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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to learn about the experiences of graduate students who are raising 

children while enrolled in master’s and PhD programs at the University of San Diego. The 

question that guided this research was: What do the stories of graduate student parents inform us 

about the need to improve policies and practices at USD? Three cycles of action research were 

conducted at the University of San Diego between November 2022 and March 2023, with a total 

of seven participants. The methods of research included focus groups, interviews, and a creative 

group session. It was found that there are some areas where there is a lack of support in funding, 

campus space, and inclusivity for student-parents at USD. Further findings indicated that 

graduate student parents in the School of Leadership and Education Sciences (SOLES) 

department at USD felt supported by their professors and faculty. 

Keywords: student parents, parenting, graduate students, family demands, academic 

demands, balance, graduate education, challenge and support, higher education 
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Balancing Act: A Study of Graduate Student-Parents and Their Experiences Navigating 

Family and Academic Demands at the University of San Diego 

My interest in this research topic is based on my own lived experience as a college 

student with children. Throughout my journey in education as a single mother, I have overcome 

many struggles and learned a lot about the challenges that student parents face and the resources 

that can support them. During my time as a student at the University of San Diego, I questioned 

the lack of resources for students with children, and I wondered if others had this experience as 

well. I was interested in learning from other student parents and hearing their stories. I wanted to 

provide a space of storytelling among student parents, where the community can be shared.  

Student parents are a valuable population of students at any institution, and their presence 

on campus should be known. My goal was to identify the most important needs of student-

parents at the University of San Diego to create and implement positive changes. The ideas I 

have in mind are creating a family-friendly library space, expanding the childcare center, 

creating a student family task force, creating clubs, and overall raising awareness about this 

population of students. The research question that informed my research is: What do the stories 

of graduate student parents tell us about the need to improve policies and practices at USD?  

 Background and Literature Review 

There are many different types of student groups on college campuses; student-athletes, 

fraternity and sorority life, student government, and more. There are also many student groups 

that are known to be at risk and marginalized, those would be first-generation college students, 

students of color, international students, and more. One group of at-risk students who are rarely 

mentioned are student-parents, or students who care for dependent children. The primary 
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motivators for my research are the lack of awareness of student-parents, their experiences, and 

challenges.  

The existing literature discusses various resources that are commonly valuable to the 

success of student parents and addresses the lack of accessibility of those resources. Resources 

that are valuable to student parents are financial, academic, childcare-related, community-related, 

etc. The existing literature also discusses the common challenges that student parents face, such 

as work-life balance, imposter syndrome, and lack of academic and institutional support. A 

qualitative aspect of this research is the stories from student-parents and the themes that emerge.  

Student-parents are already in two major roles, and most of these people also have jobs as 

well, some working full-time and some working part-time. Sallee (2015) discussed the theory of 

role strain that is experienced by many students who are also juggling being parents, and 

employees. Sallee (2015) also discussed role elimination, which is the concept that these student 

parents must eliminate the roles of hobbies, personal interests, and professional development 

opportunities to manage the large roles of parent, student, and employee. Many of the mothers in 

the research conducted by Sallee (2015) also expressed guilt for missing parts of their children’s 

lives and spending time away. Dolson et al. (2020) also found that student-parents experience 

higher levels of burnout due to juggling multiple roles and responsibilities. Dolson et al. (2020) 

also found that many student-parents faced discrimination due to their roles as parents. The 

concept of guilt for spending time away from children to be in a graduate program, the loss of 

personal interests, and role-strain were also discussed in my research.  

Another important aspect of balancing the roles of parent and student is the issue of 

health and wellbeing. Scharp et al. (2020) found that student-parents experienced extremely high 

levels of stress and stress-related symptoms but were not likely to seek support services or could 
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not be due to access issues. Scharp et al. (2020) also found that when students had a higher sense 

of belonging and a social support system at their institution, they managed stress better. These 

two findings are good indicators that student-parent support groups on campus will provide a 

useful purpose, to better the belonging and well-being of students. 

Further existing research on the experiences of student-parents has also shown that there 

are common challenges like finding affordable childcare, lack of financial aid, lack of belonging, 

and access to institutional resources. Navarro-Cruz et al. (2020) researched Latina mothers 

during their college experience. They found that lack of childcare often caused student-parents to 

miss class sessions, and they experienced a lack of empathy from professors, therefore affecting 

their grades. Research from Davila et al. (2021) also confirmed that student-parents' biggest 

challenges were childcare, sense of belonging, and faculty’s understanding of their 

circumstances.  

As a result of the research from Davila et al. (2021), California Polytechnic State 

University, Pomona, implemented changes such as a children’s area in its library, expanded 

funding for on-campus childcare, hired a student-parent liaison, and created a campus team to 

address the needs of student-parents. Society and higher education institutions must become 

interested in supporting the population of student-parents and creating multiple levels of support 

for these students. 

Like the research and implementation of Davila et al. (2021), Moore et al. (2019) 

examined the effectiveness of a newly opened family-friendly library space at the Murrey Atkins 

Library at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. The family-friendly library room was 

created thanks to a grant from a local nonprofit organization that aims to support women who are 

raising their children while attending college. The family-friendly library room contains adult 
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computers and study tables, a play space, DVDs, toys, books for children, and an early literacy 

computer (Moore et al. 2019). Participants in this study suggested that the room be fitted with a 

restroom, a printer, a window, and more age-appropriate activities for different age groups of 

children (Moore et al. 2019). These findings are critical because resources provided to 

marginalized groups, must be adequate and in line with their needs. 

Institutional resources are pivotal to the success of marginalized student populations. 

With strong institutional support, awareness, and access, student success is expected to be 

higher. Without strong institutional support, students will likely experience more challenges, feel 

less belonging, and face higher rates of incompletion. Sallee and Cox (2019) found that student-

parents were unaware of many of the programs their college offered to support them. Sallee and 

Cox (2019) also discovered that student-parents felt as if they had to “jump through hoops” to 

receive assistance from the support programs. They ultimately decided not to use those services 

because they were not easily accessible.  

Access, awareness, and strong institutional resources are needed to support student-

parents in higher education. Huerta et al. (2022) researched the various institutional supports 

available at a community college, how student-parents accessed them, and their personal 

experiences. The findings of this study were very rich and qualitative in the subject matter. 

Common themes that emerged were long gaps between high school and community college 

enrollment and traumatic life experiences. Some common experiences of these student parents 

were surviving abusive relationships, family problems, and job loss. Another extremely 

important finding was that these participants indicated a higher motivation to complete education 

after becoming parents. In addition, these participants indicated the motivation to complete 

college to have access to increased career opportunities, financial capital, and job stability 
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(Huerta et al. 2022). These findings are critical because they also reveal some of the challenges 

student-parents face when they enter college.  

Understanding the challenges and experiences of student-parents is important to 

understand how to better support them. Peterson (2015) found that student-parents indicated the 

following as contributing to their strong persistence; support, methods for addressing stress, 

study strategies and parenting, and self-awareness. Participants in this study discussed family 

support, scholarships, financial aid, faculty, advisors, and childcare resources as important to 

their success. Participants also indicated that self-awareness and past life experiences contributed 

to their persistence mindset, using phrases like “powering through” (Peterson, 2015). Persistence 

and resilience are common themes in the research on student-parents. 

Demeules et al. (2013) followed the success of a student-parent support program 

implemented at a private college. The student-parent support program provided scholarships, 

leadership opportunities, and weekly academic advising (Demeules et al., 2013). The students in 

this program found success and had the highest rates of completion compared to any other 

student group on campus. The research by Demeules et al. (2013) is pertinent in showing the 

success of support programs, and the need for them. 

The background research I conducted suggests a strong theme that student parents face 

significant challenges in managing the duties associated with the roles of student, parent, and 

more. The background research also shows that student parents have high levels of academic 

success when provided with resources such as financial aid, childcare, family friendly spaces on 

campus, and general support. The findings in my research study resulted in nearly identical 

themes to the literature review that was conducted. The findings in my research study supported 

previous findings such as, role elimination (the need for student parents to disengage from 
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unnecessary activities), difficulties managing stress, and lack of access to resources. The 

combination of background research, and the findings in this research demonstrate strong themes 

of the challenges and supports of student parents. Based on all these findings, a strong argument 

can be made defending the need to support student parents on college campuses. 

Context 

This research study was conducted at the University of San Diego, a private Roman 

Catholic institution. My role at the University of San Diego is a full-time graduate student in the 

Masters of Higher Education Leadership program, housed in the Leadership Studies department. 

My personal connection to my research study topic is my lived experience as a single mother and 

college student. As I approach the end of my master’s degree program at USD, I have been 

through many challenging times and struggled to find connections with other students and 

support services on the USD campus. This topic is important to the campus community because 

the community of student-parents is not well known or established. In addition, the university 

would benefit from increased awareness and support for this population of students. 

The challenges I faced in conducting this research were finding participants because the 

community of student parents was not already established, and the potential participants were 

scattered across the various departments on campus. In addition, most graduate student parents 

are also full-time employees, limiting their availability to participate in my research. Also, 

student parents are managing a long list of responsibilities, so coordinating schedules and 

retaining participants was an additional challenge in this research project. 

 My community partners at USD were the director of the USD Manchester Family 

Development Center, Sarah Kimball, and Mariann Sanchez, the assistant director for Graduate 

Student Life. Building relationships with these community partners helped me to recruit 
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participants for my research by sending out notices to campus communities in search of 

participants. Another challenge I faced was finding the time to connect with campus community 

partners, given everyone’s busy schedules. 

Project Rationale 

 My interest in this research project began with my own lived experiences. During my 

educational journey, I transitioned from community college for my associate degree, to a four-

year-university for my bachelor’s degree, and then to a private university for my master’s degree. 

With each transition, I noticed a significant decline in support services, financial aid resources, 

and belonging as a single mother and student. When I began my graduate degree program at the 

University of San Diego, I sought out financial aid and scholarship opportunities, clubs and 

societies, and resources and spaces at USD. However, the only resource I found was the 

Manchester family and child development center, which was not useful for me as my son is no 

longer preschool age, and the center only provides care for preschool. In addition, the center was 

far out of my price range.  

I was able to find one event that was welcoming children at USD. This event was a picnic 

in the park in which I attended. I struggled to assimilate as this group was already familiar with 

each other as an international group of students, and I was the only single parent in attendance. 

During my two years at USD, I did not hear of or find another event that welcomed children like 

this. As a student at USD, I feel a disconnect between my role as a student and as a mother, and 

this is something that I want to change. 

 On campus, in the School of Leadership and Education Sciences Building (SOLES), 

there is a small room that sits empty and dark. That room is titled “family room.” One day I 

discovered a light was on in the “family room,” and I took a photo. It appears that this room is 
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being used as a storage facility. I ask myself why this room (see Figure 1) with this title exists if 

it is not being used. Below is a photo of the room titled “family room.” 

Figure 1 

SOLES Family Room 
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 In addition to the issue about the SOLES family room, I stumbled upon the breastfeeding 

room at SOLES (see Figure 2) being open with the lights on. I decided to examine the room for 

the purposes of this research. I discovered this room was simply one large bathroom fitted with a 

rocking chair. There was also a sign that read: “this room is to remain locked at all times.”  

Figure 2 

SOLES Breastfeeding Room 
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The photos above of the family room and breastfeeding room were very concerning to 

me. As a mother myself, I felt saddened to see the use of these spaces. These spaces in SOLES 

are intended for people who are parenting and need to have a place to feed or care for their 

children. I believe that with dedication and teamwork, these spaces could easily be revamped and 

put to good use. Over the course of this research project, I discovered that the resources available 

to student-parents at USD are extremely limited. In addition, I was unable to locate the story 

behind the SOLES “family room”, or any faculty member who had an understanding about the 

history of the family room. 

When I began my research, I spoke with multiple community partners for their assistance 

in my research project. The director of the Manchester family and child development center and 

the assistant director of graduate student life were my initial points of contact during my 

research. The goal in working with these community partners was to recruit participants. These 

community partners assisted me in spreading the word about my research project and recruiting 

participants. However, the participants in this research study were recruited through mutual 

contacts. 

To recruit participants for my research, I worked with various community partners. I 

received their permission to recruit participants in their campus spaces, the graduate student 

commons, the child development center, and the SOLES building. Information about my 

research study was posted on the virtual platforms of the graduate student commons and the 

child development center. Most of the participants in this study were recruited via direct email 

(see Appendix A). The participants were mutual classmates who were recruited directly because 

of the shared classes. As an incentive, light refreshments were provided during the focus groups 

and interviews, with pizza being provided during the last session of the research study. Three 
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total sessions were conducted with participants. Participants were informed that participation in 

the study was completely voluntary, and their identities were protected in the research report. 

Identities of participants were protected by using pseudonyms in this research report. 

My advisor, community partners, and critical friends’ groups played an important role in 

validating my research. My critical friends are employees at USD, both part-time and full time, 

some even identifying as student-parents. My critical friends are also enrolled as students at 

USD, both part-time and full-time. My critical friends were also conducting action research 

projects of their own. These critical friends’ groups helped to confirm that my research was valid 

and ethical. 

Research Design 

My action research project used Kemmis and McTaggart’s (2014) spiral model of action 

research. Kemmis and McTaggart’s (2014) model of action research consists of phases; each 

phase includes four components: planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (See figure 3). Each 

component builds on the previous one, and each new cycle is based on what is learned in the 

previous cycle. Using the plan, act, observe, and reflect model allowed me to plan and prepare 

my cycles based on the information I gathered in the previous cycle. My epistemological stance 

for choosing my methods is the importance of closeness, group relations, trust, and storytelling. 

My epistemological stance informs my research by focusing on obtaining information on the 

participants' inner thoughts and feelings. To gain this information, participants must feel 

comfortable with the group, and trusting of the researcher. 

Lucko (2019) used storytelling in their research on Latinx middle school students as a 

way for the students to tell their stories of immigrating to the United States. Lucko (2019) used 

storytelling to create cohesion and trust within their group, to improve the public speaking skills 
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of students, and to create a safe space for the students to be themselves. To create a safe space, 

Lucko (2019) first told her own personal story to the students, then allowed the students to work 

together to prepare to share their own stories with their groups. The research was successful and 

initiated a very emotional response from the students (Lucko, 2019). 

Storytelling is empowering for the storyteller and insightful for the listener, making it a 

positive experience for both parties and valuable research data. Storytelling, focus groups, and 

interviews provided me with rich details and stories to paint a picture of the life of a graduate 

student-parent. My research has helped develop a community of student-parents on campus, 

which was one of the goals and anticipated outcomes of my research. My methods included also 

semi-structured interviews with seven participants. 

In addition to storytelling, creative activities in part of action research with the goal of 

inciting deep thought and critical thinking were used in this research study. Lee et al. (2020) 

conducted action research with youth experiencing migration and adversity in Egypt and Iraq 

using creative art activities methods. Lee et al. (2020) found that allowing the youth participants 

to engage in art activities increased their sense of belonging, self-discovery, self-expression, and 

sense of purpose. The research from Lee et al. (2020) inspired the development of this research 

project in hopes of simulating a similar outcome. 

The use of mixed-method research was important in understanding the stories of graduate 

student-parents because it helped me to understand the full scope of needs to support student-

parents at USD. Qualitative data are needed to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences 

of graduate student parents at USD. An in-depth understanding of the experiences of graduate 

student parents is necessary to identify the needs of these students at USD and to develop the 

appropriate programs to support them. The use of action research alone and gathering these 
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students together worked to address the lack of belonging that is common for student-parents by 

bringing them together to meet for a focus group. 

One of the main challenges of action research with this population is that graduate 

student parents are already juggling multiple roles and responsibilities like, work, family, and 

school. Also, attrition was an issue in my research. This population of students is so busy already 

that showing up for focus groups and interviews it was difficult to coordinate with each 

participant to find suitable times for meetings. In addition, it was difficult to schedule the group 

sessions based on the schedule of many. I combated these challenges by offering incentives like 

light refreshments and lunch at these meetings and interviews, which helped feed the 

participants, especially during working hours, and helped with general attendance to the sessions. 

Figure 3 

Kemmis and McTaggart’s (2014) Spiral Model of Action Research. 

 

Note. From Kemmis et al. (2014). The action research planner: Doing critical participatory action 

research. 
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Data Collection  

 To answer my research question: What do the stories of graduate student parents tell us 

about the need to improve policies and practices at USD? I have conducted research with 

students who are graduate student parents at USD. Before participating in a research cycle, each 

participant completed the adult consent forms (see Appendix E for the adult consent form). 

Three cycles were completed with a total of seven participants (see Table 1). Cycle 1 consisted 

of two focus groups. Cycle 2 consisted of individual interviews. Cycle 3 was a group creative 

session. In Cycle 1, there were five participants. In Cycle 2, there were four participants. In 

Cycle 3 there were four participants. In Cycle 2, one new participant joined the study. In Cycle 3, 

one new participant joined the study. There was a total of two participants who attrited from the 

study. 

Table 1 

Table of Participant Characteristics 

Participant Program # of Children Cycles  

Cadence Masters 2 1,2,3 

Miriam  PhD 1 1,2,3 

Ryan PhD 1 1 

Lindsay Master’s 2 1 

Natalie PhD 2 1,2,3 

Gabriella Masters - 3 

Kenzie Masters 2 2 

 

After completing consent forms with all participants, the first research cycle began with 

two focus groups being conducted. The purpose of the focus group was to gather the participants 

and discuss general opinions about resources for student parents at USD. An additional purpose 
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of conducting a focus group in the first cycle was to begin developing a community of graduate 

student parents. Doing the focus group in the first cycle allowed the group of parents to meet 

each other and mingle, answer questions in a small group setting and build off the responses of 

one another. A focus group script (see Appendix B) was used to guide the line of questioning 

during the focus group. Grouping participants in the first cycle seemed to provide a safe space 

and allowed me to build trust with each participant and the group.  

In the second cycle, I met with four participants via Zoom audio. I conducted semi-

structured individual interviews with each participant. The purpose of the individual interviews 

was to learn more about each participant and their life as it pertained to their identity as a student 

parent. The information collected in these individual interviews contained more sensitive data; 

therefore, they needed to be conducted one-on-one in a secure environment. The individual 

interviews also gave participants the opportunity to share their opinions about resources for 

student parents and experiences at USD in a one-on-one setting, allowing for confidentiality 

from other participants. 

The information collected in Cycle 1 and Cycle 2 helped to structure the third and final 

cycle of my action research project. For the third cycle, I gathered the group of participants and 

gave time for each participant to tell their story through the paintings they created. Storytelling 

through art is an alternative form of spoken word or written storytelling and can provide a more 

descriptive story. Lucko (2019) successfully used storytelling in their research with Latinx 

middle school students and found that providing a safe space allowed students to open up, 

connect, and tell their stories of immigrating to the United States. By doing the storytelling 

exercise, I learned about what drives and motivates people with children to continue their 

education. Additionally, the creative work session encouraged the participants to tell their stories 
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of being student parents in an alternative format rather than in writing and verbally. A creative 

work prompt and script (see Appendix D) was used to conduct Cycle 3. 

Cycle 1 Findings 

Focus groups were conducted in November 2022 with a total of five participants. For 

confidentiality purposes, pseudonyms were assigned to the participants and are referenced as 

follows Cadence, Miriam, Ryan, Lindsay, Natalie, Gabriella, and Kenzie. Discussions were 

guided by five questions about experiences at USD, faculty support, and peer relationships. 

Participants in this study are enrolled at the graduate level, both master’s and Doctoral, in 

various programs in the SOLES department. Participants are enrolled in a varying number of 

units, both part-time and full-time. Participants are male, female, and gender non-conforming. 

Participants are parents, with children of various ages between 10 months and 18 years old. To 

begin the discussion, participants were asked to describe their overall experiences at USD. 

During this opening question, participants also voluntarily introduced themselves to one another 

and discussed the common ground they had with each other. 

Many themes emerged, including issues around the COVID-19 pandemic, peer 

relationships, work-school-life balance, and raising children with chronic illnesses. In addition, 

nearly all participants mentioned feeling supported by faculty members when they had to miss a 

class when their child was sick, had an appointment, or needed an extension on a deadline. USD 

SOLES department chair, Leslie Boozer confirmed the SOLES policy that allows students to 

bring their child or children to class in case of emergency.  

Participant Natalie shared a story of when she was in a bind for childcare and brought the 

issue to her USD professor. Her USD professor invited Natalie to bring her daughter to class, so 

she did. The USD professor brought a bag of games and books for Natalie’s daughter. Natalie 
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then mentioned that her daughter wanted to join her in class every week. I observed Natalie light 

up with excitement when telling this story. This is a perfect example of cohesion between the 

roles of student and parent. In addition, the flexibility of the USD professor supported Natalie in 

attending her class, therefore supporting her overall success. When asked to reflect on this 

occurrence, Natalie said this, “it just makes me feel more included. That this class and the 

professor who’s in a position of leadership and authority is, is enacting that in a way to problem 

solve with me.” Natalie also said the following about her professor.  

The professor showed dedication, being able to think outside of the box, being creative 

with, adapting to situations and dedication to the students to your success and making 

sure that you have the space that you need to do your work. At the same time, uphold the 

rigor that is expected in the class. So, for me, that was a way to role model how I wanted 

to be as a professor. 

 An interesting theme and conundrum seemed to arise around peer relationships. One 

participant enrolled in a master’s programs reported feeling a satisfactory connection with peers 

in their respective education programs or cohort, and one participant did not report the same 

feeling. Two Participants enrolled in PhD programs reported strong connections with their 

cohorts even throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and attending classes virtually. One 

participant enrolled in a PhD program reported a dissatisfactory sense of belonging with their 

cohort. In addition, participants discussed the difficulties of maintaining strong relationships and 

connections outside the classroom.  

 Many participants expressed a deep sense of longing for more meaningful peer 

connections outside of the classroom. Participants also discussed the extreme difficulty in 

accomplishing this due to managing their parental responsibilities, home life, and careers. One 
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participant, Ryan, mentioned the thought that graduate degree programs bring together a group 

of adults around the same age for long periods, essentially providing the space for these people 

to develop relationships. However, Ryan also questioned the ability to maintain those 

relationships once the space was no longer available. The comment from Ryan was concerning 

because if there had been a proper space for community building and the support for graduate 

student parents, it is possible this would not be a concern. If there was a strong community of 

student parents at USD, the student parents would be able to develop a network of relationships, 

ultimately increasing their chances of success. 

 Participants were asked to discuss their challenges as graduate student parents. The most 

common challenges student parents at USD faced were balancing their careers, education 

programs, and raising their children. Each participant in this study also discussed how they 

balance their careers, education programs, and children. All participants in this study are married 

and discussed how they shared parenting responsibilities, which helped them during their time in 

graduate school. Although each participant mentioned that they have a solid support system in 

helping with their children, participants still expressed difficulty in balancing their careers, 

education, and children. 

 Participants were asked to discuss which resources for student parents at USD they have 

accessed during their time in the program. Most participants were only aware of the Manchester 

Family Child Development Center as the main resource for USD employees and students for 

childcare for their children. However, participant Lindsay stated that during the COVID-19 

pandemic, the student discount for childcare was discontinued. Lindsay was paying around 

$3,000 a month for two children at the Manchester Family Child Development Center.  
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 Participants further discussed the lack of resources that are available for student-parents 

at USD. One participant mentioned their use of the G.I. Bill. Participant Miriam mentioned they 

used the USD breastfeeding rooms, but they were uncomfortable and not set up properly. 

Participant Cadence also attempted to use the breastfeeding rooms on campus before but could 

not be due to the reservation policy. 

 Participants were then asked to discuss resources they would use if USD offered them. 

Every participant stated that financial support would be the most desired support resource. 

Financial supports that were mentioned included scholarships, stipends, childcare discounts, and 

family housing units. Another financial support that was discussed is a campus partnership with 

childcare providers and services that provides special rates and discounts for students. Further 

supports that were discussed included improved access to breastfeeding spaces and a family 

room or space for gathering that welcomes children on campus. 

Outcomes and Changes From Cycle 1 

After Cycle 1 focus groups were completed, some changes were made. An IRB revision 

was completed to allow audio recording via virtual conferencing for Cycle 2 of this research 

study. Virtual meetings were necessary to allow for flexibility in meeting with participants due to 

the busy schedules of student-parents at USD. Audio recording was necessary to allow for 

improved transcriptions in the following cycles. 

Cycle 2 Findings 

In Cycle 2, individual interviews were conducted via Zoom with a total of four 

participants. The purpose of these individual interviews was to gain more in-depth information 

about each participant, their lifestyle, the challenges they incur, and the support resources they 

use. The interview questions addressed the participant’s lifestyles, relationship status, and their 
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opinions on support at USD. The individual interviews were conducted on Zoom via audio 

recording only. Participants were asked 14 interview questions (see Appendix C). To begin the 

interview, an open-ended prompt, “tell me about yourself,” was used. All four participants 

responded to the prompt by discussing their roles as parents, students, employees, and spouses; 

how long they have been in those roles; and other things they enjoy in life. 

Two participants are PhD students in SOLES, and the other two participants are students 

in the Master of Arts in Higher Education Leadership (MAHE) program at SOLES. When asked 

about their inspiration for joining their respective programs, three participants indicated that their 

inspiration was for educational and professional advancement. One participant in the MAHE 

program indicated that her inspiration for joining the program was for professional and personal 

growth. Participant Candace said she decided to join the program after having her daughter to 

demonstrate a commitment to education to her children. In addition, all participants discussed 

hopes to level up in their career after receiving their degrees. One of the participants, currently 

working on her master’s, discussed a desire to pursue a PhD someday. 

All four participants indicated they had been employed full-time during their program or 

are currently employed full-time. All four participants indicated that at some point during their 

time as an employee and graduate student, they had to eliminate extra responsibilities due to 

being overwhelmed. When asked about self-care each participant mentioned things like a hot 

bath, shower, or nap. Each participant also mentioned that they are aware that showers are basic 

human needs but as an employed student parent, even these basic human needs can feel like a 

small getaway, to which I agreed. When asked about personal hobbies, participant Candace said 

the following. 
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 I don’t really know if I have a hobby, because between school and the kids and still 

having time for a husband and maintaining friendships, there just doesn’t seem like 

there’s a lot of time left. So, I don’t really have a hobby right now.  

All four participants have a marital status of married. Two of the participants indicated 

that their partner cares for their children while attending classes. One participant indicated that 

either their partner, mother, or mother-in-law cares for their children while attending class. The 

fourth participant indicated that their child attends an after-school care program, and their partner 

also aids in the evening care while she attends classes. Each participant discussed that they 

intentionally planned and shuffled things around for childcare to attend their classes. 

Participants were then asked to discuss the challenges they faced while balancing school, 

work, and being a parent. All participants discussed the difficulties with balancing their 

schedules and having little to no time for school and self-care. Three participants stated that they 

have difficulty finding time to work on homework or schoolwork and that the only available time 

is typically late at night after the kids have gone to bed. The participants who do their 

schoolwork after their kids are asleep discussed the exhaustion that they feel at this time. 

When asked about the support that USD can offer to student parents, answers from 

participants included financial support, childcare support, mental health counseling, family-

friendly events, virtual options for classes, and a student parent representative at SOLES. One 

participant stated that they have a strong support system in place and would not need any support 

from USD. Three participants mentioned that due to their busy schedules, and overall 

exhaustion, they were not sure if they would be able to attend in-person events. Interestingly, one 

participant suggested a focus on early child development curriculum at SOLES and some 

collaboration between the Manchester Family Child Development Center on campus and this 



27 

student-parent support initiative. My analysis from these answers is that USD can offer support 

that is flexible and easy to access for graduate student parents. 

Finally, participants were asked to discuss how they could feel a greater sense of 

belonging to their peers at USD. An interesting issue was raised by two participants in the 

master’s programs. These two participants discussed feeling particularly disconnected from the 

cohort system that their master’s program was based on. These two participants had extended 

their time in the master’s programs due to their parenting responsibilities; therefore, their time in 

the master’s program had stretched longer than their initial cohorts. In addition to this, these two 

participants discussed feeling further disconnected from the majority of peers in the master’s 

program due to the general demographics such as age, parenthood, career level, and more. These 

two participants discussed a desire to have more collaboration between the education programs 

at SOLES. Furthermore, one participant discussed the feelings of exclusion by not being a 

student in the apprenticeship program in the master’s department that most of the students are a 

part of. Participant Kenzie stated the following. 

I feel like I’m one of the older people, and I have such different life experiences than 

other people who are in the program now, even with having kids. And I wish that there 

was more opportunity to connect with other people with kids, too. 

The quote from Kenzie shows a desire for deeper connections to other student parents at 

USD. In addition to belonging, participant Miriam discusses the desire to feel seen, heard, and 

supported, and welcomed by faculty and staff at USD. Miriam suggests that professors can 

simply have a short discussion with students about understanding that they are managing 

multiple responsibilities and make space for grace in difficult times. Miriam also suggests that 
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(See Appendix F for full-size image) 

I’m managing my own education as well as my 

kids. There are drawbacks to not being there 

during my kids’ education, but I have to be here. 

We have to do it. We cannot compromise. Finding 

my niche and my passion is important to me. For 

my children’s future, there are more types of 

education than school. I want them to find their 

calling and passion. Have faith in their passion. 

Hear themselves. My painting represents the 

expansiveness of possibilities that we are of 

people. Expansiveness that we are connected to 

what we don’t see and that we don’t want to 

acknowledge. Space and earth’s crust. Everything 

is important and nothing is important. A cosmic 

blip. Do what you can right now.  

 
(See Appendix F for full-size image) 

The symbolism of the nesting doll. My 

educational journey to pursue my masters began 

after I became a mom. Because of this motivation 

I wanted to reach higher because of my daughter. I 

started my MA program when my daughter was 

18 months old, and now she is 5 years old, and my 

son is 2 years old. Because my daughter is older, 

she sees when I’m studying, she likes visiting 

campus (mostly for the water fountains), she 

knows that “mama school nights” are just a part of 

our weekly grind. I hope that she remembers this 

season of life even just as snapshots because I’ll 

never forget it. Show her she can do hard things. I 

hope this inspires her to do the same things.  



31 

 
(See Appendix F for full-size image) 

When I started this graduate program, the phrases 

“it is a journey” or “this is your journey” were 

ones I heard and still hear often, even saying to 

myself or classmates when we begin to compare 

ourselves and our progress to others, so this visual 

started with a winding path. As I went on the 

journey of fertility treatments, pregnancy, and 

then motherhood, I found myself on another 

journey that overlapped, intersected, and at times 

seemed to conflict with the other. 

The school journey shows a clear beginning (start 

here) and end (graduation cap). The fertility and 

parenthood journey overlaps and has no clear 

markings as to a start or end. The images around 

highlight my roles, as well as the emotions that 

have come up as to juggling various 

responsibilities and exhaustion as to the grueling 

end of this program as well as the rewarding but 

tiring side of parenting. 

 

There are a few themes that emerged based on the paintings, descriptions, and 

conversations that occurred in Cycle 3. The participants in Cycle 3 reflected on their journeys 

and growth throughout their education. I observed that the painting exercise aided in inducing 

deep thought and critical thinking in each participant. They reflected on the highs and lows of 

their journey and what they desired for their future. Based on the responses from participants, the 

findings are consistent with the initially projected outcomes of this cycle. The initially projected 

outcomes were that student parents have rich stories and deep meanings to their journeys through 

education. 

The paintings from participants resemble and reflect journeys or pathways like a tree 

branch and rocket going through space. During the painting session, participants mingled and 

discussed various topics surrounding parenting and education. While listening to calming music, 

mingling, and painting this session had a calm feeling to it. This creative work session was an 

opportunity for student parents to spend time with each other and build community. 
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Relationships, support, and community are an integral piece to the success of student parents, 

and this culminating session was a great example of that. 

The initial cycles of this research focused on introducing participants to each other to 

form community, individual interviews to learn more about each participant, and the final 

creative work session. The third and final session of this research was the most impactful 

because the participants told their stories through a creative outlet and shared their thoughts and 

feelings with the group. The feeling in the room was that of mutual respect, acknowledging one 

another’s journey and story of challenges and triumphs. 

Limitations 

Limitations of this research study include the lack of generalizability due to the low 

number of participants and the research is being conducted at a small, private catholic university. 

In addition to these limitations, this study did not gather formal race or ethnicity information on 

its participants, which could be perceived as an additional limitation to generalizability. This 

study excluded race and ethnicity information to focus on other factors, such as marital status 

and family support, in determining challenges faced by student-parents. However, participants 

were invited to voluntarily share their social identities. 

An additional limitation of this study was the attrition of participants. From Cycle 1 to 

Cycle 2, there were two participants who attrited and one new participant who joined the study. 

In Cycle 3, there was one new participant who joined this study. This fluctuation in participants 

could be a limitation because it possibly skewed the results. Also, the participants who did not 

participate in previous cycles were not able to give their answers and opinions to previous 

questions. Participants who did not participate in all three cycles of research might have lacked a 

full understanding of the purpose of this research. Lastly, this study lacks the stories and 
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perspectives of single parents. A possible explanation for this is that single parents lack support 

and resources, therefore do not have spare time to participate in a voluntary research study. 

Recommendations 

This action research project answered the research question: What do the stories of 

graduate student parents inform us about the need to improve policies and practices at USD? 

This study found that USD graduate students felt supported by USD faculty and professors but 

lacked other support such as financial resources, sufficient childcare resources, and community 

support. In addition, this study found that USD graduate student parents have desires for these 

resources and further community development and awareness.  

Graduate student parents at USD are highly motivated, high-achieving students and 

professionals. With the further support of the university, this population of students could 

continue to develop and flourish. The University of San Diego leadership can simply look to 

other universities for examples of how to implement such support. In addition, with an expanded 

set of resources and support for university students who are raising minor children, the university 

could attract and recruit more students from this population. 

My recommendations for the University of San Diego are the following. 

• Begin a call to action for support initiatives for all student parents at the 

University of San Diego. Gather campus partners with interest in this initiative 

and start a task force or committee to handle the affairs of this initiative. 

• Develop a university-wide policy and protocol for faculty and staff that is fair and 

reasonable regarding allowing a student to bring children to class. To protect USD 

from possible liability issues, the parent will sign a release of liability document, 

agreeing not to hold the university liable for possible harm or injury to the child. 
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In addition, the student and teacher will mutually agree on a solution if the child 

becomes disruptive during the class session. 

• Increase funding initiatives to provide sufficient financial support by means of 

scholarships, grants, assistantships, and more for student parents. 

• Apply for and access federal and state funding for student parents. 

• Increase housing opportunities on campus for student parents in all degree 

programs at the University of San Diego. Improve housing policies on campus to 

allow housing opportunities and safe spaces for students with children and 

families. 

• Increase family-friendly programming and community events campus-wide. 

These events would be scheduled at appropriate times for most working student 

parents. 

• Improve the breastfeeding room facilities on campus and ensure they are easily 

accessible to students who need them. 

• Expand the operating hours at the Manchester Family Development Center, to 

ensure that graduate students can place their children in the facility for evening 

classes.  

• Expand the tuition discount for students, especially low-income students, at the 

Manchester Family Development Center. 

• Create a family-friendly study space in the Copley library equipped with 

children’s entertainment objects such as books, toys, and computers. This space 

would be easily accessible for student parents who do not have childcare. 
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• Ensure that all resources for support are readily available, properly advertised, 

and easily accessible for this population of students. 

 The major findings of this research indicate that graduate students at USD need; financial 

support, childcare resources, access to comfortable breastfeeding rooms, and need to feel a sense 

of belonging and inclusion. The recommendations above are based on the findings of this 

research study of areas that The University of San Diego is lacking in supporting student parents.  

Conclusion 

 Upon reaching the completion of this action research project, I reflect on my own life and 

my journey throughout life. In my life, there were not many things on which I could always 

count. Ever since I was a young girl, I failed at school. It was not until I transferred to a charter 

high school and began independent study as a teenager that I started to progress. I struggled 

when I reached community college. At the onset of one semester at the local community college, 

I thought to myself, I am tired of failing, I am tired of people telling me I am not good enough, I 

am tired of all of this. I decided at that moment I was going to try to get straight A’s that 

semester. I decided I would do whatever it took; I would ignore anything that was negative, and I 

would put my head down and work. Ever since that semester, I got straight A’s to this day. This 

was the turning point in my life. 

After I proved to myself that semester that I could achieve the grades and that I was smart 

enough and capable enough, I began dreaming of furthering my education. After giving birth to 

my son while still pausing my enrollment at the community college, those dreams continued. I 

struggled with ending a dangerous marriage, but once I did, I re-enrolled at the community 

college. This time, I was a single mother managing and struggling to raise my son in poverty 

while desperately striving to continue my education and do better.  
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At Palomar College, the resources that helped me to complete my Associate’s education, 

prepare for transfer, and much more were completely invaluable. Programs that provided 

scholarships, school supplies, meal vouchers, book vouchers, individual advising, and more. In 

addition to these supports, the community of people like me was incredible and vital. I will never 

forget the annual holiday party in which Palomar College welcomed our children, gave them 

gifts, and put on an amazing event for the children. As a single mother, these moments of 

solidarity warm my heart and bring tears to my eyes. Education had become a fixture in my life, 

something that I could always count on when nothing else was sure. 

After completing my associate’s education, I transferred to a 4-year university. It was a 

difficult transition, and I noticed a decline in resources that I experienced at my previous school. 

Nevertheless, I made the best of it and graduated with my bachelor’s degree and prepared to 

transition to the University of San Diego to begin my master’s degree program. The transition to 

a private school at the graduate level was extremely difficult and mentally draining. In addition, I 

found no resources available to single parents like me or parents in general. This was my 

inspiration for undertaking an action research project investigating student parents at USD. 

My research confirmed that there are others experiencing what I was experiencing at 

USD, a significant lack of support resources for graduate student parents. Although these 

findings are disheartening, my reflections on my past experiences as a student parent reaffirm 

that this can be changed. I hope that because of this research, this issue will be brought to light. 

The University of San Diego is a world-class, top-notch university that can expand to provide 

resources for their population of student parents. 
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Appendix B 

Focus Group Script 

Cycle 1: 

FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT- 

Hello. My name is Jessica Rammell. I would like to start off by thanking each of you for taking 

time to participate today. We’ll be here for about 1 hour today. 

The reason we’re here today is to gather your opinions and attitudes about your experiences as 

graduate students with children. 

I’m going to lead our discussion today. I will be asking you questions and then encouraging and 

moderating our discussion. 

Before we get started, I would like to explain the consent form to you and why it is required for 

you to sign this. 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS- 

1. Can you describe your experience at USD? 

2. What resources for support have you accessed during your time at USD? 

3. Do you feel like you have a community in which you belong at USD? 

4. What are some challenges that you have encountered as a student parent? 

5. What can USD do to support the population of graduate student parents? 

CONCLUSION SCRIPT- 

Thank you so much for being here today. My research will help create a community for student 

parents and recommendations that USD can implement. 
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Appendix C 

Interview Script 

Cycle 2: 

INTERVIEW SCRIPT- 

Hello. My name is Jessica Rammell. I would like to start off by thanking you for taking time to 

participate today. We’ll be here for about 1 hour today. 

The reason we’re here today is to gather your opinions and attitudes about your experiences as a 

graduate student with children. 

I will be asking you about 15 questions. Do you have any questions before we get started?  

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - 

1. Tell me about yourself. 

2. Which master’s program are you in and how long have you been at USD? 

3. What inspired you to join a graduate degree program? 

4. What are your plans for after receiving your degree? 

5. Do you work as well? Tell me about your career. 

6. How many children do you have? What are their ages? 

7. What do you do for childcare? 

8. Are you single, in a relationship, divorced, etc.? 

9. Are there any other social identities that you identify with? 

10. What are some challenges you incur as a student parent? 

11. Are USD professors supportive? 

12. How can USD support student parents? 

13. What would make you feel connected to your peers and the USD community? 

14. Is there anything you’d like to share? 
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CONCLUSION SCRIPT - 

Thank you so much for being here today. My research will help create a community for student 

parents and recommendations that USD can implement. 
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Appendix D 

Creative Work Session Script 

Cycle 3: 

CREATIVE WORK SESSION SCRIPT- 

Hello. My name is Jessica Rammell. I would like to start off by thanking each of you for taking 

time to participate today. We’ll be here for about 1 hour today. 

The reason we’re here today is to gather your opinions and attitudes about your experiences as 

graduate students with children. 

I’m going to lead our discussion today. I will be asking you questions and engaging in our 

discussion. 

ACTIVITY INSTRUCTIONS - 

Please paint a picture that describes your personal journey through education and parenting. We 

will take 30 minutes to paint. I would then like to invite each of you to share your creation with 

the group and tell us your story. 

CONCLUSION SCRIPT - 

Thank you so much for being here today. My research will help create a community for student 

parents and recommendations that USD can implement. This session concludes the three-part 

research study. 

 



46 

Appendix E 

Adult Consent Form 

 

University of San Diego 

Institutional Review Board 

Research Participant Consent Form  

For the research study entitled: 

Balancing Act: A Study of Graduate Student-Parents and Their Experiences Navigating 

Family and Academic Demands at the University of San Diego  

I. Purpose of the research study 

Jessica Rammell is a student in the School of Leadership and Education Sciences at the 

University of San Diego. You are invited to participate in a research study she is conducting. The 

purpose of this research study is to gauge opinions on the resources available to student parents 

at USD and share the stories of graduate student parents at USD. 

 

 II. What you will be asked to do. 

If you decide to be in this study, you will be asked to: 

-    Participate in a focus group, individual interview, and group creative work session.  

 

Your participation in this study will take a total of 3 hours. 

 

·   A focus group interview will be 60 minutes in length. The interview protocol is 

designed to learn about participants’ experiences as graduate students, caring for dependent 

children, their challenges, and the support that is provided to them by USD. Focus groups may be 

conducted in person or virtually via Zoom. 

 

·   1:1 interviews will be 60 minutes in length. The interview protocol is designed to learn 

about participants’ personal history as it pertains to parenting and their journey with education. 

Questions will be asked to gain an in-depth response regarding opinions of support and desired 

support and resources at USD for student-parents. 1:1 interviews may be conducted in person or 

virtually via Zoom. 
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·   The final data collection will be a gathering of all participants to participate in a 

creative painting session. Participants will be asked to paint a picture that describes their personal 

journey through education and parenting. Participants will be invited to share their creations with 

the group. This session will be 60 minutes in length. 

·   All sessions will be audio recorded. 

 

III. Foreseeable risks or discomforts 

Sometimes when people are asked to think about their feelings, they feel sad or anxious. If you 

would like to talk to someone about your feelings at any time, you can call toll-free, 24 hours a 

day:  

San Diego Mental Health Hotline at 1-800-479-3339 

USD Wellness Counseling Hotline: For urgent concerns, a counselor is available 24 hours a day, 

7 days a week by calling (619) 260-4655, press 1 if after-hours. 

  

IV. Benefits 

While there may be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study, the indirect benefit 

of participating will be knowing that you helped researchers better understand how USD can 

support and spread awareness of the needs of graduate student parents. 

  

V. Confidentiality 

Any information provided and/or identifying records will remain confidential and kept in a 

locked file and/or password-protected computer file in the researcher’s office for a minimum of 5 

years. All data collected from you will be coded with a number or pseudonym (fake name). Your 

real name will not be used. The results of this research project may be made public, and 

information quoted in professional journals and meetings, but information from this study will 

only be reported as a group, and not individually. 

The information or materials you provide will be cleansed of all identifiers (like your name) and 

may be used in future research. 

  

VI. Compensation 

If you participate in the study, the researcher will give you light refreshments in the following 

way: during the research study events. 
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Appendix F 

Creative Work Session Photos 

Figure F1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


