
University of San Diego University of San Diego 

Digital USD Digital USD 

M.A. in Higher Education Leadership: Action 
Research Projects 

School of Leadership and Education Sciences: 
Student Scholarship & Creative Works 

Spring 5-18-2023 

“The Juggle Is Real”: An Examination of the Realities Faced by “The Juggle Is Real”: An Examination of the Realities Faced by 

Working Mothers at the University of San Diego and the Impact of Working Mothers at the University of San Diego and the Impact of 

Institutional Policies on Their Quest for Work-Life Balance Institutional Policies on Their Quest for Work-Life Balance 

Colleen K. Smith 
University of San Diego, colleensmith@sandiego.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action 

 Part of the Higher Education Commons, and the Leadership Studies Commons 

Digital USD Citation Digital USD Citation 
Smith, Colleen K., "“The Juggle Is Real”: An Examination of the Realities Faced by Working Mothers at the 
University of San Diego and the Impact of Institutional Policies on Their Quest for Work-Life Balance" 
(2023). M.A. in Higher Education Leadership: Action Research Projects. 128. 
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action/128 

This Action research project: Open access is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Leadership 
and Education Sciences: Student Scholarship & Creative Works at Digital USD. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
M.A. in Higher Education Leadership: Action Research Projects by an authorized administrator of Digital USD. For 
more information, please contact digital@sandiego.edu. 

https://digital.sandiego.edu/
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-student
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-student
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsoles-mahel-action%2F128&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1245?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsoles-mahel-action%2F128&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1250?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsoles-mahel-action%2F128&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action/128?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsoles-mahel-action%2F128&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digital@sandiego.edu


1

“The Juggle Is Real”: An Examination of the Realities Faced by Working Mothers at the

University of San Diego and the Impact of Institutional Policies on Their Quest for

Work-Life Balance

Colleen K. Smith

Prepared for the Degree of

Master of Arts in Higher Education Leadership

University of San Diego

May 2023



2

Table of Contents

Acknowledgements 3

Abstract 4

Social Location and Introduction 5

Background and Literature Review 6

Context 12

Project Rationale 12

Research Design 13

Data Collection 14

Description of Cycle #1 15

Cycle 1: Results and Findings 16

Description of Cycle #2 18

Cycle 2: Results and Findings 20

Description of Cycle #3 24

Cycle 3: Results and Findings 24

Limitations 28

Recommendations 29

Conclusion 30

References 32

List of Tables 35

List of Figures 36

Appendix A 37

Appendix B 38

Appendix C 39

Appendix D 42

Appendix E 44

Appendix F 45

Appendix G 46

Appendix H 47

Appendix I 49



3

Acknowledgements

As in motherhood, pursuing higher education “takes a village” and that village includes

family, friends, peers, mentors, and colleagues. It is with deep gratitude I thank Dr. Cheryl Getz

for instilling in me the persistence to keep forging ahead. To Dean Linda Dews, thank you for

your encouragement, mentorship, and many tea times. To Dr. Rene Molenkamp, Dr. Kira

Espiritu, Dr. Nydia Sanchez, and Dr. Laura Deitrick-thank you for planting the seeds of growth

in me in each of your meaningful classes. To my peers, past and present, each of you were my

true teachers—my unending thanks to you. To my research participants, this work would not

have come to life without your openness to “go there” with me. Many thanks to campus partners

in this work including Sarah Kimball with the Manchester Family Child Development Center

and Michelle Rohde with Human Resources. Thank you to my director, Kellie Nehring, for

encouraging me to apply to SOLES and pursue my master’s degree almost 4 years ago to the

day.

Finally, all these achievements would not have been possible without the love and

support of my friends and family. Thank you to my mom, Dr. Maureen E. Kelly, a

first-generation student and single mother—you paved the way and made a college campus feel

familiar and comforting to me. To my extended family and friends, thank you for all the

encouragement along the way. To my husband, Collin, I would not be here without your love and

support; this is for us. And last but certainly not least, to my beautiful children, Rory and Ewan.

You have each lit a fire inside of me to reach higher. Onward and upward.



4

Abstract

The purpose of my action research was to gain a better understanding of working mothers at the

University of San Diego (USD) and the influence of institutional policies in their lives. My

research question was: What can I learn from the lived experiences of those who identify as

women and mothers and work at USD that will bring awareness and changes to the policies and

practices affecting them? As a mother working at USD, this research has significance in my

life. Participants included 14 full-time staff and administrators with children 5 years old or

younger. My findings indicate USD mothers are stressed and frustrated with pay, limitations of

sick and vacation time, murkiness of maternity leave policies, and lack of affordable childcare;

they also crave flexible schedules and additional campus resources. Recommendations include

revisions to institutional policy to be submitted to Human Resources.

Keywords: mothers, employees, children, maternity leave, institutional policy,

institutional benefits, pay
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Social Location and Introduction

My connection to this topic is all around me and in every aspect of my life and the

decisions I have made in the last 4 years. I have worked at the University of San Diego (USD)

for over 7 years and I am a mother of two children, ages 5 and 2. I have taken maternity leave as

a staff member and administrator and felt differing levels of support via institutional policies in

each experience. I am a member of a small and informal USD mom’s group that meets for lunch

either in person or virtually once a month and shares personal joys in life and family, talks about

work, and commiserates. In these meetings, I have realized I am not the only mom who is

frustrated by USD’s differing maternity leave policies for staff and administrators. In addition,

we have spoken about the lack of support, resources, or understanding of the duality of holding

the identities of mother and employee. When I became keenly aware of the differences in

maternity leave benefits, I decided to apply to the School of Leadership and Education Sciences

(SOLES) to pursue my master’s degree in higher education leadership. It was my hope this

added educational level on my resume would make me a desirable candidate for administrator

positions, partly to gain better benefits. However, an additional reason was to make use of all

resources USD provided to its employees, like tuition remission.

Currently, I am an administrator working full-time at USD and pursuing my master’s

degree part-time. I identify as a cis-White woman, wife, and mother. In the research I conducted,

I served as a co-participant as I am also a member of this slice of the USD community.

Challenges I experienced included the influence and indirect authority I brought into a space as a

cis-White, married woman whose identities fall into traditional heteronormative roles.

Undoubtedly, assumptions may have been made about me as a White woman and a mother who

has a spouse to share child-raising responsibilities versus the differing experience of a single,
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Appendix I

Artwork Photos from Cycle 3

Figure 2.

Individual Vision Board Activity Responses
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Figure 3.

Individual Vision Board Activity Responses


