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Personal Connection 
Hi Dr. ______, 

I wanted to let you know that our son has officially entered the 
world! He was 7lbs and is doing great.  

In terms of class, I wanted to make sure we were on the same 
page. My partner will take notes for me in class tomorrow and I 
will see if she can bring in a hardcopy of the assignment for you. I 
have also emailed the assignment to you.  

Is there something else that I should be aware of? Thank you for 
working with me on this.  

Anna  

(personal email, 9/13/2011;  
less than 48 hours after the birth of our son) 

 

 



I struggled. My friends struggled.   
 
 
What about others? 



 
Women and Mothers in Academia 

•  Highest rates of women 
entering doctoral programs 
(50.4%) (Jaschnik, 2010) 

•  Women becoming mothers 
while enrolled and working in 
academia, although the exact 
numbers are not known 
(Mason, 2009)    

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/yourdon/6543261571/lightbox/ 
 



 
 
A Problem 

•  Despite record 
enrollment… 

•  Women (and mothers) are 
not consistently 
progressing through the 
academic pipeline (West & 
Curtis, 2006; Wolfinger, 
Mason, & Goulden, 2008) 

•  Why aren’t women and 
mothers moving through 
the academic pipeline? 

 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

Full Professor 
(2005-2006) 

Men 
Women 



Scholarly Interest in  
Motherhood in Academia 
•  One of the hot topics in higher 

education (Marcus, 2007) 

•  Research primarily focuses on: 

•  full-time faculty experiences 
(Hallstein & O’Reilly, 2012; Trepal 
& Stinchfield, 2012; Wolf-Wendel & 
Ward, 2006b) 

•  gendered practices/policies in 
academia (Monroe, Ozyurt, 
Wrigley, & Alexander, 2008);  

•  work-family policies (Gerten, 2011; 
Hill, Nash, & Citera, 2011).  

 

 



Gaps in the Literature  
•  Motherhood in academia as a  

“sparse” field (Philipsen, 2008). 

•  What is the full discourse, the 
experiences, and/or supports 
needed for: 

•  women of color? 
•  full-time, non-tenure-track 

faculty? 
•  graduate student mothers? 



Phenomenological Study  
of Doctoral Student 
Motherhood/Mothering  
in Academia  
 



Focus of this Research 
•  In what ways do doctoral students experience 

motherhood/mothering in academia?  
•  Innovative methodological approach – 

phenomenology utilizing visual data collection; 
•  Students who became mothers for the first time 

while enrolled in a doctoral program at the 
University. 

 

 



Participant Criteria 

Current enrollment in a 
doctoral program at the 

University 

Became a mother, 
for the first time 

(biologically), while 
in a doctoral 

program 

Enrolled in varied 
colleges across the 

University 



Pseudonym College 
within the 
University 

Self-
identified 
ethnicity/
martial 
status 

Year in the 
program 

Age of 
child 

DocMama1 Business White; 
married 

5 of 6 16 months 

DocMama2 Social 
sciences 
  

White; 
married 

7 of 8 6 years  

DocMama3 Physical 
sciences 
  

Caucasian; 
separated/
single 
mother 

4 of 4 6 ½ months 

DocMama4 Education Chinese; 
engaged 

4 of 4 ½ or 
5 

1 year 



Data Sources 

Essence of the 
Phenomenon of 
Doctoral Student 

Motherhood/
Mothering in 
Academia 

Demographic/
background 

questionnaire 

Three interviews per 
participant (Seidman, 
1990) with visual data 

collection 

Archival data 



Interview #3 
Focused on contextualizing the participant’s 

experiences and beliefs within their own 
history. 

 
“Draw yourself as a doctoral student mother  
as you see yourself and draw yourself as  
you think others in academia see you.” 



DocMama1: Business doctoral program, 16mo daughter; had 
her daughter during summer break between 4th and 5th year 
of 6 years 

How she sees herself:                 How she thinks others in  
            academia see her:  

 



 
DocMama2: Social sciences doctoral program;                       
6yr son, current pregnancy; had her son during winter break 
of 1st year of 8 years  

How she sees herself:                 How she thinks others in  
            academia see her:  

 



 
DocMama3: Physical sciences doctoral program;                   
6 ½ mo daughter; had her daughter in the spring semester 3rd 
year of 4 years 

How she sees herself:               How she thinks others in  
           academia see her:  

 



 
DocMama4: Physical sciences doctoral program;                   
6 ½ mo daughter; had her son in the fall semester of 2nd year 
of 4 ½ or 5 years 

How she sees herself:                 How she thinks others in  
            academia see her:  

 



Four Approaches Used to Succeed 
Approach Example 
(1) 
Changing 
the way 
academic 
work is 
produced 

Focusing on the moment: …when you are trying to focus 
on the degree, it’s like a future focus. [my daughter] has 
drawn me back to the now. It makes me appreciate each of 
these things [doctoral studies and motherhood] even more 
(DocMama1) 
 
Multitasking: My life is all about triage. What needs to be 
done most desperately right now…it unfortunately means 
that whatever I’m doing with my son, I’m also multitasking 
something else as well. So building Legos…while we’re 
doing laundry…And often also having a textbook open and 
I’m preparing a lecture or whatever…which I think is not 
ideal, for him. For that relationship. (DocMama2) 

(2) Finding 
support 
systems  

Family, friends, daycare, colleagues, babysitting, co-parenting, 
moving in with family, online forums, local mothering groups  
 
So I asked the department if it would be okay if I moved [out of 
town]… to live with my parents. (DocMama3) 



Strategy Example 
(3) Altering 
personal 
academic 
expectations 

Efficiency: I learned to do things more efficiently. (some) 
people…argue that this the wrong way…for example, write a 
paper, but instead of writing a paper and revising it four or five 
times, I would write it once and then make a few edits and that 
would be it. (DocMama2) 

(4) Practical 
solutions: 
pumping and 
nursing 

Pumping: [The professor] was on sabbatical that semester, 
not teaching…so I could use her office to pump, because we 
don’t have offices…So I pumped like (that) until… (my 
daughter) was 13 months. (DocMama1) 
 
Nursing: It was a problem. And I was not okay with pumping in 
the bathroom…we had a TA office that sort of had….this little 
room at the back…so when I needed to nurse, I would let 
everyone know that I would be using the backroom and go in 
and nurse. And for the most part, they all got it without too 
much explanation. (DocMama2)   
 
Stopping nursing at 3 months: I always had to work and it’s 
very convenient [to have formula, bottles] because anybody 
can take milk to feed the baby. (DocMama4). 



Participant Suggestions 
Advice to other women 
•  Don’t wait to have kids 
•  Focus on your goal  
“…it's amazing and 
transformative and it will make 
you grapple with things you 
never thought you would and 
that you can't do it all. So you 
need to decide what’s the most 
important pieces to focus 
on.” (DocMama1) 



Participant Suggestions 

Advice to institutions 
•  On campus facilities to support mothers 
•  Affordable childcare 
•  Get to know your students and provide 

funding to support their success 
“…(departments) still get intelligent, talented, 
hardworking people…I think my department did 
the best thing possible which is, give me some 
time before I came back (as a) full and complete, 
member” (DocMama1–received full funding, 
including during the 6months she took off from 
courses) 



 
Implications and Applications 

•  Addressing 
•  “leaks” in the academic pipeline 

for women; 
•  mothers’ unique needs (e.g., 

childbirth, nursing). 
 
•  Additional research can: 

•  inform academic practice and 
policy to support recruitment, 
retention, and equity women for 
mothers throughout academia.  

 



Thank You! 
Anna CohenMiller, PhD Candidate (ABD) 
Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching 
University of Texas at San Antonio 
 
 
 
“To make a change in the number of women 
who ultimately reach the senior academic  
levels, institutions of higher education must 
recognize that an increasing number of junior  
faculty women will want to bear children and 
rear them” (Finkel, Olswang, & She, 2004,  
p.268) 
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