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ABSTRACT

This study of three women's exlperiencés__-with studying at university
whilst b’eafing the responsibilities of family and work, investigated ‘the unique
situations and problems that these mothers encountered. A qualitative research
approach was utilised, using a narrative inquiry method to give voice to the

student mothers, which has proved to be lacking in academic research.

In addition to an auto-ethnographic case study, two case studies were
formulated by conducting conversational interviews with two other student
mothers. Common themes were identified and discussed, with reference to the
literature. The findings of this study suggested that the experiences of mothers
studying at university were consistent with the past research that sluggested
they face many barriers to learning. The nature and origin of these barriers has

been discussed and recommendations for modifications have been made.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

When | enrolled in a full time bachelor of education course at University
as a single mother of a six-month-old baby, | did not expect it to be =asy. One of
~ the many reasons | enrolled was that | could see no acceptable future for my

daughter or myself without a sécure income from a persorally satisfyirig job.

A lot has changed in the three years that | have been studying. { am now
married. | have two children, a two-year-old toddler and a five-year-old child,
Academically | have surprised myself by keeping a fairly high average

throughout the course and thus being eligible for an honours degree.
- Discouraged by everyone | spoke to about accepting the opportunity, on the
grounds that “You just can't do it with kids”, | almost turned it down. It occurred
to me tljat there. was a research topic in this reaéoning alone. it .seemed
everywhere | went fhere were people asking, "How do yd.u manage to study
with the kids and work as well?” | am certainly not the only mother to ever study
at University; there were many others in the past, there are many in the present
and there will also be many in the future. We are no longer ‘invisible students’
and | feel it is important to share and reflect on bur experiences, both th_g good

and the bad,

~ Background and significance of the study
A recent critical incident from my personal journal describes the stress
that mothers face when studying at university.

It was lunchtime before | remembered that it was my birthday. Both my
children were sick and | had two assignments due and a performance to do
for music. One child, my three-year-old daughter, was with my mother in law;
my three-month-old baby was with me. She had a temperature and was very
unsettled,



The music lecturer was in a particularly unapproachable mood that day.
People had been asking her for help because they couldn't keep up with her
lectures. | spent most of the night before preparing a music file to hand in on
the day but she changed her mind and made it due next week. Nighttime is
the only time 1 have to myself so | do most of my assignments after dark,
leaving little or no time for sieep.

The baby did not settle during the lecture and | had to leave the room twice
so we would not disturb other students. Towards the end of the lecture |
realised that my baby was getting worse and needed to go home. | stifl had
an assessed musical performance to de so | decided to ask the lecturer if |
could do mine in the break. She responded with a sigh and the comment,
“But I'll miss my coffee.” | promised to only take five minutes and she agreed
to let me do it
During my performance she let three people interrupt me, which made me
even more nervous. When | had finished my performance a friend tried to
help m= by carrying the haby while | packed up my things but the lecturer
snarled, “What are you, the babysitter or something? Can't she cope on her
own?" Every other day | thought I could but on this occasion | couldn’t. | was
tired and stressed and about ready to give up studying. Happy Birthday? |
don't think so. (Journal entry 30/05/01)
Many women today are trying to juggle family, work, and study. They
cope with enormous amounts of stress and experience feelings of guilt and
inadequacy as a result of trying to be everywhere at once. My own personal

experience has been a direct influence on the topic of my research.

In the words of Paulo Friere (1996, p. 29), “To éurmount the situation of
. Oppression, people must fi_l.'St. criticélly ;ec_:bgni_se its ca;i;_ses, SO th:a_t through
transforming action they can create a new éituatioﬁ.-. one which makes possible
the pursuit of a fuller humanity." The ‘oppressed’ in this case, are the mothers
who struggle to fulfil their potential and accept their right to a higher education.
The current social climate almost demands a double income for each family in
order to provide. a reasonable quality of life. This puts preésure' on women, not

only to work, but also to earn a reasonable income.



A higher education is the answer for many women seeking financially
and personally satisfying careers. The significance of the research lies in the
quest for a ‘fuller humanity’ in which women are not only given equal

- opportunities but also an equal chance of success.

For the last hundred years, women have fought for equaiity and have
now found that in many cases equality is quite useless in a reality that;diqtates
difference. Sheridan (1991) argued that ;

“The gradual demise of the call for sexual equality and the rise of the
insistence on sexual difference can be accounted for in purely pragmatic
terms, that is trial and error — we asked for equality and it didn’t work, let's
insist on difference. Practically, this has been the case in a number of
areas.” (p. 153)
One of these areas is higher education. Both male and female students are
given the same opportunities, but are these opportunities equal when the

different needs of females who are also mothers are considered?

“The stumbling block to the proposed ‘equat society’ was (either or both)
women's reproductive capacity and the responsibility of ch‘lldreéring“ (Sheridan,
1991, p. 154). It seems that although women have rights equal to males, they
are only really being given choices such as _haQing children, pursuirig a career,
or struggling in a patriarchal society fo cope with both. Any choice has
repercussions and is equally sacrificial. Women who choose to pursue a career
and have children face innumerable problems and the harsh judgement of a
soclety that believes ‘you can't have your cake and eat it too’. Smith (1997)
addressed this pbint:

“Women are judged for having too few or too many children, for deciding

not to have them at all, for neglecting or spoiling them, for failing to take
care of their husbands or partners, for their sexual conduct ... for any



decision, in other words, which gives the impression they are putting their
own needs first.” (p.164)

The decision for a mother (parlicularl.y a mother with very young chi[dfén)
to begin a full time course at University is seen by many people as the mother,
putting her own needs or desires before’ her children’s, as it is still often
perceived that a mother's place is at home with her childrén. So when a woman
| decides to further her education despite having a young child or young children,
what does she face? How does she cope and what helps or hinders her
progress? These gquestions were examined and refined to create the research

guestion below.

The research question

What are the experiences of mothers studying at university who have pre-

school aged children?

Mere particularly this project aims to:
o ldentify the specific needs of mothers who study at University,
¢ Describe and analyse the experiences of three of these mothers.
o Investigate the nature and origins of the problems and barriers to
learning that student mothé.r_s_'fac.e, and. | | o ._
o Focus on the strateg'ies thaf mbfhers employ .'to cﬁpe ‘with their

demanding roles.

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review began with a general evaluation of topics such as
equal rights for women, genderisex distinction, women’s studies, the history of

women’s oppression and liberation, gender within institutions and the changing



family, and progressed to a more precise search for studies similar to the
research. Although there were limited studies found that specifically examined
the experiences of mothers in higher education, there were many that
considered ig_sues such as balancing work and family. Studies that probed the
experiences of- mothers at university were rare, and all of the inquiry into this
topic stressed the impoitance of further research (O'Kéefe, Henly & Anderson,
1998; Home, 1997; Watkins Herrin & McDonald, 1998). Quantitative studies
tested attitudes and evaluated stress levels (O'Keefe et al., 1998; Home, 1897)
but the unique stories and experiences of mothers were missing from the
research. In all, the voices of mothers in higher education have been

significantly under-represented in past research,

The literature and studies relevant to the research will be discussed
under the following headings: the unique situations of mothers in higher
education, working women and career advancement, professions, power and
caring, a feminist perspective, and policy documents. These headings aim to
organise past research into linked themes, Some of these themes have more
relevance to the research than others, but all éxp[ore issues affecting women
today in their struggle to raise childl_ren, work_and study in a patriafcha1,

hierarchical society.

Professions, power and caring

In reviewing literature addressing power and caring issues within the
professions, the- works of Noddings (1992), Garbarino (1983), Hugman (1 9901},
Wilding (1982) and Doust (2001) were prominent.' From Noddings (1992), |

borrow the notion of the ethics of caring and the argument for changes in



education, from Garbarino (1983), the belief that our training and culture impose
conceptual baggage and with Hugman (1991) | share the perception that power
within professional roles affects the level of commitment to caring. Wilding
.(1982) pointed out the power held by policy makers in deﬁﬁing the needs and -
prdblems, with litle or no knowledge of the sifuation. The research by Doust
(2001) illustrated the very real problems associated with power and caring in

higher education today.

Noddings (1992) defined a caring relation as “in its most basic form, a
connection or encounter between two human beings — a carer and a recipient of
‘care, or cared for” (p.15). Noddings (1992) argued that schools paid too liitle
attention to the development of caring and moral reasoning. in learning to
become a nurturing and caring professional teachers must recognise that a re-
ordering of priorities is needed.
The current emphasis on achievement may actually contribute to students’
feeling that adults do not care for them...What about the things that really
matter to the students- and for that matter, to ali of us? Are we just chess
pieces to be pushed around in a world game of competition?... are
arguments for liberal education badly mistaken? Worse are they perhaps
mere political manoeuvrings? (Noddings, 1992, p.xii)

A key aspect of this study is that since the mothers involved were training
to become profe_Ssional teachers, the ethics of caring is an important issue of
which they must be aware (Noddings, 1992). Moreover, they must feel that the
role of caring is an important and valued aspect of teaching. It is my strong
belief this cannot be conveyed if the student mothers themselves do not feel
vaiued in their efforts to develop into a caring teacher. Noddings (1992) argued

that the role of caring is a dyadic one in which the person receiving the caring

must respond to and recognise these efforts in order to establish a caring
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relation. Hugman (1991) elaborated this in claiming that, "this commitment is
expressed through the enabling of the other person or the idea to grow, develop
and achieve the maximum possible of her, his, or its potential” (p. 8). The caring
relation between university staff and students |s signiﬁcant.ly limited by the
institutions’ focus on economic practices {Doust, 2002). It is not that the
lecturers do not care, it is more that they are not valued for caring, or given the
tools (such as time, adequate numbers of full-time staff and counsellors for
students referral) to truly enable all students to reach their full potential,
Garbarino (1983) uses the mataphor “If the only too! you have is a hammer,
then you tend to approach everything as if it were a nail” (p. 17), to describe the
investment in professional roles and practices blinding professionals to other
tools and resources for improving the quality of human life. | would argue that
the professionals, in the case of the university setting are not so much ‘blinded’
by their roles and practices but discouraged by an institution that does not value
caring. Slaughter & Leslie (1997) stated,
The university, which focuses on economic practices and encourages the
overworked dwindling teaching staff to do ‘more with less’, does not value
this caring and emotional investment in students well being. For a money
hungry institution lack of caring causes morale to suffer. The purpose of
teaching translates into quotas and dollars, and student welfare is merely a
token effort. (p. 6)
So, although many lecturers care, they are not encouraged to pursue this
supportive stance and are forced to view students as numbers. It would be
 difficult for lecturers to claim a supportive and inclusive caring relation with

student mothers when even the structural facilities of the university setting do

not allow this.
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Power plays a significant role in the caring re!ations of professionals
(Noddings, 1992; Wilding, 1982; Garbarino, 1983; Hugman, 1991 & Doust,
2002). Hugman (1991) discussed the influence power has in defining peoples’
lives:- | -

Care thus became inextricably linked to control (Satyamurti, 1979} ... this
had implications for the internal organisation of the caring professions as
well as for their relationship with wider society (p. 14).
The power of caring lies in the professionals’ decisions about who is deserving
or undeserving of care. Policy makers define peoples every day lives with little
understanding of the uniqueness of their situations (Wilding, 1982). The
| university may offer caring, but does it offer it equally? And does the caring

provided meet the students’ needs? Research suggests it does not (Doust,

2002; Noddings, 1992; Hugman, 1981).

The unique situations of mothers in higher education

Studies of women in higher education were mainly concerned with
university staff, women’s studies and specific ethnic groups. Two of the studies
reviewed examined ihe specific situation of mothers at university. One focused
on breastfeeding on campus (O'Keefe et al, 1998), and the other, a quantitative
study, involved examining role strain, stress, role demands and support relating
“to mothers studying Iat. university (Home, 1997). .O’Keefe et al. (1998).
recognise‘d the grdwing number. of non-raditional s{udénts, particularly the
increased enrolment of parents in American universities. They investigated the
issue of infant feeding as it related to students and university staff members.
One hundred and seven students, staff members and administrators at a north
central .American university took part in a study to examine the e.xpe'riences and

social context for breastfeeding on campus. The study aimed to probe attitudes



towards Dbreastfeeding, examining not only opinions about whether
breastfeeding was best for babies but also about the mother, the right setting for

feeding and the appropriate time for feeding.

The perticipants were required to complete a questioﬁnaire testingl their
attitudes to breastfeeding and defining their persenel experiences  with
breastfeeding. Experience with breastfeeding was defined as breastfeeding,
having been breastfed or having observed breastfeeding during the participant's
lifetime. Of the one hundred and seven participants, only two reported having
no experience with breastfeading (O'Keefe et al., 1998). O'Keefe et al., noted
that “breastfeeding is the recommended method of infant feeding because it is
associated with scientifically documented health benefits” (p.129). Despite the
obvious health advantages and fhe convincing worldwide argurﬁent that "breast
is best’ the study showed interesting results in. its analysis of the social context

of breastfeeding on campus.

Experiences of student rnothers in O'Keefe et al‘s_'(1998) study showed
that the combination of breastfeeding and college life can be'very stressful.
| Methers reported attelﬁpting to slip to classes between f_eedin_g.s, or taking their
* babies to class. Pumping ahd‘ storing milk also caused problems on campus
and niany mothers resorted to using a public lavatory to feed their babies or to
pump milk {necessary for continuing an adequate mik supply, or for the
mothers comfort). A university employee reported an experience where she was
told she could not feed her baby in a private library office because “food was not

allowed” {O'Keefe et al, 1998, p. 132).



Attitudes towards breastfeeding were positive, with most participants
believing it was natural and the best method for infant feeding. However,
participants had mixed feelings about the suitability of public settings for
brea_stfeedinQ. _

* Breast feeding the baby at the office or during class, pumping and storing
milk, leaking milk, and taking nursing breaks are likely to continue to
provoke responses from a community that is supportive of breast feeding
only under certain restrictive circumstances of person, place and time,
Consequently, public education beyond “breast is best” is needed to ensure
changes in attitudes and behaviours that support women [n the natural,
healthy care of their babies by breast feeding. (O'Keefe et al. 1998, p.131)

O'Keefe et al. (1998) recommend a variety of interventions to promote,
support and protect breastfeeding on campus. These included alternative or
flexible work schedules that minimised separation of mother and infant, policies
permitting babies at work (with guidelines for ensuring a safe and suitable
environment), comfortable and easily accessible nursing mothers rooms and

importantly, collaboration of student health services, professional education

programs and committees to encourage breastfeeding mothers.

Research by Home (1997) also supported the need for greater
recognition of mothers needs at university. Home (1997) argued that although
faculty members understood that mothers have uniq'ue situations requiring extra |
support, they were not always able to respond to those needs. ';One obstacle to
responsiveness is the lack of empirically based guidelines identifying which
situations increase risk of stress and role strain and which supports reduce
Qu!nerability" {Home 1997, p. 336). The survey of four hundred and forty-three
- women carrying w.ork and family responsibilities whilst studying, aimed to

identify and measure situations that caused strain and stress. Terms such as

T A



role conflict, role overload and role contagion were used to define the situations
that caused mothers to experience stress and strain.

Combining higher education and family is especially problematic, as both

- are greedy institutions that demand exclusive loyalty, virtually unlimited time
commitments, and high flexibility. Women are expected to show that neither
family nor studies suffer because of their involvement in both domains.
(Home, 1997, p. 336)

In my experience, and the experiences of the participants of this research, the
‘greedy institutions’ have caused almost a survival mode where you forgo a little
from both domains in order to ensure neither suffer enough to significantly effect
either your grades or your family's wellbeing. Choosing to meet immediate
needs and deadlines rather than working towards long terrn plans keeps both
domains running reasonably smoothly. Home (1997} identified the reality of
most students’ financial situations as work being a necessity, and stated that:

“educators who might lament that these women are spread too thin (Home,
1993) need to realize that many have not chosen to learn the hard way...'l
do it to pay the rent and feed my family™ (Home, 1997, p. 337).

The need for educators to understand that students cannot put aside work and
family responsibilities is vital in developing a more supportive learning
environment (Home, 1993),

The university support variables tested by Home (1993) included
distance education, recognition of prior learning, university day-care,
assignment date flexibility in crisis situations, study skills workshops, instructor
‘accessibility, part-time study and access to workplace equipment, data or
personnel. Of these variables, only one was shown to ease stress and role
strain. Distance education was found to increase students’ control over the
place and time of learning and to reduce the strain caused by university study.
Home (1993) then pointed out that distance education was not available to all
students and that.it was often reserved for students unable to attend normal
classes due to geographic location. Home suggests "that benefits might flow
from expanding access to a range of distance education options, These options
should be available to all students whose life situations and responsibilities
make time confiicts a potential problem” (Home, 1993, p. 340).



In conelusion, Home (1993) argued that further research was not only
imperative but urgent;

Multiple role women cannot wait for the results of such studies. These
students face high costs and carry heavy responsibilities, and the limited
available support is not always effective. Educators and researchers need to
work together to devise strategies to enhance multiple-role management,
while evaluating the usefulness of those strategies. (Home, 1993, p. 340}

Certainly, the efforts of universities and researchers can improve experiences
for mothers but these strategies cannot be devised without listening to the voice
of mothers. This thesis attempts to give voice to mothers and include them in

empowering others to succeed in multiple roles.

Working women and career advancement

Watkins, et al. (1998) addressed the juxtaposition of career and_family
and its impacts on professional wom'eﬁ, wilﬁ & view'th_at "Many subtle
restrictions exist that prevent women fror.'n acquiring promotions, tenure, and
other forms of advancement” (Watkins et al. 1998, p.1). The “subtle restrictions”
were discussed under headings such as Geographic Immobility, Limited
Bargaining Power, Limited Job Market, Nepotism and Institutional breeding,
Inability to Combine Family and Career, Public Mindsets, Housework, Part-time
Employment and Childcare Provis_i_o_né (W_ei_tkin_s,_ et _al..)_.‘A number of _these
factors have been relevant to my own personal experiences. Those that have
been most restrictive have been the inability to combine family and caree,
public mindsets, housework, part-time employment and childcare provisions.
Trying to maintain a successful career path whilst caring for a family often
means doing evérything in halves and finding the time to complete assignments

and study can be literally impossible when the family's needs are more urgent.



‘Public mindsets’, although not physical barriers, are particularly
restrictive. As Watkins et al. (1998) stated, “Society vehemently declares that
childcare is the responsibility of women. Mothering, not fathering, is the
prevalent societal norm creating personal role conflicts that permeate
inﬁtitutidns of higher learning” (p.2). These restrictive mindsets are not
hecessarily limited to men. In fact, some women who have devoted their lives to
~caring for their families feel it is their right and responsibility to remind other
women of their ‘'proper place’. With these restrictive mindsets come
expectations about how women should behave. The expectations placed on
- women, such as childcare, housework and even the responsibility to be a good
wife, become overwhelming when combined with work and study. Men on the
other hand, have two traditional roles, that of a ‘breadwinner’ and that of a
father (after -_Work, of ,cou'rse). These roles are- unlikély tq_ clash, as

'breadwinnihg' is often seen as the chief responsibility of fatherhood.

| The statistics provided by Watkins et al. (1998) emphasised that women
were disadvantaged by family obligations.' whilst men were free to pursue their
careers. Their research found that fewer married women achieved high
academic rank than married .meh.__Mleﬁ_.were also .m'ore__lliké_[y to COmbine
| pafentihg and academnic careers successfully. In facf, | was found that fifty
percent of university women in their study remained childless and only fifteen
percent had three or more children. When you compare this to the thirty-three
percent of university men that fathered children it illustrates the difference in
role expectatioﬁs. A man may continue to pursue his career relatively
uninterrupted while a female is far more affected by childrearing responsibilities.

Research also suggests that as the family size increased so did the difficuities

17



for the mother, and so career advancement for the professional woman often

meant limiting family size (Watkins, et al. 1998).

~ Although these stadstics are not directly related to student mothers’
experiences in higher educational iﬁstituticms, they do provide a poig'nant
perspective on the prospects for career advancement after the completion of a
degree. In addition, they highlight the gender inequalities in the dilemma of

balancing work and family.

Marsha]l (2002) also discussed the problerﬁs that women face when
pursuing a career whilst raising young children. Seventeen female siudent
affairs administrators with children were surveyed to capture their stories and.
gain an understanding of how they successfully negotiated their muitiple roles.
Although thé seventeen participants said they were p.ersonally satisfied by their
careers and felt they were better parents because they were intellectually

fulfilled, they noted many ‘tradecffs' in combining career and motherhood.

Marshall (2002) reported that the downsides to juggling multiple roles
- were: decisions about jobs and moving became more complicated when they
| had td cbné_id_er'théif cﬁildre'n"s wél!béfng and childcare provisions, the_y worked
fewer hours a'nd eafned less mone‘y, professional planning bec.ame. a luxury a.s
the needs of the children were more ifnportant, and they found they had to limit
their involvement in professional organisations. The personal: doWnsidés
included: lack of timé, family responsibilities and career came first, before their
own personal needs, the lack of sleep and enérgy ~ no spare time, lack of

regular exercise, even by former athletes and feeling guilty about not doing as
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good a job as they wanted either on campus or at home, it was also suggested
that the lack of leisurely pursuits and limited time and energy led to marital

strain.

In light of the fact that the seventeen participants Weré coping with only
two main roles; work and family and that eleven of then;l reported having private
nannies, two more had stay-at-home husbands and fifteen of the seventeen
even paid a regular cleaner, it seems that student mothers may experience
even more difficulties. Student mothers often have the added strain of working
part-time (or even full time) and earning significantly less than, for example, a
qualified student administrator. They do not have the financial stability to afford
the level of childcare utilised by the participants of Mar_shéll’é (2002) study and
so endure mﬁch more ‘overlapping’ of their multiple roles. Student mothers face
the demanding role of family carer, without thé assistance of a private nanny
and the full-time role of university studies, without the income of a full-time job.
in addition to their already stretched time constraints, many student mothers
take on part-time work. The downsides reported in Marshali's study must

certainly be intensified for student mothers.

A feminist perspective
Of the many researchers who have looked into feminist issues, none
have yet produced definite answers to the prbblems that still exist within a false
equality. The be_:ét way to illustrate this is with an example from curreht feminist
literature;
The classic example is when a high-flying City executive announces that

she's giving up her job because she can't do it properly and look after her
children. Columnists immediately rush into print, crowing that ‘you can't have
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it all’ and making working mothers who haven't given up their jobs feel guilty,

when the real point is that each woman’s circumstances are different and she
should be able to decide for herself. (Smith, 1997, p.165)

Women are in fact, able to decide for themselves. It is the difficulties that

they face in the workforce (or in the case of the research, in higher educ,{ition)

that render them unable to sustain both career and family. Equal dpporfUni'ty, in

this case is not as desirable as.recognition of diffefence and support to

compensate for obstacles.

As Smyth (1997). stated, “All research has a viewpoint — it may not
always be made explicitly, although on other occasions it may be quite.f" qvert
and upfront' (p. 21). The theoretical perspective will inevitably influence the
methodolbgy and the choice of Iiteratufe to be reviewed. Underpinning the
proposed research is the explicit feminist theoretical perspeclive. .'Stanley
describes this perspective,

“We reject the idea that men can be feminists because we argue that what
is essential to *being feminist' is the possession of ‘feminist consciousness'.
And we see feminist consciousness as rooted in the concrete, practical and
everyday experiences of being, and being treated as, a woman." (Stanley
and Wise cited in Crotty, 1998, p.161)

Marian Lowe wrote “a particular contribution to women’s studies has

“been an analysis of the university as a social institution and its function as an
agent of control” (Lowe, 1991, p. 49). The university as an agent of control is a
significant aspect of this research. Mothers' personal experiences aré directly
linked to political and social ideclogy and the patriarchal, hierarchicél society
that controls then;l. Universities are perpetuators, if not instigatgrs;- of this
patriarchal ideology that gives women equal opportunity but refuses toii change

to accommodate them.

0



The specific episterﬁological stance of the research is the feminist
analysis. The research had strong egalitarian and anti-elitist elements. The
theme “Personal is political” is fundamental in establishing this theoretical base.
Feminist.. _alieve that a re-structuring of society is needed in order to truly
liberate women (Lowe, 1991). Liberal feminists aré content to compete within
the existing system and contend for equal access to education, equal pay rates
and inequality of opportunity, while radical feminists call for the rejection of all
hierarchical oppressive social structures (Lowe, 1991). Marxist socialist
feminists take a more personal stance and examine not only the social structure
but also the details of people's lives and in particular, the barriers to social

change.

This particular perspective has been chosen because it seeks not only
for the origins of women's oppression but also for strateJies to change society
and institutions. “There has been a general recognition that changing women’s
role will require change in social insfitutions as well as in individual
consciousness” (Lowe, 1991, p. 48). ‘Individual consciousness’ suggests the
fundamental and rarely questioned beliefs about wqmen's roles in soclety and
the hofne. the ‘normal’ or the .everyday things that we éll take for granted. The
narrative inquiry method of the research allowed participants to reflect oh their
experiences and question their individual consciousnesses. As their stofies
unfolded, the mothers analysed their experiences, and realized that they had
not stopped to éonsider the ‘bigger picture’. They commented thét they had
never really thought about why they did things; they just did it to survive. Paulo

Freire (1996) speaks about a research methodology that present_s'people with
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significant dimensions of their contextual reality, stimulating critical thinking and
leading to a greater understanding of the bigger picture. This ‘conscientization’
as Freire (1996) terms it, is an empowering concept, one which would lead
mothersl to oonsider their unique situations and question the patriarchal society

that forces them to juggle multiple roles.

This study examined the experiences of women in a patriarchal
institution and has endeavoured to suggest ways of changing the structures of
universities, and to investigate the barriers to learning that mothers face. The
Marxist socialist feminist perspective has given a more personal, in-depth
approach to the topic than perhaps, the liberal or radical feminist perspective

would have permitted.

Policy documents

| A number of Australian and other university policies that provided the
protocol for lecturers, parents and guardians when children are brought onto
university premises were reviewed. Each university had its own rules
concerning safety and responsibility when children are on campus. Most agreed
| that children were not allowed in Iaboratorles or areas of potentlal danger and
that permlssron from the Iecturer should be sought in- advance if students

intended to bring a child into a lecture.

“Some of the university policies examined included a background to the
reasfoning behind thé’ policy. One particular Australian university policy (not
named for ethical reasons see Appendix A) noted the high numbers of mothers

'of pre-school aged chtldren currently in the work force. Higher education was
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said to have contributed to the likelihood of mothers continuing employment

after the birth of children. It is also important that this policy recognised that:
“family responsibilities impinge on all aspects of an individual’s life and are
not confined to be ‘private’ sphere. The ways in which such responsibilities
impinge on work and education means that they wre a concern of the

- University as a whole.” (Appendix A, university policy two)

At the time of this research, the policy of the university in which this study was

conducted did not include a background or reasons behind the formulation of

the policy. It did however, state its commitment to promoting equity for students

and staff. This policy was discussed with the participants and was referred to

during discussion of the research findings where relevant.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

It was necessary for the method of this study to be uncomplicated yet
facilitate the collection of rich, empowering stories. It was intended that this
sfcudy’ be emancipatory in nature, so the method also n.eeded to encourage
participant's critical refiection. My personal journal and reflection of my
experiences was the source of the main case study. | began keeping a journal
during my first year of study and wrote intermittently throughout the four years.
| During my third year of study | started a new journal WIth the specific
intent of use in this research, Secondary .c'ase studies were formulated from
data gathered from two voluntary participants. The research involved
conversational interviews with these subjects. Each participant was interviewed

twice, and diary entries and anecdotal notes were examined when relevant.

Narrative inquiry

The qualitative research was undertaken from a narrative point of view,
which is best described as "when data collection, interpretation and writing are
considered a ‘meaning making process’ with similar characteristics to stories.”
{(Gudmunsdottir, 1998, cited in Bell, 1999, p.16). One of the benefits of narative
| inquiry is f_hat it éllowa an incredibly _pers,o.ha_['depth of ..i'n_sigh_t.' It is particularly
well suited to the theoretical perspective because of the feminist bellef that
objectivity is impossible when dealing with human beings. “The quest for
objectivity is seen as futile by feminist scholars, since biases are inhefent in our

view of the world” (Lowe, 1991, p.48).

Narrative inquiry also allows for reflective autobiographical excerpts. |

have kept a journa! of some of my experiences at university and included
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relevant sections as part of ncy personal case study. As with all forms of
narrative inquiry, the interviewfjourna! data was analysed to develop common
- themes and decide what was relevant to the research The Wntmg stage was
- the culmmatlon of the information analysed wuth reference to the research

question and aims.

.Gray, cited in Bell, (1999) outlines some of the problems associated with
the narrative inquiry method. These problems include time-consuming
interviews and developing a trusting relationship between researcher and
storyteller. This possible problem was attended to by using the more relaxed
form of questioning advocated by Burgess (1998) known as conversational
interviews. As the conversations focused on no more than two main storytellers,
they were not overly time consuming. The problem of developing a trusting
relationship in order to develop more 'intimate stories was alleviated by the fact
that the subjects were fellow students or people in a similar situation to myself.
The only problem encountered was that my personal connection with the
mothers' experiences made it difficult fcf me not to verbally agree with their
perspective, and to hide my empathy in order to remain objective. My result:ng
'concern was that the mcthers would not. ccntrlbute much |nfcrmat|on and the.
depth of the stories would suffer, In actual fact, the mothers spoke freely of their
experiences with little need for guidance. The mothers used the conversations
as a self-reflection period, where they acknowledged their struggles and
achievements, perhaps for the first time. On two occasions the children of the
participants were’ p.resent duricg an interview. One of these interviews took

place at university, the other at a participant’s home. Having the children
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present was a possible indication of the difficulties in finding childcare and was

an example of the frequent interruptions that result from a child’s presence.

Journalling

- "The journaliing process contains the potentiality to transform the
lindividual's values and actions, to transform the chaos confronted in the
situation and to contribute to the individual and socio-cultural
understandings” (Street, n.d).

It was for these reasons that | chose to use journalling as a method of data

collection for the main case study. My personal experiences had a tendency to

be ovemne]rﬁjng and were quickly pushed aside in order to cope with the next

situation or difficulty. | found that through journaling my experiences | enabled -

time for reflection and questioning such as: what was happening, where was | .

going and why was | in this situation? By documenting my experiences | could

see very clearly not only my values and actions but also the values and actions

being imposed upon me by others.

Selection of participants

Originally | planned to complete an auto-ethnographic study including
and aﬁalysing only my own experiences. For the purpose of enhancing validity it
: wés decided thét formuléting case studies of three participants, including myself
wotild provide a rich source of data whilst sfill being a manageable sized
project. Although two other barticipants were included, the main case study
refnained auto ethnographic thereby giving a very personal perspectiQe and
depth of insight to th’e research. The crite_rion for subject selection was that the
female participants should have young children who were under the age of four

for the majority of the time that the participants studied at university. Age,
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marital status and socio-economic status were not controlled. Both participants
had two children, although the number of childrein was also not part of the
selection criteria. The participants being full-ime students for the majority. of
their studies was also a criterion considered important to the validity of the

study.

One of the participants (Amy) was a peer during our four-year studies.
She was selected because of her willingness to participate, her reliability and
because she met the criteria of the study. My supervisor recommended the
| other participant, Samantha. | approached Samantha and she was willing to
participate, although she had graduated from the bachelor of education course
one year previous to the study. Both participants had experienced changes to
their circumstances during the course of their studies. For example, the addition
of another child, moving house, change in work situations and changes in
-childcare provisions were varying events for the participants. Thesé changes
were recorded during the conversational interviews and observed during the

analysis of the data.

The pilot study |

To prepare for the process of conversational Iin’terviewing } formulated
prompt questions and tested them by conducting a pilot study. Pilot studies are
recommended as they are "useful in refining the research problem and
methodology” (Edith Cowan University, 2002). | enlisted the help of a feliow
researcher and friend to ‘try out’ the interview questions. As the friend was a
mother of teenage children she did not give answers that may have been

expected from the research participants. She did however, give me valuab_]e
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feedback about the direction of my questions and helped to re-word any that
may have been leading. This was extremely beneficial in preparing for the real
interviews and in clarifying the interview process. Conducting a pilot study also
helped to alleviate some of my nervousness about the relevance of my

questions.

Ethical Considefations

- As with most qualitat::i_ire research, the participants were required to
reveal information about themselves and their situations that could have been
quite personal and private. In order to prdtect the rights of the participants and
ensure that the research was conducted in the utmost professional and ethical
manner, appropriate university ethics dleérance was sought before the research
began. In addition, the following 'guidélines_ were fbrmul_ated and adhered to
throughout the research process: |

» The participants were voluntary, and could withdraw from the study at
any time they wished.

o Patticipants were given the option to refuse to answer any question

~ during a conversation, énd to withdraw from a conversation at any time

* Parlicipants were gngn a draft copy of the' thesis before submission and

' gi#e.n