to probe possible links. 

Researcher: Do you see any links between these terms and maths?  

Mary: I mean, I think for a school to be a successful school, then the learning and 

the teaching has to take these into consideration. I guess, diversity would be 

thinking of learning styles, perhaps, social justice would be regardless of whatever 

a child is bringing from home or where they’re coming from to have a right to a 

good quality education and good quality maths and learning experiences. But I 

guess that’s the same for equity and inclusion. I’m trying to think how to link this 

to maths. I think, equity of the experience, that everyone has a really good quality 

teaching experience and should they need anything extra because say they’re not 

confident or they’re not grasping a concept, or they’re not able to consolidate their 

learning at home, cause, you know, homework’s not valued at home or school is 

not valued at home then actually that needs to be included in the planning, by the 

class teacher, the school ethos, the leadership team. 

Sally, a Primary Teacher 

Sally was an experienced primary teacher working in upper primary (approximately ages 9-

12), with nearly four decades in the profession across Scotland and England. Her professional 

biography, recounted at length during the interview, foregrounded sustained engagement 

with issues of multiculturalism, social justice, and inclusion, shaped through work with 

Bengali pupils, community liaison, and long-term classroom teaching. Unlike Mary, Sally 

approached the interview from a position of reflective distance, drawing on accumulated 

professional experience rather than affective immediacy. When introduced to the visual task, 

Sally chose to begin by articulating her understandings of the concepts verbally, before 

moving to the diagram itself. The task unfolded slowly, with extended explanation 

accompanying the drawing, and the visual serving as a device for organising a long-form 

narrative rather than prompting hesitation or self-correction.  

Sally: Okay, so equity, in terms of definitions, equity is about fairness, it’s about 

making things as fair as you can. Being aware of the children you have in your 

class, their background, where they come from and acknowledging that. It’s 

about… 

As Sally continued, her definitions were grounded in long-standing classroom experience and 

biographical narrative, rather than abstract policy language. The drawing emerged alongside 

this extended talk, functioning as a stabilising reference point rather than as a trigger for 

conceptual struggle. The interaction did not centre on uncertainty, but on elaboration. As the 

visual took shape (Figure 2), the diagram became a way of holding together multiple strands 

of experience – poverty, family life, self-esteem, schooling – that Sally had already narrated 

earlier in the interview. The drawing supported continuity rather than rupture in the interview 

flow. At a later point, the researcher returned explicitly to the visual to sustain the discussion: 
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Researcher: Which are all interesting and very relevant especially social aspects 

of attainment gap. So, it’s nicely then linked to our next discussion on the 

conceptualisation of attainment gap. How would you describe this attainment gap 

in Scotland, especially in numeracy, in your practice? 

Sally: Okay, so I think there are some children who, you know, lag behind the rest 

of the class and they lag behind all the way through. And when you get to know 

families and children, I think you can see sometimes that they are actually, school 

and numeracy and literacy are not high on their priority because actually their 

priority is surviving, it’s you know, having a place to sleep, and having food to 

eat. 

As Sally spoke, the visual artefact worked as a background structure that allowed the 

interview to range across time, context, and experience without losing coherence. The diagram 

did not interrupt narrative flow; instead, it anchored it, allowing Sally to repeatedly connect 

individual stories to broader conceptual categories. The moment at which the visual was 

implicitly completed and taken as a shared object of reference marks an important contrast 

with the early years case. 

 

Figure 2. Sally’s diagram 

Following this point, the interview moved fluidly between the diagram and concrete 

classroom examples, particularly around confidence, self-esteem, and children’s relationships 

to mathematics. The visual artefact enabled Sally to hold together structural explanations of 

the attainment gap with highly specific classroom narratives, without being required to 

resolve tensions or prioritise concepts hierarchically. 
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Sally: I think if you feel in life that you are kind of marginalised by society and 

excluded from lots of things by society and those social difficulties that you have, 

you bring that to school with you as a pupil so I think you bring that into the 

classroom and feelings of self-worth among children like that are very low. So, 

you do a lot of work with them on self-esteem and trying to include them in things 

and trying to make the curriculum accessible for them. But realising that, you 

know, sometimes you feel as if you’re fighting a losing battle because it’s actually 

bigger issues in society that are causing the difficulties. 

In this case, the visually aided method did not surface uncertainty or contradiction, as it did 

for the early years teacher. Instead, it supported narrative accumulation, enabling the 

participant to weave together professional biography, classroom practice, and conceptual 

language. The visual functioned less as a site of negotiation and more as a scaffold for extended 

reflection, illustrating a different but equally significant affordance of visually aided 

interviewing. 

Douglas, a Secondary Teacher 

Douglas was a secondary mathematics teacher working across both lower secondary 

(approximately ages 12-14) and upper secondary (approximately ages 15-18). At the time of 

the interview, he was teaching in a non-selective secondary school serving pupils from its local 

catchment area, enrolling pupils from a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds, spanning 

from highly affluent families to those experiencing significant deprivation. His professional 

account was characterised by sustained engagement with attainment data, qualification 

pathways, and systemic structures within secondary schooling. Unlike the previous two cases, 

Douglas explicitly framed his understanding of the attainment gap through statistical patterns 

rather than personal or biographical narratives. When introduced to the task, he approached 

it analytically, drawing on policy language and institutional practice. The visual task opened 

a space in which these systemic concerns could be explored at a more abstract level, moving 

beyond classroom-level anecdotes toward philosophical and ethical reflection. The transition 

into the visual task was framed by the researcher as follows: 

Douglas: In terms of common usage [of the four terms], we tend to talk about 

social justice when we’re talking about pupils. That’s why we talk about SIMDs1, 

the financial backgrounds, their access to learning materials, their access to just 

clean water, clean clothes and all the rest of it. That’s where social justice would 

be. I think inclusion has to be at the heart of everything. That there is no 

discrimination to a pupil and obviously one of the big headlines and has been 

there for about 10 years is inclusion of pupils’ respective gender or gender 

identity. 

As Douglas continued, his talk moved fluidly between policy discourse and broader cultural 

critique. The visual artefact emerged as a space in which tensions between equity, equality, 

and inclusion could be explored without immediate resolution. Rather than seeking 

definitional clarity, Douglas used the task to interrogate what he perceived as contradictions 

in contemporary educational practice. This shift became particularly visible as he reflected on 

inclusion and sameness: 

Douglas: Equity isn’t a word we use a lot; I’d say it’s at the heart of it all. We talk 

about equality and we do, we treat everyone the same, but like I’ve just said, we 
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treat everyone the same but that’s changed… I’ve got daughters and sons, I don’t 

buy them both the same thing at Christmas that would be unfair. I buy them 

different things because they’re different people. And I think that’s maybe another 

way of thinking of one of the things that’s gone wrong with equity is that we no 

longer recognise that people are different people. If we do treat everybody the 

same, then that’s only gonna suit some people because they’re not all the same. 

As the diagram took shape (Figure 3), the visual task enabled Douglas to sustain a level of 

abstraction that would have been difficult to maintain through talk alone. The drawing 

functioned as a conceptual anchor, allowing him to connect classroom practices, institutional 

policies, and wider societal shifts. The interview then moved into a more explicitly reflexive 

mode, in which Douglas articulated concerns about what he described as a “sanitisation” of 

difference in schools: 

Douglas: And if we sanitise everything to the extent that, that our way of being 

inclusive is by almost excluding everyone. I think we are worse on this because 

we have forgotten how to talk. 

Researcher: This is very important. Thank you for emphasising this. 

Douglas: We almost have a generation of people who the way of engaging with 

difference is to disengage. Actually, you need to learn how to engage because if 

we don’t engage, we are not going to grow ourselves anyway. 

 

Figure 3. Douglas’ diagram. 
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At this point, the visual artefact had become a shared object through which critique, hesitation, 

and ethical positioning could be articulated. The drawing did not resolve tensions between 

concepts such as equity and inclusion; instead, it made those tensions visible and discussable. 

Following the completion of the visual, Douglas returned to the implications of these concepts 

for mathematics education specifically, linking confidence, self-esteem, and pupils’ sense of 

belonging to long-term attainment patterns: 

Douglas: I think maybe for me it’s the latter one, it’s the confidence issue and 

that’s the only connection I can make between someone’s background and their 

performance in maths, because maths does rely a lot on people’s confidence and 

if you actually have a low self-esteem, you wouldn’t have the confidence to get 

things right. 

In contrast to the early years and primary cases, the visually aided method here supported 

sustained conceptual critique rather than affective reflection or narrative accumulation. The 

visual artefact enabled the participant to interrogate dominant policy terms, articulate unease 

with prevailing discourses, and explore the ethical dimensions of mathematics education at a 

systemic level. This case illustrates how visually aided interviews can facilitate abstract, critical 

engagement with contested concepts, particularly in secondary school contexts where data, 

accountability, and qualifications are highly salient. 

Project 2: Pre-Service Teachers’ Perspectives on Language Diverse Mathematics Classrooms 

In the second project, we worked with first-year initial teacher education (ITE) students 

(prospective teachers) at a university in England, to explore how they perceive the role of 

language diversity in teaching and learning of mathematics. We employed research-informed 

illustrations as conversation starters in two focus group interviews. The purpose was to 

examine how visually mediated discussion might support individual and collective reflection 

on language diverse mathematics classrooms. We will first explain the process of constructing 

the illustrations and then the focus group interview process, alongside some extracts from the 

focus group interactions.   

The illustrations used in this project were developed through a collaborative process with 

three undergraduate students studying for a bachelor’s degree in illustration. First, we 

identified research articles on language diversity and mathematics and provided summaries 

of each article to the three students. We had a number of meetings with them to facilitate their 

production of illustrations. Over several weeks, we worked iteratively to produce illustrations 

that intend to communicate some key messages from some seminal literature, such as 

language as a resource and participation in mathematical discourse using a range of sources. 

The illustrations were therefore not neutral artefacts, but research-informed mediating tools 

designed to provoke further interpretations and discussions.  

Six first-year ITE students volunteered to take part in in-person focus group interviews. All 

illustrations were sent in advance for them to look at before coming to the interview. We also 

sent them some prompts, including what they noticed, what aspects of language diversity 

were represented, and how the illustrations might challenge or extend their thinking about 

teaching mathematics in language diverse contexts. During the interviews, the illustrations 

functioned as conversation starters rather than objects for evaluation, enabling participants to 

interpret, question and reinterpret what they saw.  
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As in Project 1, the visual task shaped the nature of interactions, therefore, the empirical data. 

Rather than beginning with abstract definitions of language diversity, discussion emerged 

through participants’ engagement with the illustrations and what they noticed and 

questioned. We provide some extracts from the focus group interview interactions to illustrate 

how illustrations acted as a conversation starter and shaped the discussions and collaborative 

sense-making of language diverse mathematics teaching. We observed that illustrations 

provided an accessible entry point to discussions on language diverse maths classrooms, acted 

as a lens to relate and reflect and also facilitated participants’ interactions in particular ways. 

For example, Betty reflected on the illustration in Figure 4, depicting the interconnectivity of 

mathematics. 

 

Figure 4. Illustration inspired by Lucas et al. (2008), created by © Amelia Wharmby, 2024. 

Reproduced with permission. 
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Betty: I like the fact that the table is like a puzzle piece and it shows how all things 

in maths are interconnected. It also shows how different languages can be 

connected to understand mathematics language… everyone knows how a triangle 

looks… you can build on that understanding. I feel like maths is kind of language 

connects people from all different nationalities. 

Researcher: Thanks Betty. I am not sure you can see but, on the paper, where you 

identify a shape of a triangle, there are other sections in the paper. I can see one 

section is about the definition of a triangle. The girl seems like she is working on 

another section. What could she be doing there?  

Betty: I imagine it might be her interpretation of the word triangle. 

Sarah: It might be pupils’ first language.  

This interaction led to a discussion about the use of home languages in teaching mathematics 

and the affordances and limitations of using them. Pre-service teachers had to imagine what 

their language diverse classroom would look like and what their pedagogical responses would 

be, drawing from the items in the illustration. What we observe in this extract is that the 

researcher (i.e., Hizli Alkan) prompts directed attention to specific features of the image, 

encouraging participants to move from general interpretation to more focused discussions. 

The second illustration prompted a different type of interaction, centred on how interviewees 

could relate to what they notice in the illustration. 

 

Figure 5. Illustration inspired by Chu and Hamburger (2019), created by © Nellie Åstrand, 

2024. Reproduced with permission.  
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Jane: I see a group of individuals who are trying to reach the same destination, 

however, they all have a different path or a different journey to get there., which 

I think have a slightly deeper meaning. Even using different resources. 

Susan: Yes, it is like a maze, and they are all trying to get to like a set place but 

they are all kind of taking a different path. It will get them to the same place 

anyway. 

Researcher: Can you identify any aspects illustrated here which might be related 

to language diversity in teaching and learning of mathematics? 

Jane: The first thing that popped into mind was language barrier and I feel like 

this maze could signify those barriers. It’s like you come to a dead end. We think. 

I don’t know how to say that. So therefore, I don’t know how to go forward. I 

found that a lot growing up as well myself. It’s like the thoughts are in there, but 

I just couldn’t actually say them because I was obstructed like you would be in a 

maze because of my language. 

Researcher: Oh, so you can relate to this image at personal level. Can you talk a 

bit more about how this maze relates to your experience in mathematics? 

Jane: Yes, I used to find that a lot of people found this quite straightforward, like 

their path would be quite like straight armed. Sometimes I found it really 

difficulty to sort of navigate my way through it because not only was I having to 

think about the concepts that I was being taught, but also how to actually process 

them in my brain. So kind of going through a translation process of for example 

like volume, volume to me was raising up the the noise levels. What does that got 

to do with math? What does that even mean? So, it was really difficult because I 

just didn’t know. 

Here, participants interpreted the visual metaphor of pathways and barriers, and the 

conversation moved from description of what they see to reflection on the challenges 

associated with learning mathematics as a student with a language diverse background.  This 

demonstrates how the illustration functioned as a mediating device between visual 

interpretation or noticing and reflection on lived experience. The image enabled Jane to 

articulate the cognitive and linguistic demands of learning mathematics, moving beyond an 

abstract concept into a personal narrative. Jane’s account also shows how mathematical 

vocabulary can become a site where linguistic and cultural experience intersects with 

mathematical learning. Her example of the word “volume” illustrates that difficulty did not 

arise only from the mathematical concept itself, but also from having to negotiate meanings 

across everyday language, mathematical language, and her own language background. The 

visual metaphor of the maze therefore made visible a multilingual learning process in which 

understanding mathematics involved navigating both conceptual and linguistic pathways. 

The next illustration moved the discussion towards pedagogical possibilities: 
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Figure 6. Illustration inspired by Hizli Alkan & Sahin Ipek (2023), created by © Charlie 

Oberhuemer, 2024. Reproduced with permission. 

Jennifer: I like how they are both talking about the same thing, but they are 

thinking about it visually using different terms and how they actually cross over. 

Jane: Yes, and how we said earlier that they have different representations for the 

same thing. So, two pencils crossing over might actually make more sense than a 

pepper for some. So, it’s like just understanding the same meaning from different 

things. 

Jennifer: I mean they have both kind of got different perceptions of how to 

remember things. Pepper for triangle or the chopsticks, whatever — just their own 

way of remembering it, because they might have come from a different place. 

The discussion above centred on the idea that mathematical meaning can be communicated 

through multiple representations shaped by cultural and linguistic experience. What we see 

in the interactions is that instead of theoretical discussions, participants use everyday language 

to capture their understanding. The illustration prompted them to consider how students 

might draw from a range of visual and cultural references when making sense of mathematical 

ideas.  range of visual and cultural references when making sense of mathematical ideas. As 

the conversation developed, we redirected attention towards pedagogical implications: 

Researcher: How could we discuss this illustration and your noticing, thinking 

about opportunities of language diversity in mathematics? 

Jane: Using things from their home culture, using different names from their 

countries, they will feel more comfortable. 

Jennifer: Taking a cross-curricular approach could help a lot as well. So, bringing 

their interests in different ways.  
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Researcher: How could this illustration help us to rethink teaching mathematics 

in language-diverse contexts? 

Jane: How different strategies, visual representations, or different languages can 

be used in mathematics. What they know already in their home language is so 

important. Maybe we can do a test in their own language first when you start 

teaching them and then use whatever strategies they tell you that they find most 

helpful when you are teaching them. 

Collectively, these interactions show that the illustration functioned not only as a stimulus for 

interpretation but also as a bridge towards professional reflection and pedagogical reasoning, 

foregrounding how VAMs can enhance discussions around noticing and meaning-making. 

Discussion and Implications 

In both of our projects, VAMs did not function merely as tools for generating additional forms 

of data, but, in fact, shaped how the interview encounters unfolded and what kinds of 

meanings could emerge through them. Reflecting across the two studies, we came to see the 

visual artefacts as mediating devices that reorganised interaction, interpretation, and 

reflection within the research process. In this sense, our experiences resonate with previous 

research highlighting how visual elicitation embedded within interviews can shape 

interaction and meaning-making (e.g., Orr et al., 2020), as well as broader methodological 

work emphasising the co-constructed nature of qualitative interviews and the potential of 

visual prompts to enrich them (e.g., de la Croix et al., 2018). At the same time, examining the 

two projects side by side allowed us to reflect more closely on how different forms of visual 

mediation influence qualitative interviews. In what follows, we discuss three interconnected 

dimensions that became visible to us: the emergent nature of visually mediated data, the role 

of visual artefacts in translating abstract ideas into concrete interpretations, and the 

interactional dynamics created through visual engagement. We then reflect on two additional 

patterns that became apparent when comparing the two projects: how different types of visual 

artefacts shaped the forms of reflection that emerged during the interviews, and how visual 

prompts appeared to support movement between teachers’ experiences, perspectives, and 

pedagogical considerations. Finally, we consider the implications of these insights for 

mathematics education research and teacher education. 

VAMs and the Emergent Nature of Interview Data 

The visual artefacts in both projects created moments in which participants could explore, 

revise, and sometimes struggle with their interpretations as the interview unfolded, allowing 

their thinking to develop in real time. In Project 1, the card-based diagram task invited teachers 

to organise and negotiate relationships between concepts such as equity, inclusion, diversity, 

and social justice. As we observed teachers working with the cards during the interviews, 

moments of hesitation, rearrangement, or quiet reconsideration were particularly revealing. 

When participants moved cards closer together, separated them again, or added annotations 

to the diagrams, these actions were often accompanied by verbal reflections that revealed 

uncertainty, tentative connections, or an implicit prioritisation of some concepts over others. 

The visual artefacts appeared to capture not only participants’ conceptual understandings but 

also the process through which these understandings were being worked out during the 
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conversation. This observation echoes earlier work suggesting that visual and creative 

methods can stimulate reflective processes that may remain less visible in conventional 

question–answer interview formats (Bagnoli, 2009; Rainford, 2020). Visual methods can also 

invite participants to engage with emotional, spatial, and relational dimensions of experience 

that are often difficult to articulate through language alone (Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Literat, 

2013). From our perspective as researchers, the value of the visual task therefore lies less in the 

finished diagrams themselves and more in the way the activity enabled teachers to articulate 

tensions, ambiguities, and evolving interpretations around concepts that are frequently taken 

for granted in educational policy discourse.  

In Project 2, the focus group interviews revealed a somewhat similar pattern of emergence, 

although it unfolded in a different form. In these discussions, the conversation often began 

with participants simply noticing and describing elements of the illustrations before gradually 

moving toward more interpretive reflections. Participants would frequently start by pointing 

out visual details and then, as the discussion progressed, begin connecting those elements to 

pedagogical ideas, personal experiences, or imagined classroom situations. This gradual 

movement from noticing toward interpretation suggests how visual prompts can scaffold 

reflection and collaborative sense-making within group interviews, allowing ideas to develop 

collectively rather than emerging solely through direct questioning. Such interactional 

processes are in line with previous studies highlighting the participatory and dialogical 

potential of visually mediated qualitative methods (Didkowsky et al., 2010; Glegg, 2019).  

From Abstract Concepts to Concrete Interpretations 

A second insight concerns the way visual artefacts appeared to help translate abstract ideas 

into more tangible forms of interpretation. Many of the themes explored in our studies (e.g., 

equity, inclusion, diversity, social justice, and language diversity) operate at a fairly high level 

of conceptual abstraction. In more conventional interview settings, such concepts can 

sometimes remain vague or prompt participants to reproduce familiar policy definitions 

rather than articulating how these ideas are interpreted or negotiated within their own 

professional contexts. In both projects, however, the visual tasks seemed to shift the way 

participants engaged with these concepts. The methods encouraged them to articulate 

meanings in ways that felt more concrete and situated, by inviting participants either to 

represent relationships visually or to interpret metaphorical imagery.   

Teachers in Project 1, for instance, often used spatial arrangements, symbols, or metaphors 

within their diagrams as a way of expressing conceptual relationships between ideas. These 

visual representations then became focal points during the interview conversations, 

prompting participants to elaborate on why particular concepts were positioned together, 

separated, or emphasised within the diagram. In this respect, the process resembles 

observations in the methodological literature suggesting that visual artefacts can function as 

compact representations of complex experiences, enabling participants to organise 

relationships and ideas visually before expanding on them through conversation (Berends, 

2011). Importantly, the meaning of these visuals did not appear to reside in the artefacts 

themselves. As emphasised by Guillemin and Drew (2010), visual materials require 

interpretation through participants’ narratives and explanations, and our own analysis 

similarly approached the images not as standalone data but as prompts that made it possible 

for participants to articulate meanings that might otherwise have remained implicit.  
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The illustrations used in Project 2 functioned rather differently but ultimately produced a 

comparable effect. Instead of creating visual representations of their own ideas, participants 

were invited to interpret the metaphorical imagery embedded within the illustrations. These 

metaphors (such as pathways, puzzles, or interconnected representations) often seemed to 

provide a starting point from which participants could begin articulating their experiences of 

language diversity in teaching and learning mathematics. In several instances, the illustrations 

appeared to prompt participants to connect specific visual elements to personal narratives or 

imagined teaching practices, sometimes leading the discussion in directions that we had not 

anticipated when designing the study. From our perspective as researchers, the illustrations 

seemed to act as an interpretive bridge between more abstract theoretical ideas about language 

diversity and the participants’ emerging pedagogical reasoning.  

Visual Artefacts and Interactional Dynamics 

Another dimension concerns the way visual artefacts shaped the interactional dynamics of the 

interviews. Participants in our projects did not just respond to questions posed by the 

interviewer. On the contrary, their talk frequently became oriented toward the visual artefact 

itself, which seemed to function as a shared reference point within the conversation. As the 

interviews progressed, this shared focus appeared to subtly alter the conversational structure 

of the interaction. In the individual interviews (Project 1), the visual artefact often created a 

common point of attention that supported a more reflective dialogue between researcher and 

participant. Rather than asking participants to define concepts in abstract terms, we found 

ourselves returning to particular elements within the diagram and inviting participants to 

elaborate on what those placements or connections represented. Conversations frequently 

developed around the spatial relationships within the diagrams, and participants sometimes 

used these visual arrangements as a starting point for reconsidering their own interpretations. 

In this sense, the diagrams seemed to support a form of dialogue in which meaning was 

negotiated through reference to something visible and shared. Such interactional patterns echo 

observations in earlier methodological work suggesting that visual tools can support more 

dialogical forms of qualitative interviewing, since they introduce a shared interpretive object 

that both researcher and participant can engage with during the conversation (Guillemin & 

Drew, 2010; Young & Barrett, 2001).  

The focus group interviews (Project 2) revealed a different dynamic. In this setting, the visual 

artefacts appeared to play an additional role in facilitating interaction between participants 

themselves. Participants often responded directly to each other’s interpretations of the 

illustrations, sometimes extending an idea that had just been expressed and at other times 

offering an alternative perspective. The images seemed to provide a relatively neutral anchor 

for the discussion, which allowed participants to frame their comments through reference to 

the illustration rather than addressing each other’s views in a more confrontational way. This 

subtle shift appeared to make it easier for participants to explore different interpretations 

while maintaining a collaborative tone within the group. In this sense, the illustrations helped 

structure collective processes of sense-making. Similar dynamics have been described in 

previous studies of visual methods, which suggest that visual tasks can redistribute some 

control within the interview encounter and allow participants greater autonomy in shaping 

how discussions unfold (Didkowsky et al., 2010; Young & Barrett, 2001). Our own 

observations resonate with this idea, particularly in moments when participants chose to focus 

on specific elements of the illustrations and thereby guided the direction of the conversation 

in ways that we had not necessarily anticipated.  
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Different Visual Approaches, Different Forms of Reflection 

Although both projects employed visually aided methods, the reflections that emerged during 

the interviews took somewhat different forms. Our comparison suggests that the type of visual 

artefact plays an important role in shaping the nature of the discussions that follow. In Project 

1, participants created their own visual representations during the interview. This activity 

appeared to encourage a more introspective form of reflection, as teachers gradually 

constructed diagrams that represented their understandings of the relationships between 

different concepts. The process of drawing or arranging the cards often slowed the pace of the 

interview and created moments in which participants paused, reconsidered their placements, 

or rearticulated their reasoning as the diagram took shape. At times, the visual arrangement 

seemed to prompt teachers to notice tensions or ambiguities within their own interpretations, 

which then became topics of discussion during the interview. Project 2 relied on a different 

visual approach. The illustrations used in the focus groups had been developed before the 

interviews and were introduced as research-informed prompts for discussion. Participants did 

not construct visual representations themselves. Instead, they interpreted the images 

collectively, which meant that the conversation often unfolded through shared interpretation 

rather than individual conceptualisation. Participants frequently connected the imagery to 

their own experiences as learners or to possible teaching practices in mathematics classrooms 

characterised by language diversity. The illustrations, therefore, seemed to encourage a more 

outward-looking and collaborative form of reflection in which participants explored how the 

images resonated with their own emerging pedagogical thinking. These differences highlight 

the importance of methodological alignment when visual approaches are used in qualitative 

research. Methodological literature emphasises that visual artefacts can serve a variety of 

purposes, including eliciting personal narratives, supporting collaborative reflection, and 

facilitating participatory interpretation (Glegg, 2019; Literat, 2013). Our comparison of the two 

projects reinforces this point. Visual methods should therefore not be treated as 

interchangeable techniques. Different types of visual artefacts shape the interview situation in 

particular ways and influence the kinds of reflections that become possible.  

Bridging Experiences, Perspectives, and Practice 

Another pattern that became visible as we reflected on the material from the two projects 

concerns the way visual artefacts seemed to support movement between different dimensions 

of professional knowledge. Teachers in Project 1 often connected conceptual discussions about 

equity and inclusion with concrete experiences from their own classrooms, and sometimes 

also with broader educational policy contexts that shaped their work. The pre-service teachers 

in Project 2 made similar shifts in perspective. Their interpretations of the illustrations 

frequently led them to recall experiences from their own schooling, while at other moments 

the conversation turned toward possible pedagogical responses in mathematics classrooms 

characterised by language diversity.  

In this sense, the visually aided methods appeared to function as a kind of bridge linking 

experiences, beliefs, and professional practice. Participants moved repeatedly between 

abstract ideas and concrete examples, and the visual artefact often served as a reference point 

that allowed them to articulate how these different dimensions related to one another. These 

observations resonate with arguments suggesting that visual elicitation can support deeper 

reflection by helping participants connect conceptual ideas with lived experiences (Bagnoli, 

2009; Rainford, 2020). Within mathematics education research, this capacity may be 

particularly valuable when exploring sociocultural dimensions of teaching and learning that 

extend beyond mathematical content itself.  
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Implications for Mathematics Education Research and Teacher Education 

Reflecting on these projects, we see several implications for both research methodology and 

teacher education practice. VAMs appear to offer promising possibilities for exploring 

complex and often contested concepts within mathematics education, including equity, 

inclusion, and language diversity. In our experience, when participants interpret and negotiate 

meanings through visual artefacts, perspectives sometimes surface that might remain implicit 

in more conventional interview formats. We also see potential for visual prompts to support 

reflective dialogue within teacher education contexts. The discussions in Project 2 illustrate 

how illustrations encouraged pre-service teachers to move gradually from noticing visual 

elements to considering pedagogical possibilities in language-diverse classrooms. Observing 

this progression led us to consider how visual prompts may create opportunities for teachers 

to articulate and examine their assumptions about teaching and learning, thereby supporting 

the development of reflective practice.  

At the same time, our work with these two projects highlighted the importance of careful 

methodological consideration when incorporating visual methods into qualitative research. 

Different forms of visual artefacts, including participant-generated diagrams, photographs, or 

researcher-designed illustrations, appeared to shape interview dynamics and reflective 

processes in different ways. This experience reminded us that the selection of a visual method 

is not a neutral methodological choice; rather, it shapes the interactional conditions of the 

interview and the kinds of reflections that may emerge. This paper also contributes to ongoing 

methodological conversations about the role of visual approaches in qualitative research. The 

analysis draws on two projects that employed different forms of visually aided interviewing 

and allowed us to reflect on how visual artefacts influence the production of qualitative data. 

Our work suggests that visual methods do more than assist with data collection. They shape 

how participants interpret questions, how they interact with one another, and how they 

articulate their perspectives within the research encounter.  

From our perspective as qualitative researchers working within mathematics education, 

visually aided interviews opened access to aspects of participants’ thinking that might 

otherwise remain implicit or difficult to articulate. Engaging with these methods expanded 

the possibilities for methodological experimentation in our field and highlighted the potential 

of visual approaches for engaging with the complex sociocultural dimensions of teaching and 

learning. These implications are particularly relevant for research and teacher education in 

culturally and linguistically diverse educational settings. When participants are asked to 

discuss issues such as equity, inclusion, or language diversity, spoken language alone may not 

always provide sufficient space for expressing complex, situated, or partly tacit 

understandings. VAMs can support participation and communication where verbal 

expression is constrained, including when participants work across linguistic and cultural 

boundaries (Bearman et al., 2021; Teachman & Gibson, 2018; Young & Barrett, 2001). Visual 

artefacts can therefore create alternative entry points into such discussions by allowing 

participants to notice, interpret, connect, and question ideas through shared visual references. 

They may also help participants engage with emotional, metaphorical, spatial, and relational 

dimensions of experience that can remain underdeveloped in conventional question-and-

answer interviews (Bagnoli, 2009; Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Literat, 2013; Rainford, 2020). In 

teacher education, visually aided approaches may help prospective and practising teachers 
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imagine more inclusive pedagogical responses to diverse classrooms. As illustrated in Project 

2, visual prompts can support movement from noticing visual elements to reflecting on 

pedagogical possibilities in language-diverse mathematics classrooms. VAMs can therefore 

make experiences, assumptions, and possible teaching strategies more visible and discussable, 

supporting future-oriented conversations about how mathematics education might respond 

more thoughtfully to cultural and linguistic diversity. 
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