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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


