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Abstract 

 

 This study investigated the motivational orientation, perceived stress, and general 

satisfaction of student parents (i.e., students who have dependent children) and non-parents (i.e., 

students who do not have dependent children) in graduate school. Based on self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), this study examined the 1) the influence of parental status and 

student major on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction and 2) the influence of 

gender and student major on graduate student parents’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction.  

A quantitative research design was used to address two research questions. The 

Academic Motivation Scale – College Version (AMS – C; Vallerand et al., 1992), the Perceived 

Stress Scale (PSS – 14; Cohen et al., 1983), and the Extended Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(ESWLS; Alfonso et al., 1996) were used in this study. Participants were students enrolled at a 

large southeastern research institution in the U.S. during the Summer semester, 2018. Survey 

data were analyzed through a factorial ANOVA.  

The result of this study suggested that student parents and non-parents in graduate school 

may hold different motivations and levels of stress and satisfaction. Through the analysis, a 

student parent group showed higher motivation than a non-parent group. As for the stress level, 

student parents had significantly lower levels of stress and higher levels of general life 

satisfaction than non-parents. This result implies that graduate students who have dependent 

children are more engaged with learning for the fulfillment of achieving or creating something, 

while students who do not have dependent children may be driven by external influences, such as 

praise, rewards, and punishment evidence than their counterpart. Moreover, contrary to previous 

research that student parents are more likely to experience higher levels of stress and lower 
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levels of satisfaction, participants of our study showed the opposite. This result suggests that 

student parents might benefit from their multiple roles and get emotional comfort and support 

from their family, which can positively influence their academic and parenting roles. No 

significant influence of student major nor the interaction term of parental status and student 

major were found on graduate students.   

           In terms of the influence of gender and student major on graduate student parents, there 

were no significant influences found. Although motherhood, especially those in STEM fields, 

has been described as incompatible with academia (Crabb & Ekberg, 2014), the result of this 

study implies that the experience of graduate student fathers may be very similar to those of 

mothers. As there are few studies exclusively focusing on student fathers (Dillon, 2012; Thomas, 

2014), studies focusing on the experiences of student fathers are warranted.  

           Overall, this study found that both female and male student parents, whether they are in 

STEM or non-STEM fields, have higher levels of motivation, lower levels of stress, and higher 

levels of satisfaction. These findings are partly consistent with previous studies of adult 

education, that nontraditional adult learners hold higher levels of intrinsic motivation in learning. 

This suggests that faculty and instructors should provide quality instructions and take adequate 

strategies to support and keep these students motivated in learning. Moreover, developing 

family-friendly policies and holding flexibility within the institution to assist this group of 

students in balancing their multiple roles is crucial. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Overview 

Students with dependent children are a special subpopulation of nontraditional students 

(Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Kremer, 2016; Springer et al., 2009; Van Rhijn & Lero, 2014), whose 

number has grown quickly over the past few years (Coronel, 2020; Greco et al., 2020; Polakow 

et al., 2014). In 2012, approximately 4.8 million students with dependent children enrolled in 

colleges and universities, which comprises 26% of the total students in the United States. This 

number is about 1.1 million higher than the number of students with dependent children in 2004 

(Noll et al., 2017). Graduate student parents are those who have dependent children while 

pursuing a degree in either master’s or doctoral programs. The most recent data on profiles of 

graduate students and first-professional students shows that 35.5% of total students in master’s 

programs and 28.4% of total students in doctoral programs have dependents (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2010).  

Graduate student parents are unique due to specific circumstances they face while 

balancing academic work and family responsibilities. Studies found that the experiences of 

graduate student parents are similar to those of faculty parents (Kreicher, 2017). For example, 

both graduate student parents and faculty parents are required to fully commit themselves to 

time-intensive roles, including publishing peer-reviewed journals, participating in professional 

organizations, and making professional presentations (Kulp, 2020) while also caring for their 

children at home and trying to fulfill their role as a student (Springer et al., 2009). However, 

graduate student parents are different from faculty parents nor undergraduate students. Grady et 

al. (2014) explain that graduate students are in an “ambiguous position,” where they are no 
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longer solely students but not yet fully professionals (p. 7). Despite the fact graduate students 

contribute to institutional goals (Grady et al., 2014), they are constantly faced with financial 

challenges, including inadequate health insurance, daycare costs, and transportation (Springer et 

al., 2009).   

One of the primary reasons that appear to explain student parents (i.e., students with 

dependent children) pursuing a degree may be the desire to enhance the family welfare and their 

children’s success. A study from Doughlas-Hall and Chau (Douglas-Hall & Chau, 2007) 

suggested that parents’ education attainment is strongly linked with higher income, positive 

family interaction, and higher academic achievement of their children. Similarly, in their study of 

the influence of parents’ education on their children, Shoukat et al. (Shoukat et al., 2013) stated, 

“Parents with higher education make sure their children are exposed to lots of educational 

opportunities in their communities” (p. 54), suggesting that parents with higher education often 

show considerable involvement in their children’s academic performance, such as by providing 

facilities for their children’s studies and educational activities. Moreover, Baum et al. (Baum et 

al., 2013) maintained that the level of parental educational attainment leads to various positive 

outcomes, such as healthier lifestyles, higher earnings, and a greater amount of time spent with 

their children. They quoted, “Mothers with higher levels of education spend more time on their 

children’s activities” (p.10), suggesting that a higher level of education involvement enhances 

the quality of family relationships and prospects for their children.  

Despite the benefits of educational attainment to their families, the aforementioned 

difficulties graduate student parents face put them into a risky situation of withdrawing from 

studying (Kohler Giancola et al., 2009; Kreischer, 2017). A recent study on doctoral students 
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pointed out that 40 – 50% of these students do not complete their graduate degrees (Litalien & 

Guay, 2015), due partly to family responsibilities, time constraints, ineffective or uncaring 

advisors, and employment responsibilities/financial strain (Smith et al., 2006). In their attempt to 

juggle multiple responsibilities, these students often experience role conflict. Springer et al. 

(2009) pointed out that student parents are confronted with “conflicting and powerful ideologies” 

due to social role requirements and pressures. In other words, student parents are constantly 

facing identity conflicts of being a good parent as well as a good student. For example, in their 

qualitative study of 20 female students, Moghadam et al. (2017) mentioned that a dual role of 

student parents as a caregiver and a student could cause a significant dilemma for these students 

who wish to undertake both roles in “ideal conditions” (p. 1). These students, who try to balance 

multiple roles, often struggle and sometimes compromise either one of the roles. These role 

conflicts can be even more severe for those students who had their first dependent child during 

their studies (Springer et al., 2009). As a result, students often delay having a child due to fears 

of the perceived dual workload, insufficient institutional support, and delayed progress in studies. 

(Kennelly & Spalter-Roth, 2006; Springer et al., 2009).  

Emotional stress such as frustration, anxiety, or anger caused by performing the multiple 

roles of student, parent, and spouse or partner (Dobmeier & Moran, 2008) and lack of support 

and resources may hinder them from learning (Dobmeier & Moran, 2008; Springer et al., 2009) 

and may result in withdrawal from the study. Polakow et al. (2014) identified the challenges of 

student parents and their impact on academic progress and timely graduation by a Child Care 

Needs Survey questions and follow-up focus group interviews. Their findings addressed the 

growing needs of supporting the “neglected needs” (p. 4) of student parents, such as affordable, 

flexible, and high-quality childcare systems provided by institutions of higher education.  
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A series of previous studies indicated that the barriers to pursuing a degree might be 

greater for females than males (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011; A. Home & Hinds, 2000; A. M. 

Home, 1997; Sweet & Moen, 2007). In her study of 443 adult women studying at universities, 

Home (1997) indicated that the dropout rate of female students with jobs and families is higher 

than their male counterparts due to non-academic reasons, and the withdrawal from studying 

might be even more significant for certain female students, such as single parents and mothers of 

younger children who experience “higher overload and work-family conflict” (p. 13). Through 

an in-depth narrative interview with college women in two institutions, (Deutsch & Schmertz, 

2011) explained that conflicting demands imposed by multiple roles women play prevent them 

from pursuing a degree in higher education. For example, women tend to assume many 

responsibilities, such as managing family finances and being a primary caregiver to their children 

(Home & Hinds, 2000), which make it difficult for women to be successful in academia. 

Supporting previous studies, Sweet and Moen (2007) noted women returning to school 

experience increased levels of role conflict, especially when they have dependent children. What 

is interesting from their study is female student parents reported high satisfaction despite the 

increased role conflict. The participants acknowledged that their lives had been enhanced from 

the educational attainment as it became an important source for their growth and fulfillment 

beyond their roles as a mother and an employee. This result may partially explain the motive of 

student parents in pursuing a degree for the sake of their family’s well-being and their children’s 

future success.  

A series of studies pointed out academic mothers in academic science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) discipline face bigger challenges than STEM fathers or 

non-STEM mothers in academia. Masculine work culture characteristics of STEM disciplines 
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create an unwelcome climate for women, which negatively affects their job satisfaction, stress 

levels, and attrition. Faculty mothers in STEM discipline perceive that they work harder, yet 

often their competence and commitment at work are challenged (Kmec, 2013). These perceived 

difficulties of being a faculty mother in these disciplines force the idea that they do not fit “ideal” 

workers for the job. Although Kmec (213) pointed out that the images of the ideal academic 

would be more gendered in the STEM discipline, Bleijenbergh et al. (2013) argued that women, 

regardless of their academic field, could not meet the “ideal” worker standard, let alone those 

with children. In their longitudinal studies on faculty mothers, Wolf-Wendel and Ward (2015) 

explained that parental status and gender in academia are greatly influenced by ideal worker 

norms, which are shaped by discipline contexts. They found that women in the STEM field are 

met with increased workload and extra works as the consequences of being one of a few women 

scholars in the field.  

Previous literature suggested that successful learning of student with dependent children 

are influenced by appropriate support (Home, 1997; Kreischer, 2017). In her study, Home (1997) 

emphasized the importance of institutional support for adult learners with dependent children, by 

stating “Developing appropriates responses required knowledge of which students are more 

vulnerable to role strain and which kinds of support ease it” (p. 86). She also explained that 

support could mitigate the intense demands. Similarly, Fairchild (2003) maintained that services 

addressing the unique needs of nontraditional students who suffer from special difficulties are 

vital. Nonetheless, few official policies exist, most situations are accommodating individually, 

and graduate directors are often unaware of university services for graduate student parents 

(Springer et al., 2009). Faculty and administrators need to be aware that student parents are a 

vastly underrepresented group compared to those without children in graduate school who 
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experience heavy workload (Oswalt & Riddock, 2007) and emotional and financial stresses 

(Oswalt & Riddock, 2007), which can lead to higher attrition rates (Gardner, 2008; Golde, 2005). 

Thus, in order to better support this underrepresented group of students, it is important to be 

cognizant of the unique characteristics and needs of student parents in graduate school.  

Problem Statement 

Graduate student parents are those who have dependent children while pursuing a degree 

in either master’s or doctoral program. They are a unique subpopulation in higher education that 

accounts for a large proportion of graduate students (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). A thorough review of the literature reveals that these students experience numerous 

challenges and struggles in their attempt to balance multiple roles due to their particular social 

positioning within institutions of higher education (Brown & Watson, 2010; Dillon, 2012; 

Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Estes, 2011; Grady et al., 2014; Kreischer, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Sallee, 

2015; Springer et al., 2009). These studies imply that student parents might have unique 

motivation in pursuing their degree while going through poor mental health, such as higher 

levels of stress and low levels of satisfaction. In addition, these studies suggest that female 

student parents, especially those who are in a STEM field, might experience bigger barriers and 

stress in their attempt to balance multiple roles. Despite the emergent need to support these 

students, little attention has been paid to student parents, especially in graduate school. Several 

studies that focused exclusively on graduate student parents examined challenges and negative 

experiences in the institutions, especially those of female students or single parents (Brown & 

Watson, 2010; Kulp, 2020; Springer et al., 2009). While understanding students' motivational 

orientation and their mental health is crucial in providing adequate support and quality 
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instruction (Hyun et al., 2006; Offstein et al., 2004; Sogunro, 2015), no known studies have 

examined motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate students nor investigated how these 

variables are affected by students’ parental status, major, and gender.  

The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of parental status and student 

major on motivation, stress, and satisfaction among graduate students, as well as the influence of 

gender and student major on these variables among graduate student parents.  

Research Questions 

This study examined the following research questions:  

1. How do parental status and student major affect graduate students’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  

2. How do gender and student major affect graduate student parents’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  

Significance of the Study 

Motivation is an essential element in understanding learners’ persistence and involvement 

in learning (Wentzel & Miele, 2009; Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007). Previous studies found that 

students who are motivated in learning display higher levels of persistence (Vallerand & 

Blssonnette, 1992), higher levels of performance, (Bailey & Phillips, 2016), higher levels of 

psychological well-being (Bailey & Phillips, 2016), and higher levels of satisfaction in life 

(Bailey & Phillips, 2016). Based on the previous studies, motivation, stress, and satisfaction are 

closely related together, affecting one another. Nowell (2017) found that students with higher 

levels of motivation displayed increased levels of satisfaction compared to those who were less 

motivated in learning. Another study on graduate students found that amotivation was the most 

influential factor associated with the level of stress and satisfaction (Yoo & Marshall, in press). 
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Studies suggest that student parents and non-parents hold different motivations in learning, and 

their perceived stress and satisfaction would be different. In other words, student parents may 

have different purposes and goals in pursuing a degree in higher education, and their levels of 

stress and satisfaction might be affected significantly by balancing multiple roles.  

Although there is a wealth of research regarding student parents, research specific to 

student parents in graduate schools is relatively limited. Graduate students are different from 

university students as they assume many roles that are similar to faculty parents whose 

responsibilities seem never-ending (Dillon, 2012; Kreischer, 2017; Offstein et al., 2004). 

However, graduate student parents are situated in a unique position where they are challenged 

with financial and job insecurity while required to fully commit themselves to study, work, and 

family at the same time. As a result, graduate student parents experience higher levels of stress 

(Dillon, 2012), financial difficulties (Grady, 2014; Moreau & Kerner, 2015), and time constraints 

(Dillon, 2012; Offstein et al., 2004).  

Considering the amount of work and effort graduate students put into achieving their 

goals, it is imperative to examine graduate student parents’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction 

and how they differ from those who do not have children. Moreover, any differences in these 

variables between female and male graduate student parents in different disciplines will also be 

examined based on previous studies. This study provides suggestions for educational 

professionals to better understand the differences between these two student groups and to assist 

various learners efficiently based on their unique characteristics. Lastly, this study contributes to 

the literature regarding academic motivation, stress, and satisfaction. 

Limitations of the Study 
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There are some limitations of the study regarding the definition of the key constructs of 

the study, study participants, and data collection method. First, the key construct of the study, 

motivation, is a general term that can be defined and be measured in various ways using different 

theoretical frameworks. This study, however, used Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination 

theory to assess the academic motivation of learners. Therefore, the result of this study 

concerning the motivation of graduate students with dependent children and those who do not 

have children may not be congruent with other studies using a different theoretical framework.  

Second, this study adopts a self-reported questionnaire. Therefore, there is a possibility 

that respondents’ answers on individual items might not accurately capture their true perceptions. 

Students who took this survey may not thoroughly understand their motivation in learning, and 

their level of stress and satisfaction can be affected by recent events they have experienced, 

including academic pressures or financial concerns.  

Another limitation of the study concerns the generalizability of the sample. Participants 

of this study consist of graduate students in a large southeastern research institution, which may 

not represent all graduate students in the U.S. In addition, there exists the possibility of a 

voluntary selection bias in the sample; therefore, the participants who decided to take part in this 

survey may not have been representative of their counterparts who did not respond. In particular, 

student parents who volunteered their time to participate in this study may have been under less 

stress or time constraints than those who did not participate. Moreover, student parents who self-

selected to participate in the study may place more value in their student role or be more engaged 

with their schooling.  

A final limitation is that the analysis of the groups did not examine certain potentially 

influential variables that might have affected the level of motivation, stress, and satisfaction 
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among small sample sizes among specific groups due to uneven proportions. For example, the 

number of children and the age of one’s children can have a measurable impact on one’s familial 

and academic life. The departmental environment and relationship with faculty members can 

also be influential on one’s motivation and mental health. Therefore, future analysis including 

these potentially influential variables may clarify the experiences of student parents more 

thoroughly.  

Definition of Terms 

Definitions of terms and theoretical considerations that are important in understanding 

this study are presented.  

1. Student Parents: Parents enrolled in college at either the undergraduate or 

graduate level (Brooks, 2015; Moreau & Kerner, 2013)  

2. Non-Parents: Students who do not have dependent children 

3. Faculty/Academic Parents: Parents who are employed as faculty members in 

colleges or universities (Kreischer, 2017) 

4. Self-Determination Theory (SDT): A theory of human motivation and 

personality that proposes that humans have an innate desire for stimulation and 

learning from birth, which is either supported or discouraged within their 

environment. Deci and Ryan (1985) proposed three types of motivation, which 

are intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation, based on the 

degree of self-determined. 

5. Intrinsic Motivation: Intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in the activity for 

the pleasure and satisfaction derived from the performance. Intrinsic motivation 
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leads people to act purely to satisfy their curiosity or desire for mastery (Cook & 

Artino Jr, 2016)  

6. Intrinsic Motivation to Know: a behavior being performed for the pleasure or 

satisfaction one experiences while learning or understanding something new 

(Vansteenkiste et al., 2009)  

7. Intrinsic Motivation to Accomplish: a behavior being performed for the 

fulfillment of achieving or creating something (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009)  

8. Intrinsic Motivation to Experience Simulation: a behavior being performed to 

obtain stimulating experiences (Vallerand et al., 1992) 

9. Extrinsic Motivation: Extrinsic motivation includes behaviors being performed 

to yield specific outcomes, typically involving individuals seeking rewards or 

avoiding punishments (Ryan & Deci, 2020; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992).  

10. Extrinsic Motivation External Regulation: a behavior that is derived from 

external influences, such as praise, rewards, and punishment avoidance (Fortier et 

al.,1995; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992) 

11. Extrinsic Motivation Introjected Regulation: this type of motivation is shown 

when external contingencies have been internalized, and the individual is engaged 

in an activity to facilitate self-esteem or lessen guilt and avoid demonstration of 

failure (Fortier et al.,1995; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992).  

12. Extrinsic Motivation Identified Regulation: behaviors that are explicitly 

recognized and valued by the individual (Fortier et al., 1995; Vallerand & 

Bissonnette, 1992) 
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13. Amotivation: Amotivation refers to the lack of motivation. People or students 

with amotivation are neither extrinsically nor intrinsically motivated, suggesting 

that they are not motivated in what they do (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 

2000, 2020).  

14. Academic Motivation: Academic motivation is a student’s desire (as reflected in 

approach, persistence, and level of interest) regarding academic subjects when the 

student’s competence is judged against a standard of performance or excellence 

(Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007). In this paper, the academic motivation scale is 

adopted from Vallerand et al.’s (1992) Academic Motivation Scale, measuring 

three types of motivation, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and 

amotivation. Intrinsic motivation consists of three subcategories that are intrinsic 

motivation to know, intrinsic motivation to accomplish, and intrinsic motivation 

to experience stimulation. Extrinsic motivation also consists of three 

subcategories that are external regulation, introjected regulation, and identified 

regulation.  

Organization of the Chapters 

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 contains an introduction to the 

study, statement and purpose of the problem, significance of the study, research questions, the 

significance of the study, limitations of the study, definition of the terms, and the organization of 

the study. Chapter 2 reviews related studies addressing the research questions. Chapter 3 

describes the methods and data analysis of the study. Construction of the survey instruments, 

sample selections, administration of the instruments, and methods of data interpretation are also 
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discussed in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents demographic information of participants and survey 

results. The survey results addressed how graduate students are affected by their parental status 

and major and how graduate student parents are affected by their gender and major. Finally, 

Chapter 5 provides implications for theory and practice, as well as suggestions for future studies.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview 

The review of the literature provides the major framework of this study by discussing 

adult learners and andragogy, nontraditional adult learners in higher education, parenting in 

academia, student parents in graduate school, and mothers in academia, highlighting gender 

inequality issues in higher education. Following the gender disparity, the literature reviews on 

motivation, stress, and satisfaction were presented.  

Problem Statement 

Graduate student parents are those who have dependent children while pursuing a degree 

in either master’s or doctoral program. They are a unique subpopulation in higher education that 

accounts for a large proportion of graduate students (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). A thorough review of the literature reveals that these students experience numerous 

challenges and struggles in their attempt to balance multiple roles due to their particular social 

positioning within institutions of higher education (Brown & Watson, 2010; Dillon, 2012; 

Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Estes, 2011; Grady et al., 2014; Kreischer, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Sallee, 

2015; Springer et al., 2009). These studies imply that student parents might have unique 

motivation in pursuing their degree while going through poor mental health, such as higher 

levels of stress and low levels of satisfaction. In addition, these studies suggest that female 

student parents, especially those in a STEM field, might experience bigger barriers and stress in 

their attempt to balance multiple roles. Despite the emergent need to support these students, little 

attention has been paid to student parents, especially in graduate school. Several studies that 

focused exclusively on graduate student parents concentrate on challenges and negative 

experiences in the institutions, especially those of female students or single parents (Brown & 
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Watson, 2010; Kulp, 2020; Springer et al., 2009). While understanding students' motivational 

orientation and their mental health is crucial in providing adequate support and quality 

instruction (Hyun et al., 2006; Offstein et al., 2004; Sogunro, 2015), no known studies have 

examined motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate student parents nor investigated how 

these variables are affected by students’ parental status, major, and gender. 

The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of parental status and student 

major on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction, as well as the influence of 

gender and major on graduate student parents.   

Research Questions 

This study examined the following research questions:  

1. How do parental status and student major affect graduate students’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction? 

2. How do gender and student major affect graduate student parents’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  

Adult Learners and Andragogy 

Adult learners generally share unique attributes different from children; therefore, adult 

teaching should take a different approach from teaching children. In order to develop an effective 

and successful program for adult learners, the unique characteristics of adult learners should be 

taken into account. Malcolm Knowles, an American educator, defined the term andragogy in the 

1970s to describe adult learning (Knowles, 1970). He defined the term andragogy as the art and 

science of adult learning and developed a set of four assumptions about the characteristics of 

adult learners that are different from child learners (Knowles, 1970, 1975, 1978, 1980, 1984). 
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Later in 1984, he added the fifth assumption. Those five assumptions of andragogy are as 

follows.  

1) Assumption one: Adult learners are self-directed 

Knowles acknowledged that adult learners became more capable of taking responsibility 

for their own learning as they mature. Therefore, adult learners establish their own learning goals 

and activities within the course objectives. Merriam (2001) explains that self-directed learning is 

a foundational tenet of adult learning theory. Self-directed learning as follows:  

a process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in 

diagnosing their needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material 

resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and 

evaluating learning outcomes (Knowles, 1975, p. 18).  

Blondy (2007) emphasized the importance of the facilitator maintaining ongoing 

communication with learners to assess learner self-directedness and provide support and 

direction on an individual basis.  

2) Assumption two: Adults bring experience with them to the learning environment 

Knowles acknowledged that adult learners bring a quality experience to the educational 

environment, which can be used as an important resource for both learners and facilitators 

(Knowles, 1980, Knowles et al., 2020). Similarly, Nelken (2009) suggested that adult learners 

are not “blank slates” (p. 183) and they enter learning situations with significant life experiences, 

often accompanied by strong opinions and perspectives. Knowles realized that adults were the 
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best resources for each other, thus encouraging and emphasizing group discussions and 

collaborative assignments that would draw on the heterogeneity and expertise within groups. In 

order to share their personal experiences and knowledge, he emphasized the importance of 

creating a welcoming environment, where learners can openly express opinions, share ideas, and 

discuss information and experiences valuable to them (Palloff & Pratt, 2010, 2013). However, 

Knowles et al. (2020) cautioned that adult learners could be negatively affected by their past 

experiences, defining themselves based on those experiences. Therefore, he suggested facilitators 

help learners be open-minded to the experiences of others.  

3) Assumption three: Adults enter the learning environment ready to learn 

Knowles (1980) observed that adults often experience a situation that would trigger a 

need to learn something new. As a result, adult learners often want to know why they need to 

know something before they learn it (Knowles et al., 2020). Therefore, facilitators must take 

steps to help learners identify their learning needs (Knowles, 1984). Having a discussion of a 

learners’ reason for taking a course or asking questions for learners to think about what they 

want to accomplish in the learning environment can be helpful (Blondy, 2007).  

4) Assumption four: Adult learners are problem-oriented 

Knowles (1984) believed adults normally did not pursue learning simply for the sake of 

learning, but because they needed to immediately apply what they were learning to life situations. 

Knowles et al. (2020) refer to adult learners as “life-centered,” and believed learning experience 

should be structured around life situations versus subject matter and that learners desire to be 

aware of the relevance of what they learn in relation to their life tasks or goals (p. 46). Blondy 
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(2007) suggested employing assignments and group projects that require learners to draw on 

their personal experiences and needs, applying the theoretical concepts to their real-life situations.  

5) Assumption five: Adults are motivated to learn by internal factors 

Knowles (1984) believed that adults were motivated by some external rewards, such as 

getting a better job or promotion, but were best motivated to learn by internal factors, such as 

self-esteem, job satisfaction, or recognition. He believed that adults were best motivated to 

succeed with their educational goals when recognized and appreciated for their individual 

contribution to the class.  

In sum, Knowles (1980, 1984) explained that adults are self-directed in learning, making 

their own choices relevant to their learning goals, adult learners bring an accumulated life 

experience that can become valuable resources for learning, adults enter educational setting 

ready to learn, adult learners are problem-centered in their learning, and adult learners are best 

motivated by internal factors.  

The assumptions of andragogy are quite different from the assumptions of pedagogy, 

which view learners as dependent beings who bring little or no experience to the educational 

activity, and learners attend to such activities with little volition (Blondy, 2007). In pedagogy, 

the subject matter is often sequenced logically, and information is predetermined by others as 

necessary to know, such as parents or teachers. However, Knowles viewed andragogy and 

pedagogy are on a continuum instead of them being dichotomous. He noted that there were times 

when either approach might be appropriate based on the circumstances or needs of individual 

learners (Blondy, 2007; Knowles, 1984).  
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In order for educators to implement and employ his assumptions of andragogy, Knowles 

(1980) explained a seven-step process. These steps include cooperative learning climate, mutual 

goal planning, diagnosis of learner needs, assistance in formulating learner's own learning 

objectives, adoption of a variety of methods to meet the objectives, and evaluation and 

reassessment for continued learning (Blondy, 2007). Knowles (1970) emphasized the importance 

of creating a climate of mutual trust and clarification of mutual expectations with the learners.  

Considering these differences between adults and children, Russell (2021) suggests that 

these traits and the readiness to learn should be included when designing and planning programs 

for adult learners in higher education. In respect of adult education, Knowles (1980) maintained 

that the goal of adult education should be self-actualization. In other words, the learning process 

should involve the whole emotional, psychological, and intellectual being. Therefore, the 

mission of adult educators is to assist adults in developing their full potential. When teaching 

adults, the teacher becomes a facilitator who aids adults in becoming self-directed learners 

(Knowles, 2020).   

In order to further distinguish between the pedagogical and andragogical approaches for 

developing adult education programs, Knowles and his colleagues (2020) compared the 

andragogical model with a pedagogical model that is used to teach pre-adults or children. The 

following table discusses the differences in characteristics between pedagogy and andragogy.  

Table 1 

Differences between Andragogical and Pedagogical Assumption  
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Assumptions Pedagogical Andragogical 

The learner The learner is dependent upon the 

instructor for all learning. The 

teacher/instructor assumes full 

responsibility for what is taught and 

how it is learned. The 

teacher/instructor evaluates learning 

The learner is self-directed. The 

learner is responsible for his/her own 

learning. Self-evaluation is 

characteristic of this approach 

Self-concept Learner has a depenent personality.  Responsible for their learning 

(Increasingly self-directed)  

Role of the 

learners’ 

experience 

The learner comes to the activity with 

little experience that could be tapped 

as a resource for learning. The 

experience of the instructor is most 

influential 

The learner brings a greater volume 

and quality of experience. Adults are 

a rich resource for one another. 

Different experiences assure diversity 

in groups of adults. Experience 

becomes the source of self-identity 

Readiness to 

learn 

Students are told what they have to 

learn in order to advance to the next 

level of mastery 

Any change is likely to trigger a 

readiness to learn. The need to know 

in order to perform more effectively 

in some aspect of one’s life is 

important. Ability to assess gaps 

between where one is now and where 

one wants and needs to be 

Orientation to Learning is a process of acquiring Learners want to perform a task, 
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learning prescribed subject matter. Content 

units are sequenced according to the 

logic of the subject matter 

solve a problem, live in a more 

satisfying way. Learning must have 

relevance to real-life tasks. Learning 

is organized around life/work 

situations rather than subject matter 

units 

Motivation for 

learning 

Primarily motivated by external 

pressures, competition for grades, and 

the consequences of failure 

Internal motivators: self-esteem, 

recognition, better quality of life, 

self-confidence, self-actualization 

In summary, considering the unique characteristics of adult learners, facilitators of adult 

learners should adopt different strategies and programs from teaching children. These 

characteristics include motivation, life experience, goal-oriented, relevancy oriented, practical, 

and respect. 

Nontraditional Adult Learners in Higher Education 

In recent years, the number of nontraditional adult students’ enrollment in higher 

education has seen rapid increases and is projected to rise significantly (Markle, 2015). Often 

defined by the criterion of being aged 25 years and older, one-third of students enrolled in U.S. 

colleges and universities are considered nontraditional (Markle, 2015). According to the most 

recent data on post-baccalaureate programs, around 81% of students in master’s programs and 

86% of students in doctoral programs are over the age of 25 in 2007-08. (NCES, 2010). These 

nontraditional learners are different from traditional learners, who are often considered younger 

and are likely to have followed an unbroken linear path through the education system. The 
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National Center for Education Statistics (2015) defines nontraditional students as meeting one of 

seven characteristics: delayed enrollment into postsecondary education; attends college part-

time; works full-time; is financially independent for financial aid purposes; has dependents other 

than a spouse; is a single parent; or does not have a high school diploma.  

Despite the growing number of adult learners in higher education in the U.S, these 

institutions may not be prepared to most effectively meet the needs of nontraditional adult 

students(Chen, 2014). Kasworm (2010) maintained that universities are youth-centric and derive 

their reputations from this population, resulting in uneven support for adult learners. Adult 

students are not attracted to the aforementioned type of education model (Nelken, 2009), and it 

may preclude them from participating, especially if they have had prior negative experiences 

(Crossan et al., 2003) or if they feel like they do not belong (Reay et al., 2002). Their learning 

needs may not match well with current university life because the academic structure is often 

focused on transmission-based pedagogy, or ‘the science and art of teaching children’ (Knowles, 

1980, p. 40). Consequently, their identities may often be shaped by institutional shortcomings 

related to adult learning needs (Kasworm 2010; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007), reinforcing the 

feeling of academic alienation and social isolation from higher education.  

One of the significant characteristics that differentiate nontraditional adult students from 

traditional students is the role strain. Adult students often juggle other roles in both their personal 

and professional lives while enrolled in school. These roles are often those of employee, 

spouse/partner, parent, caregiver, and community leader/member (Ross-Gordon, 2011). 

Nontraditional adult learners with multiple roles often encounter difficult challenges in allocating 
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time for academic study as well as participation in organizations and activities (Ross-Gordon, 

2011).   

Many of these nontraditional adult learners are older students completing their initial 

education in the college or university environment, returning to the collegiate environment after 

some time spent away, employed/unemployed, parents returning to the workforce, older adults 

facing retirement, and/or seeking to improve their current life situations (Nashashibi & Watters, 

2003). As these nontraditional adult students are enrolling in higher education for a wide variety 

of motives, purposes, and expectations, they are generally thought to have vastly different needs 

from more traditional students in terms of education, guidance, and support (Nashashibi & 

Watters, 2003). 

 Moreover, adult learners may view the structure of education differently than traditional 

students do (Pelletier, 2010). They often have a difficult time with the traditional format and 

structure, such as length of semesters, parking on the campus, getting to a traditional campus 

with a traditional schedule from their place of work. If their travel schedule sends them out of 

town, they have a difficult time being in a classroom environment, particularly during the day 

but also on a traditional Monday-Wednesday-Friday or Tuesday-Thursday schedule. Besides, 

they are often meet in a conflict of traveling to student support offices, such as billing, career 

counseling, or tutoring, as many of them work full-time or part-time or between jobs. To work 

within those constraints, adult students might have to leave work early, drive a long distance, and 

perhaps scramble to find a parking spot. Competing tension between life obligation and 

educational obligation is one of the biggest problems for adults. Moreover, adult learners learn 

differently from traditional learners, suggesting faculty members take different teaching 
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approaches. One of the interviewers in Pelletier's (2010) study suggested that adult learners 

should be provided with sufficient information and clear expectations regarding the course and 

degree so that adult learners can set their own plans and goals for their learning. Knowles et al. 

(2020) warned that adult learners can be reluctant in accepting new ideas or values due to due to 

their mental habits, biases, and presuppositions that were developed from their previous 

experiences. Therefore, adult educators need to help adult learners examine their habits and 

biases and open their minds to new approaches.   

The challenges and struggles of adult learners are well-examined in Chen’s (2017) study 

of nontraditional adult learners in postsecondary education. Youth-centricity of postsecondary 

education, such as residential housing and physical education/athletics targeting the lifestyles of 

the traditional-age student, negatively impact academic entry and learning success of adult 

learners. In their study of student parents in colleges and universities, Eckerson et al., (2016) 

found that daycare centers in colleges and universities have steadily decreased over the past 10 to 

15 years, regardless of the fact that student parents who have access to childcare are not only 

more likely to return to school but are also three times more likely to graduate. Many adult 

students are insecure about coming back to school into a traditional environment. They are 

worried about failure, cost and about whether they can balance the other activities in their lives 

along with academic studies (Pelletier, 2010).  

Considering adult learners’ unique circumstances and characteristics, faculty members 

and policy makers adopt difference strategies and programs from teaching children. In his 

assumption on adult learners, Knowles (1984) suggested that adult learners often enter the 

learning environment when they experience situations that trigger a need to learn something new. 
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Specific events that forced a change in one’s life, such as birth, divorce, or loss of a job, would 

often increase the motivation to learn. The implication of this assumption to the learning 

environment is that facilitators must realize each learner enters the learning environment for a 

specific reason, whether a personal desire to learn something or because the course is required by 

an employer or institution (Palloff & Pratt, 2010, 2013). Nashashibi and Watters (2003) 

explained that many of the nontraditional adult learners are older students completing their initial 

education in the college or university environment, returning to the collegiate environment after 

some time spent away, employed/unemployed, parents returning to the workforce, older adults 

facing retirement, and/or seeking to improve their current situation. Because these nontraditional 

adult students are enrolling in colleges and universities for a wide variety of motives, purposes, 

and expectations, they are generally thought to have vastly different needs from more traditional 

students in terms of education, guidance, and support.  

Despite many challenges experienced by both nontraditional adult students as well as 

educators and administrators in the higher education setting, some report positive experiences 

with having adult learners in classrooms. Adult students are often described as more eager, 

motivated, and committed than traditional students in the classroom setting (Hardin, 2008). 

However, in order for adult learners to succeed in their study, educators and administrators need 

to acknowledge that adult learners bring different expectations to the teaching and learning 

experience. As Knowles and his colleagues (2020) described, adults bring life experiences and 

knowledge to learning experiences, adult learners prefer talking about their experiences over 

lecture-type of format. Adult learners have an experiential focus; they want to apply the 

knowledge that they gained in their education to their work environment for the purpose of 

enhancing their career right away. Consequently, adult students more appreciate faculty who 
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have real-world experience. Faculty with rich work experiences can provide practical career 

advising in the classroom and give assignments that help students build portfolios that can help 

them land jobs.  

Parenting in Academia 

Life in academia can be extremely stressful (Lashuel, 2020). The ambiguous yet greedy 

nature of academic culture expects academe to work endless hours (Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 

2015), expecting “ideal workers” who commit endless hours to their work and prioritize their 

academic roles above all others (Kreischer, 2017; Wright et al., 2004). Universities and colleges 

are often called “greedy institutions” because academia expects undivided and exclusive 

attention and effort (Kreischer, 2017; Moreau & Kerner, 2015; Wright et al., 2004). Managing 

caregiving responsibilities while performing to be an “ideal worker,” therefore, can impact 

academic parents’ lives severely (Flaherty, 2020). Academic parents encounter several types of 

challenges and barriers in their attempt to perform multiple roles (Baker, 2010; Kinman & Jones, 

2008; Trussell, 2015). In their study of faculty members in universities in the UK, Kinman and 

Jones (2008) found that around half of the faculty parents felt that universities were not helpful 

in their attempts to achieve work-life balance. Similarly, in a study of faculty parents in the U.S., 

faculty members, especially in the midcareer stage, felt that they lack institutional support. As a 

result, faculty members, especially women, “making it work primarily through their own efforts 

and relied little on assistance from institutions or departments” (Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2015, p. 

22).  

Previous research highlighted the institutional inflexibility as well as the lack of family-

friendly policies to support parents in academia in managing these schedules (Baker, 2010). In 

their study of 2438 tenure-track assistant professors in the U.S., Lisnic et al. (2019) found that 
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female faculties were less likely to report tenure expectations as reasonable and that departments 

and institutions are supportive of family-work balance than male counterparts. These studies 

suggest that creating a family-friendly environment may have a more significant and positive 

influence on women faculty members than male counterparts.  

Due to difficulty balancing the demands of academic and parental roles at the same time, 

some faculty members choose to change their family plan, such as having fewer babies than 

planned, postpone having a baby, or not having a baby at all (Baker, 2010; Mason & Goulden, 

2004). For example, in their study of 4,400 faculty members at the University of California, 

Mason and Goulden (2004) found that 38 percent of women and 18 percent of men reported 

having fewer children than they planned. One of the faculty members in their study advised, 

"Avoid having kids before getting tenure. I wish it wasn't so, but I had to learn it the hard way 

myself." (p. 14). “May baby” or “posttenure babies” are another strategies that many faculty 

members consider (Armenti, 2004, p. 217). “May baby” refers to the planning of delivering 

babies in May in order to avoid disrupting one’s progress at work during the academic year. 

“Posttenure babies” refer to not having any children prior to achieving tenure. This is a similar 

result to Grant et al.'s (2000) study on 602 academic parents in the U.S. They found that female 

faculty members choose to delay becoming a parent until they achieve tenure or give up having a 

baby. This change of family plan can have a huge impact on personal life, especially on women 

faculty, when considering the age for women to conceive a child (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). 

Oftentimes, the decision of “whether and when” to have children was influenced by their 

experiences in graduate school and by their advisors’ expectations of them (Ward & Wolf-

Wendel, 2004, p. 247).  
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Even though some faculty members choose to keep their original family plan and become 

parents, they are often distracted and stressed at home due to heavy workloads (Kinman & Jones, 

2008). These psychological stress and distraction may arise from having difficulty finding time 

to accomplish necessary parenting and academic tasks (Coe, 2013; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 

2006). In addition, academic parents may experience interrole conflict, which occurs when 

pressures in one role are incompatible with pressures in another role (Dolson & Deemer, 2020). 

In other words, parents in academia are negatively affected by the struggle to meet the 

expectations of the “ideal worker” and the “intensive parents” at the same time (Lisnic et al., 

2019; Raddon, 2002; Trussell, 2015). Academic parents are often not able to conform to the 

“ideal” worker expectation as they need to schedule their work around family responsibilities 

(Fox et al., 2011). In between these two roles, academic parents often struggle with feelings of 

guilt associated with not meeting the expectations of either of the roles (Grady et al., 2014; 

Trussell, 2015). For example, in her autoethnography of being a faculty mother, Trussell (2015) 

recounts her difficult challenges in overcoming the guilt that comes from the feeling that she 

lacked time to fulfill her responsibilities at home or at work.  

Despite many difficulties juggling multiple roles, several faculty parents acknowledged 

several positive aspects of being both a parent and a scholar (Chesser, 2012; Trussell, 2015; 

Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). Trussell (2015) argues that “being a mother and a scholar are 

complementary” (p. 171), suggesting that the two roles positively influence one another. For 

instance, faculty parents were able to deepen their relationship with their children as well as 

receive creative ideas for research from their parenting role. Ward & Wolf-Wendel (2004) refer 

to the dual roles of being a professor and mother at the same time as “silver lining and dark 

clouds” (p. 241), suggesting that faculty parents experience both negatives and positives from 
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their academic works and parenting roles. While also acknowledging the “greedy” nature of 

academic and family life, faculty mothers in their study suggested that the two roles worked as a 

“buffer” to one another (p. 253). For example, accumulated stress at home can be lessened 

through academic accomplishments, and increased tension from work can be reduced by the 

presence of a child at home. In light of the perceived positive aspects of multiple roles, the 

authors emphasize the importance of balancing work and family. When either one role is 

threatened or added to, the quality of either role can be threatened, ultimately leads to having 

higher levels of stress and nonproductivity.   

Student Parents in Graduate School 

A large volume of studies acknowledges the struggles of working parents in balancing 

family life and work responsibilities. Nonetheless, focused studies on student parents, especially 

in graduate programs, are rare (Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Grady et al., 2014; Kreischer, 2017; 

Kulp, 2020; Springer et al., 2009). Considering the unique circumstances and difficulties they 

face while navigating their roles of being a parent and a student simultaneously, a study 

exclusively focusing on these populations is warranted (Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Kreischer, 

2017; Springer et al., 2009).  

In many ways, the experiences of graduate student parents are quite similar to those of 

faculty parents as they suffer from time poverty balancing multiple roles (Kreischer, 2017). Class 

schedules and childcare availability can give additional conflict for both student parents and 

faculty parents (Brown & Nichols, 2012). Both groups are likely to have feelings of guilt for not 

being an "ideal worker' and "ideal parent" (Brooks, 2015; Moreau & Kerner, 2015). However, 

graduate student parents are in a unique position where they are challenged with financial and 

job insecurity while also required to fully commit themselves to never-ending study, work, and 
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family. The reality where they must live with a tight budget leads to higher levels of anxiety and 

stress (Grady et al., 2014; Moreau & Kerner, 2015). In addition to financial insecurity, graduate 

students are met with higher expectations, more workload, and effort (Moreau & Kerner, 2015). 

Estes (2011) describes an 'ideal student' as an unmarried student who dedicates solely to graduate 

coursework. Graduate students are often expected to fully commit themselves to their school 

responsibilities as well as making themselves available to their professors or advisors at any time 

(Brus, 2006; Dolson & Deemer, 2020).   

Studies of graduate students suggest that they experience higher levels of stress, time 

pressure, loneliness, and financial constraints (Cho et al., 2021; Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Grady 

et al., 2014; Hyun et al., 2006; Offstein et al., 2004). These numerous struggles graduate students 

experience may be derived from their unique position within the institution, which makes them 

marginalized and lack institutional power (Grady et al., 2014). Grady et al. (2014) refer to the 

position of these students as they are in “betwixt and between,” suggesting that they are “neither 

fully students nor fully professionals” (p. 6).  While graduate students are expected to fully 

dedicate themselves to their studies, graduate school expectations consist of open-ended work 

with no formal separation between the working hour and leisure time. This may add additional 

pressure to students to constantly perform better, complete more work, or volunteer for 

additional tasks (Moreau & Kerner, 2015). Many graduate students suffer from time pressure and 

feel that they are not fulfilling their academic and nonacademic duties (Grady et al., 2014).  

Beyond role conflict and overload, graduate students are faced with multiple sources of 

stress, which severely impact their mental health (Hyun et al., 2006; Grady et al., 2014; Offstein 

et al., 2004). In their qualitative research, (Offstein et al., 2004) found that graduate students 

suffer from constant stress due to ongoing competing demands. Similarly, Hyun et al. (2006) 
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reported that almost half of the participants of their study reported a high level of stress that 

significantly and negatively affected their academic performance or emotional well-being. In 

their study of 17 graduate students, Grady et al. (2014) found that about 67 percent of 

participants sought out professional mental health resources during their study, and all 

participants reported having some type of self-defined stress or mental health-related 

experiences. In their analysis, they identified five primary sources of stress experienced by 

graduate student participants: 1) intrarole strain among graduate students' academic role-set, 2) 

interrole strain between academic and non-academic roles, 3) mentoring relationships, 4) 

isolation within the university and between the university and non-university life, and 5) funding 

levels and availability. Other stressors may exist, but these sources were reported to have 

students feel unable to fulfill their role demands adequately and feel stressed.  

Graduate students with dependent children need to fulfill their endless academic 

requirements while also attending to their parenting responsibilities. As a result, graduate student 

parents meet with additional stressors that are similar to working parents or academic parents. In 

their study of 245 graduate students in the U.S., Dolson and Deemer (2020) found that graduate 

student parents experience parenting discrimination and interrole conflict via burnout. Graduate 

student parents are hesitant from using an institutions’ family-friendly policies for fear of being 

viewed as they are not taking their academic role seriously (Chater & Hatch, 1991; Serrano, 

2008). The ongoing discrimination in the workplace may increase burnout levels, which could 

ultimately hinder student parents’ from balancing their multiple roles (Dolson & Deemer, 2020).  

In order to manage and minimize their stress, graduate students develop some type of 

coping strategies (Offstein et al., 2004). These strategies include establishing structure or routine, 

striving for efficient time management, making wise choices and using efficient methods, 
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pursuing self-awareness, seeking out a mentoring advisor, seeking support from family 

relationships and peer/friend relationships, and capitalizing on the strengths of others in the 

program. However, studies report that many graduate students do not seek formal mental health 

services. Hyun et al. (2006) studied more than 3,000 full-time graduate students, and they found 

that only 31 percent of the participants who reported having emotional distress used those 

services, mostly unmarried students. One possible reason for unmarried students using mental 

health services more frequently than their counterparts may be that married or partnered students 

often seek relief and comfort from their partners or from their families.  

Similar to faculty parents, who often face unfavorable institutional policies that hinder 

them from balancing multiple roles simultaneously (Markle, 2015), student parents also struggle 

with policies and procedures that are not supportive of them. Springer et al. (2009) highlighted 

the importance of departmental flexibility as well as official policies and practices that are 

specially tailored to graduate student parents to help them reach their goals. However, most 

policies and resources provided are informal and decided on a case-by-case basis. Without 

having concrete and formal structures, it is likely that graduate students would be in a 

“precarious or vulnerable position” as they must ask for the favor of flexibility, instead of using 

the policy or resources (Springer et al., 2009, p. 444). In addition to inflexible and informal 

policies, having insufficient facilities for parents is problematic, especially for those with 

younger children. Inadequate health insurance, lack of spaces for breast pumping or lactation, 

and insufficient and unaffordable childcare centers can hinder student parents from focusing on 

their study and research (Brown & Nichols, 2013; Exstrum, 2015; Springer et al., 2009). Due to 

this lack of resources, student parents often have to choose between missing classes and 

deadlines or notifying their instructors to ask for accommodations (Brown & Nichols, 2013).  
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Springer et al. (2009) maintain that students with children are a special subgroup of 

students and should be provided with adequate resources, just as people with disabilities and 

students athletes are offered support and academic assistance. Developing family-friendly 

university strategies is essential in helping student parents reach their goals (Springer et al., 

2009). Examples of these policies include paid parental leave, an extension of deadlines and part-

time options, financial support for childcare, and health insurance for dependents. In addition to 

the institutional policies, departmental strategies might also be helpful. These strategies include 

mentoring and faculty support, department chair and faculty training, graduate student training, 

and creating a family-friendly departmental culture (Brown & Nichols, 2013; Springer et al., 

2009). In addition to developing family-friendly policies and environment, having affordable 

childcare centers on campus is crucial (Brown & Nichols, 2013; Kreischer. 2017). Mostly the 

cost of childcare is relatively expensive for graduate students who live with a tight budget, giving 

additional stress and burden on them (Kreischer, 2017). In addition to the high cost of childcare 

centers, finding available one can be difficult, and sometimes students have to wait for a long 

time to have their child admitted to the center (Brown & Nichols, 2013). Some students 

experience a conflict between the schedule of a childcare center and university classes. Most 

times, university childcare centers close during university breaks, when graduate 

teaching/research assistants are expected to perform their duties during these times (Kreischer, 

2017).  

Mothers in Academia: Gender Inequality Issues  

Gender issues emerge consistently in the literature regarding academic parents. While 

many studies acknowledge the challenges and struggles of parents in academia, those barriers 

seem much more significant for women scholars (Coe, 2013; John, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Lisnic et 
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al., 2019; Trussell, 2015; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2015). In their study of 166 domestic graduate 

students, Mallinckrodt and Leong (1992) found that women scholars had a higher level of stress 

than men and felt they had less support within their departments as well as at home. John (2017) 

addressed gender disparities in her report, stating that female faculty members in higher 

education still lag behind male counterparts in achieving tenure. In fact, in her observation, Coe 

(2013) reports that married male professors tend to be promoted more quickly than their single 

colleagues, while it is the opposite for women. One of the interviewers in Coe’s (2013) explains 

that few women faculty members have stay-at-home spouses, whereas many males have helpful 

wives at home, allowing them to fully commit themselves to their professions. Often, marriage 

“accelerates a man’s career” (p. 4). Kelly and Grant (2012) argue that male faculty with children 

receive a “fatherhood premium” in the form of a 5.4 increase in pay compared to childless, 

unmarried male faculty members (p. 869). In fact, the “ideal worker” these days tend to indicate 

a married man whose spouse takes care of his and the family's needs (Acker, 2011; Williams, 

2001). This “man-as-normative approach” (Lisnic et al., 2019, p. 342) prevailing in academia 

expects faculty members to achieve their tenure within seven years of academic appointment and 

fulfill their duties for the rest of their academic years, with no parental leave.  

The increased workload in higher education, including teaching, research, and service 

expectations, grant funding, and longer wait times for publication in top journals, exacerbate 

gender inequality in academia (Eagan Jr & Garvey, 2015). One of the interviewees in Coe's 

(2013) article states that “Men are better at protecting their time,” explaining that women faculty 

are often asked to do double the amount of service as men. While service also plays an important 

role in getting promoted, publications play a much larger role. It is reported that women scholars 
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have a difficult time keeping up with the publishing output while service takes a lot of their time 

from research (Coe, 2013).  

While both male and female faculty members struggle to earn tenure in their position, 

studies on academic parents point out that female faculty with children are less likely to earn 

tenure during the same timeframe (Mason et al., 2013) due to work-family balance struggles. 

Although both women and men have family care responsibilities as a parent, these 

responsibilities place more demands on women’s time (Lisnic et al., 2019; Ward & Wolf-

Wendel, 2012). As a result, most women who achieve tenure are unmarried and childless (Mason 

& Goulden, 2004; Reuter, 2018). Women who have children often consider giving up their 

academic careers (Rosser & Lane, 2002), while tenured men are more likely to be both married 

and have children (White, 2005). The previous research suggests that men’s careers seem to 

benefit, not suffer, from family expansion (Mason et al., 2013; Mason & Goulden, 2004).   

Existing literature points out the structural barriers that women graduate students face in 

performing multiple roles (Lynch, 2008; Springer et al., 2009). Often a woman’s amount and 

quality of time to study are governed by balancing home and academic life, causing a great deal 

of stress (Bennett & Burke, 2018; Brown & Watson, 2010). Student mothers are constantly in 

between the tension between idealized mothering and idealized student. In between these roles, 

they often suffer from feelings of guilt when they fail to meet one of those roles (Brown, 2007). 

More recent research (Lyonette, 2015; Moreau & Kerner, 2015) shows an unchanging picture of 

caring demands and unequal division of childcare and household tasks, placing pressure on 

women students in comparison to their male counterparts. Role conflict between higher 

education studies and caring responsibilities (Lister, 2003) causes further barriers for mothers to 

learn.  
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Multiple role constraint is particularly relevant in the literature of graduate student 

mothers. The phenomenon of multiple role constraints describes conflicts of multiple roles as 

mother and students with the structural elements around which role is performed. Brown and 

Watson (2010) pointed out that balancing home and academic life is a source of stress, and 

graduate student mothers are often torn between their roles as a wife, mother, and student.  

Inadequate support and resources further exacerbate their familial and academic dedication, 

which results in attrition in pursuing a degree (Lynch, 2007).  

           In spite of these feelings of guilt and stress, some studies found that support from family 

can be a motivator to study and increase student parents’ drive and commitment to their studies 

(Dillon, 2012; Webber & Dismore, 2020). Some studies focused on the source of capital that aids 

student parents’ educational opportunities. For example, in their study of doctoral women 

students, Webber and Dismore (2020) emphasized the importance of family support and 

categorized four types of capital that can aid to women’s success in higher education. These 

capitals include 1) economic capital, 2) social capital, 3) cultural capital, and 4) emotional 

capital. Economic capital refers to financial stabilities that can assist childcare, reducing work 

hours to study, or employing a career to maximize space and time to study. Social capital is 

related to support and solidarity from family members. Cultural capital refers to knowledge of 

higher education systems and the culture of higher education values within a home. The authors 

describe that cultural capital legitimizes time and space to study. Lastly, emotional capital relates 

to encouragement and empathy from family members regarding the workload. This emotional 

capital lessens the feeling of guilt that comes from studying and promotes enjoyment for 

studying. The author describes this emotional capital can act as a buffer during times of pressure. 
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 In their attempt to navigate their roles as a parent and a student, some acknowledge these 

seemingly conflicting roles are complementing each other (Dillon, 2012; Trussell, 2015). For 

example, in her autoethnography of being a faculty mother, Trussell (2015) recounts that being a 

mother gives a sense of creativity and purpose in her work. Similarly, Dillon (2012) also 

emphasized the positive role of their children in sparking research interests. Moreover, student 

parents view their academic role as beneficial as they are providing positive role models for their 

children (Moreau & Kerner, 2015). These studies suggest that student parents benefit from their 

parenting role in several ways. In their attempt to balance their multiple roles, graduate student 

parents employ several strategies (Sallee, 2015), such as completing their homework at night 

after putting their kids to bed, or abandoning hobbies and volunteer activities to spend more time 

with their family. Participants also acknowledge that these modifications were possible due to 

their supportive supervisor and institutional flexibility, which are crucial elements to support 

student parents.  

Parenting in STEM 

Extensive studies pointed out that gender imbalance is predominant in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) discipline. Despite the fact that more women 

scholars earn doctoral degrees than before, only a third become full professors (Torres et al., 

2020).  Although gender disparity issues in the STEM field received attention for the past few 

years, parenting in the STEM field has rarely been discussed. A recent study reported that 43% 

of women leave full-time STEM employment when 23% of men leave STEM after their first 

child (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2019). In addition, new mothers are more likely to switch to part-time 

work and exit the labor force. Kmec (2013) explains that faculty mothers’ job satisfaction, stress 
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levels, and attrition are negatively affected by masculine work culture characteristics of STEM 

discipline. In spite of the fact that faculty mothers perceive they work harder than others, their 

commitment and competence are often challenged. These perceived difficulties of being a 

faculty mother in these disciplines force the idea that they do not fit “ideal” workers for the job. 

In their longitudinal studies on faculty mothers, Wolf-Wendel and Ward (2015) explained that 

parental status and gender in academia are greatly influenced by ideal worker norms, which are 

shaped by discipline contexts. They found that women in the STEM field are met with increased 

workload and extra works as the consequences of being one of a few women scholars in the 

field.  Bleijenbergh et al. (2013) argued that women, regardless of their academic field, could not 

meet the “ideal” worker standard, let alone those with children.  

Motivation, Stress, and Satisfaction 

As all the other learners, adult learners best learn when they are motivated (Sogunro, 

2015). Understanding adult learners’ motivation in learning can ensure their success in higher 

education. When it is low, potential for learning diminishes (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). 

The word motivation is derived from the Latin verb movere, meaning move. Beck (2004) 

explains, “motivation is then concerned with our movements, or actions, and what determines 

them” (p. 3). Motivation is often used to explain why people engage in particular activities at 

particular times (Beck, 2004). Thorkildsen (2002) defines motivation as an internal force that 

activates, guides, and maintains behavior over time. Schunk et al. (2008) defines motivation as 

the process whereby goal-directed activity is instigated and sustained. The importance and the 

role of motivation in learning has been extensively studied by researchers in the last three 

decades. Based on a study of 203 university students, Sogunro (2015) examined factors in 
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motivating adult learners in higher education and reported eight major themes. Figure 1 shows 

eight motivating factors for adult learners in higher education.   

Figure 1 

Motivating Factors for Adult Learners in Higher Education 

 

As many other learners, adult learners are motivated when instructors provide quality 

instruction, with often includes effective planning and organization, manifestation of currency of 

knowledge of content, use of modern technology, and instructor’s embracing personality 

attributes. One of the participants in his study stated that “Instructors of higher education 

programs must be those who understand the complexities of adult life. They must be grown 

adults themselves and must be sensitive to adult learning styles and needs” (Sogunro, 2015; p. 

29). Adult learners are more prone to have a higher level of satisfaction in learning when course 
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instructors take learners interests or immediate needs into consideration. Prior to taking the 

course, learners often examine syllabus to see if their needs are reflected and then decide to take 

the course or not. Regarding the choice of the course, adult learners do not like changes in 

syllabus; thus, instructors need to make their syllabi a finished product needing no modification 

(Sogunro, 2015). Adult learners are problem-oriented, and they like to apply their knowledge 

into practice (Knowles et al., 2020). Sogunro (2015) also found that adult learners value learning 

experiences “only if they are relevant and applicable to their needs” (p. 29). Similarly, 

Wlodkowski (2003) explains that relevance leads to what human beings generally experience as 

interest and when adult learners feel interested in what they learn, their motivation increases 

toward more meaningful learning. Adult learners’ intrinsic motivation will increase when 

instructors show the connection between the course and learner’s own interests or needs.  

One of the most influential theories in motivation is the self-determination theory 

developed by Deci and Ryan (1985). Ryan and Deci (2000) define motivation as “motivation 

concerns energy, direction, persistence, and equifinality – all aspects of activation and intention” 

(p. 69). Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985) suggests that people become self-

determined when their basic psychological needs are met. These three innate needs include 

competence, relatedness, and autonomy. (Deci et al., 1991). Competence relates to performing 

the action by understanding how to attain and control outcomes; relatedness involves interacting 

and connecting with others.; and autonomy refers to being self-regulated in one's own actions 

(Deci et al., 1991). In other words, motivation will be maximized when these three basic 

psychological needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy are satisfied.  
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Different from the unitary view of motivation (Bandura, 1986; Eccles & Wigfield, 2009), 

SDT views that motivation is more related to quality or type (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009). For 

example, a unitary view of motivation suggests that a higher level of motivation may lead to 

more desirable outcomes; on the contrary, SDT suggests that a higher level of motivation is not 

necessarily associated with positive outcomes if the quality is poor. As such, good quality of 

motivation, such as seen in autonomous or self-determined motivation, may yield more desirable 

outcomes when compared to poor quality, such as seen in controlled motivation (Ryan & Deci, 

2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006; Vansteenkiste et al., 2009).  

According to self-determination theory, there are two types of motivation: (1) controlled 

motivation and (2) autonomous or volitional motivation. Autonomous or volitional motivation is 

conceptualized with two subcomponents: intrinsic motivation and well-internalized extrinsic 

motivation. Controlled motivation consists of two subcomponents: external regulation and 

introjected regulation (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009). External regulation is explained as a behavior 

that is derived from external influences, such as praise, rewards, and punishment avoidance 

(Fortier et al., 1995; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992). It is the most pressured and controlled type 

of motivation, which is characterized by an external perceived locus of causality (Vansteenkiste 

et al., 2009). Introjected regulation, which involves a slightly higher level of self-determination, 

is shown when external contingencies have been internalized, and the individual is engaged in an 

activity to facilitate self-esteem or avoid the negative feelings of guilt or failure (Fortier, 

Vallerand, & Guy, 1995; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992; Vanteenkiste et al., 2009).  

Intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in the activity for the pleasure and satisfaction 

derived from their performance. When people are intrinsically motivated, people engage in 
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activities that interest them with a full sense of volition (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1991). 

For example, a student who studies out of curiosity and pleasure of doing so is intrinsically 

motivated for that activity. Vansteenkiste et al. (2009), refer to this type of motivation as “the 

most optimal type of motivation, because it is fully autonomous or self-determined” (p. 672). 

Previous literature found that autonomous motivation is associated with positive outcomes, 

including greater use of adaptive meta-cognitive strategies (Vansteenkiste et al., 2005), better 

cognitive processing (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Vansteenkiste et al., 2005), and greater intention 

to persist (Hardres & Reeve, 2003). Figure 2 presents the self-determination continuum showing 

types of motivation with their regulatory styles.  

Figure 2 

The Self-Determination Continuum 

 

SDT suggests that student’s motivation in learning is facilitated when they are provided 

with an environment that satisfies their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
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(Vansteenkiste et al., 2009). An autonomy-supportive environment includes providing students 

with greater choices, using less controlling language, and providing a meaningful rationale (Deci 

et al., 1994; Reeve & Jang, 2006; Vansteenskiste et al., 2009). More recent studies provided 

empirical evidence of providing a supportive environment that can increase students’ motivation 

in learning. For example, Cheon and Reeve (2015) found that teacher intervention to increase 

students’ psychological needs satisfaction can be effective in increasing students’ motivation. 

Their findings showed that students of the trained teachers who demonstrated autonomy-

supportive and less controlling instructional behavior showed decreased amotivation and 

increased engagement in learning. Similarly, Perlman (2015) tested the impact of teacher 

instruction, suggesting students in classes with teachers who provided a more supportive 

teaching environment reported higher levels of self-determined motivation and relatedness in 

learning. 

Stress is another factor that influences learners’ persistence and academic performance. 

Stress and its negative effects have been well documented in previous literature (Chatters, 1988; 

Cohen & Herbert, 1996; Schiffrin & Nelson; 2010; Struthers et al., 2000; Suh et al., 1996; 

Weinstein & Laverghetta, 2009). For example, in their study of college students, Weinstein and 

Laverghetta (2009) reported that student stress levels are negatively correlated with life 

satisfaction. Moreover, a higher level of stress can have negative impacts on students, including 

lower academic achievement (Struthers et al., 2000) and poor health outcomes (Cohen & Herbert, 

1996). Based on previous literature, stress impedes yielding positive outcomes in learning; 

however, a thorough test should be performed to test these relationships between stress and its 

outcomes.   
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Summary 

The Chapter briefly reviewed the experiences of faculty parents, student parents in 

academia, graduate student parents, and inequality issues of gender and discipline. Graduate 

student parents often suffer from multiple role conflicts, lack of time, and financial constraints, 

which leads to higher levels of stress at home and school. Some point out that student parents 

have some advantages to being non-traditional learners, such as rich life experience, knowing 

their goals and future careers, being prepared to make informed decisions regarding their 

education (Holmes, 2005; van Rhijn et al., 2016). However, the unique challenges student 

parents experience from their circumstances and obligations in continuing their academic studies, 

family-related roles and commitment, childcare responsibilities, and additional financial 

commitments (van Rhijn et al., 2011) could never be neglected.  

Exploring the motive of adult learners returning to higher education is complex, and so is 

examining student parent's reasons for returning to school. Kasworm (1990) found no distinct 

pattern of motives of adult undergraduates in higher education while some studies found that 

mature learners have higher levels of intrinsic motivation than extrinsic motivation, suggesting 

that their reason for returning to school may be more related to enhancing self-esteem or seeking 

enjoyment in learning. However, some found that adult learners have specific goals in pursuing a 

degree, such as improving their current life situations (Watters, 2003). Van Rhijin et al. (2016) 

report adult learners have both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation to learn. Even though the 

motivation of student parents pursuing a degree in higher education is complex, understanding 

why student parents choose to return back to school is important.  
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In addition to reviewing adult learners and student parents in higher education, the Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) and its association with levels of stress and satisfaction were 

reviewed. Concerning SDT, three types of motivation were identified: intrinsic motivation, 

extrinsic motivation, and amotivation. According to previous studies, good quality of motivation, 

or intrinsic motivation, is associated with higher levels of well-being and lower levels of stress. 

Some reported that not only intrinsic motivation but both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is 

associated with lower levels of stress. However, no known research directly examined how 

motivation, stress, and satisfaction are affected by graduate students’ parental status, gender, and 

major. This research aims to fill this gap by investigating the influence of parental status and 

major on graduate students. In addition, the influence of gender and major on graduate student 

parents was examined. The following chapter describes the methods of the present study in detail.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the motivational orientation, stress, and 

satisfaction of student parents and non-parents in graduate school. Based on self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), this study examined the influence of parental status (parents or non-

parents) and major (STEM or non-STEM) on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and 

satisfaction. Moreover, the influence of major (STEM or non-STEM) and gender (female or 

male) on graduate student parents’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction was examined. The 

present study included an analysis of data gathered from a self-report questionnaire, which was 

voluntarily completed by students who were studying at a large U.S. southeastern research 

institution during the Summer semester in 2018 in the U.S. The questionnaires chosen to collect 

data for this research were the Academic Motivation Scale – College Version (AMS-C) 

developed by Vallerand et al. (1992), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-14) by Cohen et al. 

(1983), and the Extended Satisfaction with Life Scale (ESWLS) developed by Alfonso et al. 

(1996). This Chapter is comprised of the following sections: 1) research questions, 2) 

participants, 3) instruments, 4) data collection procedures, 5) validity and reliability, and 6) data 

analysis 

Problem Statement 

Graduate student parents are those who have dependent children while pursuing a degree 

in either master’s or doctoral program. They are a unique subpopulation in higher education that 

accounts for a large proportion of graduate students (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). A thorough review of the literature reveals that these students experience numerous 

challenges and struggles in their attempt to balance multiple roles due to their particular social 
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positioning within institutions of higher education (Brown & Watson, 2010; Dillon, 2012; 

Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Estes, 2011; Grady et al., 2014; Kreischer, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Sallee, 

2015; Springer et al., 2009). These studies imply that student parents might have unique 

motivation in pursuing their degree while going through poor mental health, such as higher 

levels of stress and low levels of satisfaction. In addition, these studies suggest that female 

student parents, especially those in a STEM field, might experience bigger barriers and stress in 

their attempt to balance multiple roles. Despite the emergent need to support these students, little 

attention has been paid to student parents, especially in graduate school. Several studies that 

focused exclusively on graduate student parents concentrate on challenges and negative 

experiences in the institutions, especially those of female students or single parents ((Brown & 

Watson, 2010; Kulp, 2020; Springer et al., 2009). While understanding students' motivational 

orientation and their mental health is crucial in providing adequate support and quality 

instruction (Hyun et al., 2006; Offstein et al., 2004; Sogunro, 2015), no known studies have 

examined motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate student parents nor investigated how 

these variables are affected by students’ parental status, major, and gender. 

The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of parental status and student 

major on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction, as well as the influence of 

gender and major on graduate student parents.   

Research Questions 

This study examined the following research questions:  

1. How do parental status and student major affect graduate students’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  
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2. How do gender and student major affect graduate student parents’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  

Participants 

The present study explored the influence of parental status and student major on graduate 

students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction. The participants of the current study were graduate 

students who were enrolled and studying at a large southeastern research institution during the 

Summer semester in 2018. The students were selected as possible participants because they were 

enrolled as graduate students who were age 19 or older.  

Student populations were divided into two different categories: student parents and non-

parents. The criteria applied to identify their status were whether they have dependent children or 

not. Students who had dependent children were labeled as student parents. Meanwhile, those 

students who did not have any dependent children were labeled as non-parents.  

Instruments 

The survey used in this study was comprised of a demographic information section, the 

Academic Motivation Scale-College Version, the Perceived Stress Scale, and one subscale of 

Extended Satisfaction with Life Scale (see Appendix A).  

The demographic information was developed based on the characteristics of adult 

learners (Kasworm et al., 2002). It was designed to elicit students’ demographic information 

such as gender, age, race, educational background, major, and status (parent or non-parent). This 

section was designed to provide additional information about the participants and help 

contextualize the results of academic motivation, stress, and school satisfaction. Focusing on the 

research questions, gender and status was used in the data analysis.  

Academic Motivation Scale-College Version 
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 The Academic Motivation Scale-College Version (AMS-C) is an English version of 

Eschelle de Motivation en Education (EME). The EME is based on the tenets of self-

determination theory and is composed of 28 items subdivided into seven subscales assessing 

three types of intrinsic motivation (intrinsic motivation to know, to accomplish things, and to 

experience stimulation), three types of extrinsic motivation (external, introjected, and identified 

regulation), and amotivation. The EME was translated into English and cross-culturally validated 

by Vallerand et al. in 1992. The English version of the scale was renamed the Academic 

Motivation Scale.  

The AMS-C consists of 28 Likert scale items that map onto seven subscales, which 

assess three types of motivation: intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation. 

Three subscales measure intrinsic motivation, including the intrinsic motivation to know, to 

accomplish, and to experience stimulation. Three additional subscales measure extrinsic 

motivation, including behaviors exhibiting external regulation, introjection, and identification. A 

single subscale measures amotivation. Ratings are made on a seven-point scale that ranges from 

1 (does not correspond at all) to 7 (corresponds exactly), answering the question “Why do you go 

to college?” In order to keep consistent with the Perceived Stress Scale, the present study 

modified the 7-point Likert scale to a 5-point Likert scale. In addition, the term “college” was 

changed to “graduate school” to adapt this scale to graduate students. The AMS has satisfactory 

internal consistency (mean α=.81) and temporal stability over a one-month period (mean test-

retest correlation = .79) (Vallerand et al., 1992, 1993). The variable used in this study was 

Relative Autonomous Motivation (RAM), which indicates how much of the students’ motivation 

originated from within themselves (autonomous) as compared to that originating from external 

factors (controlled; Vansteenkiste et al., 2005). RAM was constructed by assigning a weight to 
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each of the motivation subscales depending on their placement on the self-determination 

continuum (external regulation -2; introjection -1; identification +1; intrinsic motivation +2), and 

then summing these weighted scores.  

The Perceived Stress Scale 

 The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) has been used extensively to measure the construct of 

stress (Cohen et al., 1983; Lee, 2012). The PSS measures the degree to which situations in one’s 

life are appraised as stressful. Three versions of the scale exist (14, 10, and 4 items), each with 

satisfactory internal consistency. The PSS-14 is the original instrument that was developed by 

Cohen et al. (1983), with seven positive items and seven negative items. The full 14-item version 

was used in this study to measure perceived stress. PSS scores are obtained by reversing the 

scores on the seven positive items, e.g., 0 = 4, 1 = 3, 2 = 2, etc., and then summing across all 14 

items. Items 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, and 13 are the positively stated items. The PSS was designed for 

use with community samples with at least a junior high school education. The items are easy to 

understand, and the response alternatives are simple to grasp. This instrument consists of a five-

point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (very often). Ample research using the PSS-14 has 

demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency reliability (Cronbach's alpha) of .70 or above 

(Andreou et al., 2011; Cohen, 1988; Lee, 2012; Leung et al., 2010; Mimura & Griffiths, 2004; 

Ramírez & Hernández, 2007; Remor, 2006; Yokokura et al., 2017). Higher scores indicate a 

stronger feeling of stress.   

Extended Satisfaction with Life Scale 

 The Extended Satisfaction with Life Scale (ESWLS) was developed by Alfonso et al. ( 

1996) as an extension of The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) by Diener et al. (1985). The 

ESWLS is a 50-item self-report scale that measures life satisfaction in nine domains. The 
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readability of ESWLS was estimated to be between seventh and tenth-grade levels and can be 

completed by most people in under 20 minutes. One of the five subscales of ESWLS – the 

general life satisfaction subscale was used in this study to measure graduate student satisfaction 

in general. Each subscale consists of five Likert scale items, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating higher levels of satisfaction. The ESWLS 

scale has an internal consistency that ranges from .81 to .96 and two-week test-retest reliability 

that ranges from .74 to .87 (Alfonso et al., 1996).  

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection for this study was administered in an online survey with a set of 

questionnaires, comprising part 1 for demographics, part 2 for motivation, part 3 for stress, and 

part 4 for satisfaction. Emails were sent to the Graduate School for assistance in distributing the 

survey through group emails to the enrolled students at this institution. Invitation emails were 

then sent through those third parties every two weeks three times to all graduate students in this 

university. The survey was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (See Appendix D).  

At the beginning of the data collection process, participants were informed of the purpose 

of the research and the expected time to take the survey. It was also informed that their 

participation in this survey was completely anonymous and voluntary. Participants were 

informed that no foreseeable risks were associated with this study. Furthermore, participants 

were requested to answer in terms of how well the statement described themselves according to 

their motivation in learning, stressful events, and satisfaction in school. They were noted that 

there were no right or wrong answers for each item. In addition, participants were informed that 

all of the personal information, answers, and responses collected from them would be kept 

confidential. With the help from the Graduate School, 667 students participated in answering the 
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survey in the Summer semester of 2018, and 545 respondents were usable, which was an 81.7% 

response rate. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data collected from the online survey were processed using the statistical package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS) 26.0 to analyze descriptive statistics, reliability estimates, a factorial 

ANOVA analysis (see Table 2). The original plan for this study was to conduct two-way 

MANOVA to examine the differences of multiple dependent variables (i.e., motivation, stress, 

and satisfaction); however, due to low correlation between the dependent variables, a factorial 

ANOVA was used to test the main effects and interaction effects of 1) parental status and student 

major on graduate students, and 2) gender and student major on graduate student parents.  

Prior to analysis, data were examined for missing values. Missing values revealed that 

5.1% of the data was missing. Performing complete case analysis would yield a loss of 13 

participants, as these participants had missing values on one or more items. A missing values 

analysis indicated that Little’s (1988) test of Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) was not 

significant, Chi square=468.078, df = 491, p = .77. As the missing cases are completely at 

random, the Expectation-Maximization technique was used to estimate missing values.  

Analysis methods were selected and employed based on each research question. 

Descriptive statistics were employed to evaluate and provide descriptive data concerning the 

different variables such as means, standard deviations, and frequencies. They were calculated to 

represent demographic information and to summarize the graduate students’ academic 

motivations, stress, and satisfaction by parental status, major, and gender. A factorial ANOVA 

was used to examine the impact of parental status and student major on graduate students’ 
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motivation, stress, and satisfaction, as well as the impact of gender and student major on 

graduate student parents.  

Table 2 

Methods of Data Analysis for Research Questions  

Research Question Survey Instrument Used 

to Address Question 

Analysis of the 

Data 

Question 1: How do parental status and 

student major affect graduate students’ 

motivation, stress, and satisfaction?  

 

AMS-C 

PSS-14 

ESWLS 

A factorial 

ANOVA 

Question 2: How do gender and student 

major affect graduate student parents’ 

motivation, stress, and satisfaction?  

 

Summary 

This chapter provided a review of the methods that were used to investigate the influence 

of parental status and student major on graduate students as well as the influence of gender and 

student major on graduate student parents’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction. The population 

used in this study were students enrolled in a large southeastern research institution during the 

Summer semester in 2018 in the US. The instrument used for data collection was AMS-C, PSS-

14, and one subscale of ESWLS. A factorial ANOVA was used to analyze the quantitative data. 

Findings and results were presented and addressed based on the different research questions in 

the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Overview 

In this chapter, demographic data, results, and findings from data analysis will be 

presented. The results and findings for each research question are described along with the tables 

and figures from the data analysis.  

Problem Statement 

Graduate student parents are those who have dependent children while pursuing a degree 

in either master’s or doctoral program. They are a unique subpopulation in higher education that 

accounts for a large proportion of graduate students (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). A thorough review of the literature reveals that these students experience numerous 

challenges and struggles in their attempt to balance multiple roles due to their particular social 

positioning within institutions of higher education (Brown & Watson, 2010; Dillon, 2012; 

Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Estes, 2011; Grady et al., 2014; Kreischer, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Sallee, 

2015; Springer et al., 2009). These studies imply that student parents might have unique 

motivation in pursuing their degree while going through poor mental health, such as higher 

levels of stress and low levels of satisfaction. In addition, these studies suggest that female 

student parents, especially those in a STEM field, might experience bigger barriers and stress in 

their attempt to balance multiple roles. Despite the emergent need to support these students, little 

attention has been paid to student parents, especially in graduate school. Several studies that 

focused exclusively on graduate student parents concentrate on challenges and negative 

experiences in the institutions, especially those of female students or single parents ((Brown & 

Watson, 2010; Kulp, 2020; Springer et al., 2009). While understanding students' motivational 

orientation and their mental health is crucial in providing adequate support and quality 
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instruction (Hyun et al., 2006; Offstein et al., 2004; Sogunro, 2015), no known studies have 

examined motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate student parents nor investigated how 

these variables are affected by students’ parental status, major, and gender. 

The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of parental status and student 

major on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction, as well as the influence of 

gender and major on graduate student parents.   

Research Questions 

This study examined the following research questions:  

1. How do parental status and student major affect graduate students’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction? 

2. How do gender and student major affect graduate student parents’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction? 

Demographic Results 

A total number of 545 students participated and completed the survey. Among the total 

participants, 145 were student parents (26.61%) and 400 were non-parents (73.39%). Table 3 

presents a breakdown of the characteristics of the participants by gender, age, ethnicity, and 

major between the two groups.  

Table 3  

Frequency Distribution of Participants for each Demographic Category  

  
Parent 

(N = 145) 

Non-Parent 

(N = 400) 

Total Participants 

(N = 545) 

Gender Female 82 (56.6%) 257 (64.3%) 339 (62.2%) 

 Male 63 (43.4%) 143 (35.8%) 206 (37.8%) 
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Age 19 – 24 2 (1.4%) 108 (27%) 110 (20.2%) 

 25 – 34 41 (28.3%) 235 (58.8%) 276 (50.6%) 

 35 + 102 (70.3%) 57 (14.4%) 159 (29.2%) 

Ethnicity White/Caucasian 90 (62.1%) 280 (70%) 370 (67.9%) 

 African American 24 (16.6%) 27 (6.8%) 51 (9.4%) 

 Asian 15 (10.3%) 64 (16%) 79 (14.5%) 

 Others 16 (11%) 29 (7.2%) 45 (8.3%)  

Major STEM 46 (31.7%) 224(56%) 270 (49.5%) 

 Non-STEM 99 (68.3%) 176 (44%) 275 (50.5%) 

 

Reliability 

Using the Cronbach Coefficient Alpha test, the results of the tests for motivation, stress, 

and school satisfaction are presented in Table 4. The reliability coefficients indicate the degree to 

which the results on a scale can be considered internally consistent or reliable. They can be 

interpreted as the percent of the consistent variance in the students’ answers. The Cronbach alpha 

can range from .00 to 1.00. A value of .70 or higher was considered evidence of reliability, a 

value between 0.6 and 0.7 is acceptable, a value between 0.5 and 0.6 is considered poor 

reliability, while a value below 0.5 is unacceptable (Becker, 2000).  

The instrument for measuring student motivation consists of 27 items divided by seven 

subscales. The value of Cronbach’s Alpha for intrinsic motivation to know (IMK), intrinsic 

motivation toward accomplishment (IMA), intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation (IMS) 

were .886, .884, and .870, respectively. The value of Cronbach’s Alpha for extrinsic motivation 

identified regulation (EMID), extrinsic motivation introjected regulation (EMIN), extrinsic 
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motivation external regulation (EME), and amotivation were .720, .875, .784, and .848, 

respectively. Relative Autonomous Motivation (RAM) was then calculated to get a single 

variable of motivation in order to get an idea of the overall self-determined or autonomous 

motivation. Based on Vansteenkiste et al. (2005), RAM was calculated by assigning weights to 

each type of motivation and summing these weighted scores. The instrument for measuring 

satisfaction consists of 5 items. The value of Cronbach’s Alpha for General life satisfaction (GS) 

was .931. Lastly, the instrument for measuring stress consists of 15 items. The value of 

Cronbach’s Alpha for stress was .879. Overall, the Cronbach alpha estimates of all items were 

acceptable.  

Table 4 

Reliability of the Motivation, Stress, and Satisfaction  

Variables Number of Items Cronbach’s α  

Motivation   

   IMK 4 .886 

   IMA 4 .884 

   IMS 4 .870 

   EMID 4 .720 

   EMIN 4 .875 

   EME 4 .784 

   Amotivation 4 .848 

   

Satisfaction   

   GS 5 .931 
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Stress 14 .879 

Note. IMK = Intrinsic motivation to know, IMA = Intrinsic motivation toward accomplishment, 

IMS = Intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation, EMID = Extrinsic motivation identified 

regulation, EMIN = Extrinsic motivation introjected regulation, EME = Extrinsic motivation 

external regulation, GS = General life satisfaction.  

Discussion of Findings 

 A factorial ANOVA was used to examine research questions 1 and 2. The significance 

level was set at p < .0167, based on a Bonferroni correction on the alpha significance level, 

which was .05 divided by three dependent variables.  

Research Question 1: How do parental status and student major affect motivation, stress, 

and satisfaction among graduate students?  

Descriptive statistics of motivation, stress, and satisfaction by parental status and student 

major are shown in table 5. A correlation matrix of three dependent variables is shown in table 6.  

 

Table 5 

Descriptive Statistics of Motivation, Stress, and Satisfaction by Parental Status and Major 

Motivation Parental Status Major N M SD 

RAM Student Parents STEM 46 .64 2.20 

Non-STEM 99 .73 2.49 

Non-Parents STEM 224 -.13 2.35 

Non-STEM 176 -.09 2.49 

Stress Student Parents STEM 46 1.64 .47 
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Non-STEM 99 1.51 .64 

Non-Parents STEM 224 2.02 .61 

Non-STEM 176 1.90 .60 

Satisfaction Student Parents STEM 46 5.28 1.40 

Non-STEM 99 5.42 1.31 

Non-Parents STEM 224 4.77 1.42 

Non-STEM 176 5.00 1.31 

 

Table 6 

A Correlation Matrix of RAM, Stress, and Satisfaction of Graduate Students 

 Stress Satisfaction 

RAM -.208** .189** 

Stress  -.570** 

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed) 

 

Motivation 

Levene’s test showed that the variances of the groups were equal (F(3, 541) = .750, p > 

.05). A factorial ANOVA was conducted to compare the main effects of parental status and 

student major as well as their interaction effects on motivation. The result of the analysis showed 

that parental status was statistically significant at p < .001. The main effect of parental status 

yielded an effect size of 0.021, indicating that 2.1% of the variance in the motivation was 

explained by parental status (F(1, 541) = 11.494, p < .001). The main effect of student major was 

not significant (F(1, 541) = .062, p = .803). The interaction effect was also not significant (F(1, 
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541) = .012, p = .912), indicating that there was no combined effect for parental status and 

student major on motivation. The result showed that student parents (M = .685, SD = .205) had 

statistically significantly higher motivation than non-parents (M = -.111, SD = .115).  

Stress 

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was tested and satisfied via Levene’s F test, 

F(3, 541) = 1.32, p = .269. A factorial ANOVA was conducted to compare the main effects of 

parental status and student major as well as their interaction effects on stress. The result of the 

analysis showed that parental status was statistically significant at p < .001. The main effect of 

parental status yielded an effect size of 0.053, indicating that 5.3% of the variance in the stress 

was explained by parental status (F(1, 541) = 30.019, p < .001. The main effect of student major 

was not significant, (F(1, 541) = 1.674, p = .196). The interaction effect was also not significant 

(F(1, 541) = .451, p = .502, indicating that there was no combined effect for parental status and 

student major on stress. The result showed that student parents (M = 1.625, SD = .054) had 

statistically significantly lower levels of stress than non-parents (M = 1.963, SD = .030).  

General Life Satisfaction 

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was tested and satisfied via Levene’s F test, 

F(3, 541) = .785, p = .503. A factorial ANOVA was conducted to compare the main effects of 

parental status and student major as well as their interaction effects on General Satisfaction. The 

result of the analysis showed that parental status was statistically significant at p < .001. The 

main effect of parental status yielded an effect size of 0.020, indicating that 2.0% of the variance 

in the satisfaction was explained by parental status (F(1, 541) = 11.098, p < .005. The main 

effect of student major was not significant, (F(1, 541) = 1.811, p = .179). The interaction effect 

was also not significant (F(1, 541) = .090, p = .764, indicating that there was no combined effect 
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for parental status and student major on satisfaction. The result showed that student parents (M = 

5.351, SD = .122) had statistically significantly lower levels of stress than non-parents (M = 

4.886, SD = .069).  

 

Research Question 2: How do gender and student major affect motivation, stress, and 

satisfaction among graduate student parents?  

Descriptive statistics of motivation, stress, and satisfaction by gender and student major 

are shown in table 7. A correlation matrix of three dependent variables is shown in table 8.  

Table 7 

Descriptive Statistics of Motivation, Stress, and Satisfaction by Gender and Major 

Motivation Gender Major N M SD 

RAM Female STEM 20 .067 2.14 

Non-STEM 62 .80 2.52 

Male STEM 26 1.10 2.19 

Non-STEM 37 .61 2.48 

Stress Female STEM 20 1.64 .47 

Non-STEM 62 1.63 .64 

Male STEM 26 1.65 .48 

Non-STEM 37 1.56 .65 

Satisfaction Female STEM 20 5.05 1.47 

Non-STEM 62 5.34 1.40 

Male STEM 26 5.45 1.34 

Non-STEM 37 5.56 1.15 
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Table 8 

A Correlation Matrix of RAM, Stress, and Satisfaction of Graduate Student Parents 

 Stress Satisfaction 

RAM -.329** .189** 

Stress  -.506** 

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed) 

 

Motivation 

Levene’s test showed that the variances of the groups were equal (F(3, 141) = .322, p = 

.810). A factorial ANOVA was conducted to compare the main effects of gender and student 

major as well as their interaction effects on motivation. The result of the analysis showed that the 

main effect of gender was not significant (F(1, 141) = .926, p = .338) nor the main effect of 

student major (F(1, 141) = .087, p = .769). The interaction effect was also not significant (F(1, 

141) = 1.893, p = .171, indicating that there was no combined effect for gender and student 

major on motivation.  

Stress 

Levene’s test showed that the variance of the groups were equal (F(3, 141) = 1.215, p = 

.307). A factorial ANOVA was conducted to compare the main effects of gender and student 

major as well as their interaction effects on stress. The result of the analysis showed that the 

main effect of gender was not significant (F(1, 141) = .051, p = .821) nor the main effect of 

student major (F(1, 141) = .176, p = .676). The interaction effect was also not significant (F(1, 
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141) = .135, p = .713), indicating that there was no combined effect for gender and student major 

on stress.  

General Life Satisfaction 

Levene’s test showed that the variance of the groups were equal (F(3, 141) = 1.520, p = 

.212). A factorial ANOVA was conducted to compare the main effects of gender and student 

major as well as their interaction effects on satisfaction. The result of the analysis showed that 

the main effect of gender was not significant (F(1, 141) = 1.649, p = .201) nor the main effect of 

student major (F(1, 141) = .678, p = .412). The interaction effect was also not significant (F(1, 

141) = .143, p = .706, indicating that there was no combined effect for gender and student major 

on satisfaction.   

Summary 

The quantitative data addressed two research questions of the present study: 1) How do 

parental status and student major affect graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction? 2) 

How do gender and student major affect graduate student parents’ motivation, stress, and 

satisfaction?  

Research question 1 sought to find the influence of parental status (i.e., student parents or 

non-parents) and student major (i.e., STEM or non-STEM) on motivation, stress, and satisfaction 

of graduate students in general (N = 545). A result of a factorial ANOVA showed a statistically 

significant influence of parental status on motivation, stress, and satisfaction, at a significance 

level of .001. Student parents had higher levels of motivation and satisfaction, and lower levels 

of stress than those of non-parents. However, the influence of major and interaction effect of 

parental status and major was not significant in this study.  
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Research question 2 sought to find the influence of gender (i.e., female or male) and 

student major (i.e., STEM or non-STEM) on motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate 

student parents (N = 145). A result of factorial ANOVA showed no significant influence of 

gender, major, nor an interaction effect of gender and major on dependent variables.  
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CHAPTER V. SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

Overview 

The chapter presents the study summary, conclusions based on the data analysis, 

implications of the findings, limitations, and results. Recommendations for future research are 

also described.  

Problem Statement 

Graduate student parents are those who have dependent children while pursuing a degree 

in either master’s or doctoral program. They are a unique subpopulation in higher education that 

accounts for a large proportion of graduate students (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). A thorough review of the literature reveals that these students experience numerous 

challenges and struggles in their attempt to balance multiple roles due to their particular social 

positioning within institutions of higher education (Brown & Watson, 2010; Dillon, 2012; 

Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Estes, 2011; Grady et al., 2014; Kreischer, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Sallee, 

2015; Springer et al., 2009). These studies imply that student parents might have unique 

motivation in pursuing their degree while going through poor mental health, such as higher 

levels of stress and low levels of satisfaction. In addition, these studies suggest that female 

student parents, especially those in a STEM field, might experience bigger barriers and stress in 

their attempt to balance multiple roles. Despite the emergent need to support these students, little 

attention has been paid to student parents, especially in graduate school. Several studies that 

focused exclusively on graduate student parents concentrate on challenges and negative 

experiences in the institutions, especially those of female students or single parents ((Brown & 
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Watson, 2010; Kulp, 2020; Springer et al., 2009). While understanding students' motivational 

orientation and their mental health is crucial in providing adequate support and quality 

instruction (Hyun et al., 2006; Offstein et al., 2004; Sogunro, 2015), no known studies have 

examined motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate student parents nor investigated how 

these variables are affected by students’ parental status, major, and gender. 

The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of parental status and student 

major on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction, as well as the influence of 

gender and major on graduate student parents.   

Research Questions 

This study examined the following research questions:  

1. How do parental status and student major affect graduate students’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  

2. How do gender and student major affect graduate student parents’ motivation, 

stress, and satisfaction?  

Summary 

Study Overview 

Student parents are a vastly underrepresented group compared to those without children 

in graduate school (Kulp, 2020). Graduate students with dependent children may go through 

numerous challenges and struggles as they assume multiple roles. Being both a graduate student 

and a parent requires balancing multiple responsibilities, such as taking a course for their study, 

teaching, research tasks, as well as parenting responsibilities (Offstein et al., 2004). Graduate 

student parents are often compared to faculty parents, as they share similar responsibilities, but 

lack secure positions and finance. Graduate student parents often have to compromise either one 
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of the roles in their attempt to balance multiple roles. Emotional stress such as frustration, 

anxiety, or anger caused by performing the multiple roles of student, parent, and spouse or 

partner may hinder them from learning (Dobmeier & Moran, 2008).  

In light of the growing number of student parents in higher education, understanding why 

these students who have children chose to pursue their degree in graduate school is important as 

motivation is a crucial element for success, especially at the graduate level (Hegarty, 2011). The 

primary focus of this study was to highlight the absence of research and measurement of this 

student population. While much research on student parents highlights the struggles of students 

with children, this study examined their motive in learning and how it is affected by students’ 

parental status and major. In addition, examining how their stress and satisfaction are affected by 

parental status and major would be beneficial as there are few studies that directly assessed those 

influences. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the influence of parental status, 

major, and gender on graduate students’ motivation, stress, and satisfaction.  

Self-determination theory was provided as the framework for this study. A quantitative 

research design was used to address two research questions using an online survey hosted by 

Qualtrics. Three instruments were adopted in this survey: 1) Academic Motivation Scale - 

College Version (AMC-28) developed by Vallerand et al. (1992); 2) the Perceived Stress Scale 

(PSS – 14) by Cohen et al. (1983), and 3) one subscale of the Extended Satisfaction with Life 

Scale (ESWLS) developed by Alfonso et al. (1996).  

The online questionnaire was distributed to the students who were enrolled in graduate 

school at a southeastern four-year university in the United States. There were approximately 

3,306 students enrolled in graduate school during Summer 2018. Of those 3,306 students, 1,666 
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students were females, and 1,640 students were males. Among those students, 667 students 

responded to the survey, which is about 20.18% of the response rate. Among those 667 

responses, 545 responses were usable as 122 responses were incomplete (usable rate equals 

81.7%). Among the valid respondents, 145 identified themselves as parents (26.61%), whereas 

400 reported they did not have dependent children (73.39%).  Among the student parents, 82 

were females (56.6%) and 63 were males (43.4%). Data collected from this survey was analyzed 

through a factorial ANOVA in order to examine the influence of 1) parental status and major on 

graduate students and 2) gender and major on graduate student parents.  

Findings of the Survey 

Research Question 1 examined the influence of parental status (i.e., parent or non-parent) 

and major (i.e., STEM or non-STEM) on graduate students. The result of the analysis showed 

that the parental status of the graduate students has a statistically significant influence on the 

levels of relative autonomous motivation, stress, and satisfaction. It showed that graduate student 

parents have statistically higher levels of motivation, lower levels of stress, and higher levels of 

satisfaction than those of non-parents. The result of the analysis found no statistically significant 

influence of major nor interaction effect of parental status and major.  

Research Question 2 sought to investigate the influence of gender (i.e., female or male) 

and major (i.e., STEM or non-STEM) on graduate student parents. The result showed that the 

levels of motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate student parents were not significantly 

affected by gender or major. In addition, there was no statistically significant influence of 

interaction effect of gender or major.  

Conclusions 
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The data collected showed different results from previous studies in multiple aspects. 

While there is little literature focusing on student parents’ motivation in learning directly, studies 

on adult learners suggest that older students return to graduate school with a mastery approach to 

the subject matter as opposed to a grade-driven performance approach (McCollum & Kajs, 

2007). Similarly, in his study of adult students in graduate school, Hegarty (2011) indicates that 

adult learners seek academic credentials that reflect a commitment to personal improvement that 

can also be applied to one’s chosen professional field. Whether it is personal interest or 

achievement in learning that drive student parents in learning, one of the primary reasons that 

appear to explain student parents pursuing a degree may be the desire to enhance the family 

welfare and their children’s success (Kreischer, 2017), suggesting that student parents might 

have different motivation in learning compared to childless students. As expected, the result of 

this study showed that student parents had higher relative autonomous motivation than their 

counterparts. This result suggests that graduate student parents are less likely to be driven by 

external influences, such as praise, rewards, money, or punishment, while more prone to 

instructions that spark interest and curiosity.  

This result also suggests that student parents concentrate more on their personal goals and 

interests and might thrive in a less controlled learning environment rather than a classroom 

where outside incentives or pressure are emphasized. Several empirical studies on motivation 

stressed creating a supportive environment that can increase students’ intrinsic motivation (Chen 

& Reeve, 2015; Pearlman, 2015). Adult learners, especially those with family responsibilities, 

might have difficult times in learning if they are in a controlled or pressured climate in a 

classroom or workgroup. When they believe that they have some control over their learning, they 

are more likely to persist with the task. On the other hand, students with no family obligations 
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might also thrive in an autonomy-supportive environment; yet, providing some structures and 

rewards might be helpful in supporting their learning behaviors.  

In terms of mental health and well-being, previous studies suggest student parents 

experience higher levels of stress and poor well-being due to role conflict, work overload, 

financial insecurity, lack of institutional support and faculty understanding. However, the 

findings of the current study showed difficult results from the previous research. Contrary to the 

prior expectation that student parents would have higher levels of stress and lower levels of 

satisfaction than students without children, the result of this study showed that student parents 

had lower levels of stress and higher levels of general life satisfaction.  

This result may partially explain that student parents have developed strategic ways to 

accommodate their conflicting roles. For example, in their study of academic women, Wolf-

Wenden and Ward (2015) found that faculty parents found joy in multiple roles despite the 

pressure of juggling numerous responsibilities that comes from both the institution and home. 

One of the participants in their study mentioned their improved ability to focus on their work by 

“I used to waste a lot of time, but now that I have a baby and I need to drop her off and pick up, I 

need to be more focused with my research and writing. I piddle a lot less than I do” (p. 26). They 

also pointed out that these academic parents were able to develop “creative work arrangements 

involving work when children are sleeping or occupied” (p. 30). Their finding is in alignment 

with their earlier study on women faculty (Wolf-Wenden & Ward, 2012) that women can 

succeed in both their faculty and family roles.  

The result of this study partly confirms the “Role Enhancement Theory” (Sieber, 1974), 

which argues that engaging in multiple roles can enhance wellbeing and people benefit in some 

way than they experience conflicts in doing so. Similarly, several studies found that student 
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parents acknowledge their academic roles as beneficial because they are proving positive role 

models for their children (Estes, 2011; Kreischer, 2017; Moreau & Kerner, 2015) as well as 

emphasizing children’s roles in sparking research interests (Dillon, 2012; Moreau & Kerner, 

2015). Wolf-Wenden and Ward’s (2006) study on faculty parents showed that time spent with 

children acted as a buffer for the stress felt from academic demands. A series of interviews on 

student parents in graduate school by Kreischer (2017) showed that some students experienced 

role enhancement by feeling more well-rounded or by being a positive role model for their 

children. In addition, some student parents felt better about themselves as they were becoming 

more organized and better at time management by holding dual roles. Another study found that 

academic parents were able to keep themselves from workaholic tendencies after having 

children, allowing them to feel more recharged (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). Individual growth 

and enhanced communication and mutual trust with research participants were also noted from 

student parents (Asselin, 2008; Lynn, 2008; Thomas, 2014).   

These studies highlight positive aspects of being a student parent, which one role 

positively influence the other role by creating more resource (Kreischer, 2017; Sieber, 1974). 

Parenthood and graduate school may also provide benefits to graduate student parents in that 

these roles may buffer the stress of one another and allow students to gain new insights into their 

academic, parental, and professional roles (Estes, 2011; Dillon, 2012; Kreischer, 2017).  

In terms of gender disparity in academe, previous studies pointed out that female students 

and woman scholars might experience higher levels of stress and lower levels of satisfaction. 

However, this study found no significant difference between female and male graduate students 

with dependent children, in terms of motivation, stress, and satisfaction. While the studies on 

graduate student fathers are scarce, one autoethnography of being a graduate student father 
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reveals that student fathers also struggle to find work-life balance as well as experiencing 

feelings of guilt by their inability to achieve either one of the roles (Dillon, 2012). Recently, the 

role of parenting has been changed, and more working fathers have attempted to take a larger 

role in caring for their children (Dillon, 2012; Duckworth & Buzzanell, 2009). Dillon 

acknowledges the positive aspects of being a student parent in alignment with several other 

student-parent studies. He recounts that the parental role provided new insights for topics of 

study (Dillon, 2012).   

Regarding the influence of students’ majors, previous studies pointed out that female 

students and scholars might experience higher levels of stress and lower levels of satisfaction. 

However, this study showed no significant difference between students in STEM and non-STEM 

areas, in terms of motivation, stress, and satisfaction.  

It would be hasty to conclude that the higher levels of satisfaction and low levels of stress 

from the analysis of this study suggest that student parents experience fewer challenges from 

balancing multiple roles or are provided with adequate support from their institution. Although 

this study partly provided evidence of role enhancement in that student parents benefit from their 

two demanding roles, evidence suggests that student parents experience a varied level of “role 

enhancement” and “role conflict” simultaneously (Kreischer, 2017; Tiedje et al., 1990). 

Therefore, the unique challenges faced by student parents, including time constraints, guilt, 

anxiety, stress, financial constraint, childcare assistance, should not be neglected (L. Brown & 

Watson, 2010; Dillon, 2012; Dolson & Deemer, 2020; Estes, 2011; Grady et al., 2014; 

Kreischer, 2017; Kulp, 2020; Sallee, 2015; Springer et al., 2009).  

Implications 
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Graduate student parents are often neglected, and studies exclusively focusing on this 

group are rare. In light of the unique struggles and challenges they experience in pursuit of their 

goals, developing a better understanding of the experiences of student parents in graduate school 

is crucial for developing improved policies and resources to support student parents’ success. 

Moreover, emphasis on creating a family-friendly environment throughout the campus would 

attract competent graduate students. Hence, universities and colleges must consider how to 

accommodate those who want to combine work and family throughout their study. Knowledge 

and understanding of motivational factors behind students’ reasons for study can serve to assist 

educators in the design of education programs (Hegarty, 2011). In addition, understanding their 

mental health and wellbeing would be helpful in deciding practical resources and strategies for 

this group of students. The findings of this study suggest important implications for institutions 

in higher education, professors, instructors, and policymakers to provide adequate and strategic 

instructional support to maintain student parents' motivation in learning as well as accommodate 

their needs to balance academic responsibilities and family life.  

First, this study emphasizes the importance of creating a supportive learning environment 

for student parents as well as all the other graduate students. Adult learners are intrinsically 

motivated to learn when they believe they have some control over their learning than they are in 

a controlled or pressured climate. Moreover, personalization of learning materials may be needed 

as adult learners deem learning important when they see the practical utility and personal 

meaning in what they learn (Chen, 2017).  

Second, many students in graduate school have dependent children or choose to have a 

baby during their studies. Having a child can significantly influence their academic role and may 

negatively affect their production or timely graduation. Providing information and suggestions 
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about how to manage their multiple roles can be helpful. This type of information can include a 

strategic way to balance multiple roles (e.g., time management), community resources (e.g., 

financial support or community services), and campus resources (e.g., academic writing and 

research).  

Lastly, faculty members should be aware that student parents account for a large 

proportion of students in graduate school, and their academic and professional life may be 

heavily influenced by their parental roles. Complexity and conflict may arise when professors 

and instructors consider these students the same as other childless graduate students. Parents’ 

needs and increased unpredictability of life events should be taken into consideration when 

serving this population. Therefore, flexibility and empathy from faculty members are needed in 

regard to their academic roles. For example, giving options to participate in the class discussion 

via video conference (e.g., Zoom or Skype) might be a reasonable accommodation for a parent 

who has a sick child at home.  At the institutional level, developing a family-friendly 

environment across the campus for student parents is crucial. These include 1) creating physical 

facilities such as accessible parking lots for pregnant students, affordable on-campus childcare 

centers, and lactation space for mothers 2) developing supportive policies such as childcare 

subsidies or financial support, and 3) developing institutional resources that are specifically 

tailored to the needs of graduate student parents.  

Limitations 

There are some limitations of the study regarding the definition of the key constructs of 

the study, study participants, and data collection method. First, the key construct of the study, 

motivation, is a general term that can be defined and be measured in various ways using different 

theoretical frameworks. This study, however, used Deci and Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination 
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Theory to assess the academic motivation of learners. Therefore, the result of this study 

concerning the motivation of graduate students with dependent children and those who do not 

have children may not be congruent with other studies using a different theoretical framework.  

Second, this study adopts a self-reported questionnaire. Therefore, there is a possibility 

that respondents’ answers on individual items might not accurately capture their true perceptions. 

Students who took this survey may not thoroughly understand their motivation in learning, and 

their level of stress and satisfaction can be affected by recent events they have experienced, 

including academic pressures or financial concerns.  

Another limitation of the study concerns the generalizability of the sample. Participants 

of this study consist of graduate students in a large southeastern research institution, which may 

not represent all graduate students in the U.S. In addition, there exists the possibility of a 

voluntary selection bias in the sample; therefore, the participants who decided to take part in this 

survey may not have been representative of their counterparts who did not respond. In particular, 

student parents who volunteered their time to participate in this study may have been under less 

stress or time constraints than those who did not participate. Moreover, student parents who self-

selected to participate in the study may place more value in their student role or be more engaged 

with their schooling.  

A final limitation is that the analysis of the groups did not examine certain potentially 

influential variables that might have affected the level of motivation, stress, and satisfaction 

among small sample sizes among specific groups due to uneven proportions. For example, the 

number of children and the age of one’s children can have a measurable impact on one’s familial 

and academic life. The departmental environment and relationship with faculty members can 

also be influential on one’s motivation and mental health. Therefore, future analysis including 
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these potentially influential variables may be helpful in understanding the experiences of student 

parents more thoroughly.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

First, future studies exploring potentially influential variables on students’ motivating 

factors, mental health, and wellbeing are warranted. Influential factors, such as the number of 

children, the age of the youngest child, and marital/partner status should be included to further 

investigate graduate student parent’s experiences in balancing multiple roles as a parent and a 

student. Examining specific strategies in balancing their roles and how these strategies affect 

their motivation, stress, and satisfaction might clarify the differences among the two groups. 

These studies could provide a deeper understanding of the experiences of student parents and 

explore possible resources for their success. Second, empirical and qualitative studies such as 

observations, focus group discussions, or interviews are needed to understand student parents on 

a deeper level. Even though the result of this study revealed that the student-parent group had 

lower levels of stress and higher levels of satisfaction than those of their counterparts, and no 

significant influences of gender and major were found, further investigation with diverse 

graduate students is needed to generalize the findings of the present study. Third, follow-up 

studies are needed to clarify what affected the differences in motivation, stress, and satisfaction 

between graduate student parents and non-parents.   

These recommendations have the potential to benefit not just student parents but all 

students in graduate school. Despite several universities implementing family-friendly policies 

and resources, these resources are often informal and enacted case-by-case. Even though formal 

policies and resources for student parents exist on campus, many parents are not aware of these 

resources due to a lack of advertisement. Moreover, unexplicit or explicit discrimination toward 
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student parents on campus hinders them from fully utilizing those resources. Therefore, 

developing family-friendly policies across the campus and department is warranted as well as 

communicating possible resources through campaigns to disseminate the information for 

increased accessibility. Further investigation of the specific resources and needs of student 

parents in graduate school is necessary.  

Student parents are a special and important proportion of graduate students, and their 

number takes up a large proportion of the student population. This study takes an important step 

to fill the gaps in student-parent literature by highlighting their motive for attending graduate 

school. This research also demonstrates the importance of understanding mental health and well-

being by investigating the levels of stress and satisfaction. As such, this study adds to the sparse 

literature on this population, extends current theories regarding motivation in adult learners, and 

suggests practical strategies that institutions in higher education, faculty members, and others 

might support student parents’ success in graduate schools. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



87 
 

            References 

Acker, J. (2011). Theorizing gender, race, and class in organizations. Handbook of Gender, Work 

and Organization, 2011, 65–80. 

Alfonso, V. C., Allison, D. B., Rader, D. E., & Gorman, B. S. (1996). The extended satisfaction 

with life scale: Development and psychometric properties. Social Indicators Research, 

38(3), 275–301. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00292049 

Andreou, E., Alexopoulos, E. C., Lionis, C., Varvogli, L., Gnardellis, C., Chrousos, G. P., & 

Darviri, C. (2011). Perceived stress scale: Reliability and validity study in Greece. 

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 8(8), 3287–3298. 

Armenti, C. (2004). Women faculty seeking tenure and parenthood: Lessons from previous 

generations. Cambridge Journal of Education, 34(1), 65–83. 

Asselin, G. (2008). Balancing Personal and Educational Priorities: An Alternative Perspcetive on 

the Anthropological Family. Anthropology News, 49(6), 17–17. 

Bailey, T. H., & Phillips, L. J. (2016). The influence of motivation and adaptation on students’ 

subjective well-being, meaning in life and academic performance. Higher Education 

Research & Development, 35(2), 201–216. 

Baker, M. (2010). Choices or constraints? Family responsibilities, gender and academic career. 

Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 41(1), 1–18. 

Baum, S., Ma, J., & Payea, K. (2013). Education pays 2013. The College Board. 

Becker, G. (2000). Creating comparability among reliability coefficients: The case of Cronbach 

alpha and Cohen kappa. Psychological Reports, 87(3_suppl), 1171-1182E. 

Behboodi Moghadam, Z., Ordibeheshti Khiaban, M., Esmaeili, M., & Salsali, M. (2017). 

Motherhood challenges and well-being along with the studentship role among Iranian 



88 
 

women: A qualitative study. International Journal of Qualitative Studies on Health and 

Well-Being, 12(1), 1335168. 

Bennett, A., & Burke, P. J. (2018). Re/conceptualising time and temporality: An exploration of 

time in higher education. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 39(6), 

913–925. 

Bleijenbergh, I. L., van Engen, M. L., & Vinkenburg, C. J. (2013). Othering women: Fluid 

images of the ideal academic. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 

32(1), 22–35.  

Blondy, L. C. (2007). Evaluation and application of andragogical assumptions to the adult online 

learning environment. Journal of Interactive Online Learning, 6(2), 116–130. 

Brown, L., & Watson, P. (2010). Understanding the experiences of female doctoral students. 

Journal of Further and Higher Education, 34(3), 385–404. 

Brown, R. L. (2007). College females as mothers: Balancing the roles of student and motherhood. 

ABNF Journal, 18(1), 25. 

Brown, V., & Nichols, T. R. (2013). Pregnant and parenting students on campus: Policy and 

program implications for a growing population. Educational Policy, 27(3), 499–530. 

Brus, C. P. (2006). Seeking balance in graduate school: A realistic expectation or a dangerous 

dilemma? New Directions for Student Services, 2006(115), 31–45. 

Cech, E. A., & Blair-Loy, M. (2019). The changing career trajectories of new parents in STEM. 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 116(10), 4182–4187. 

Chater, S., & Hatch, A. (1991). Student, Worker, Mom: On Campus, In Need. Educational 

Record, 72(1), 32–37. 



89 
 

Chen, J. C. (2014). Teaching nontraditional adult students: Adult learning theories in practice. 

Teaching in Higher Education, 19(4), 406–418. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2013.860101 

Chen, J. C. (2017). Nontraditional Adult Learners: The Neglected Diversity in Postsecondary 

Education. SAGE Open, 7(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244017697161 

Cho, S. H., Roy, R. N., & Dayne, N. (2021). Student–Parents’ Mental Health: Factors Affecting 

Anxiety and Depression. Family and Consumer Sciences Research Journal, 49(3), 254–

269. 

Coe, A. (2013, January 17). Being Married Helps Professors Get Ahead, but Only If They’re 

Male. The Atlantic. https://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/01/being-married-

helps-professors-get-ahead-but-only-if-theyre-male/267289/ 

Cohen, S. (1988). Perceived stress in a probability sample of the United States.In S. Spacapan & 

S. Oskamp (Eds.), The social psychology of health (pp. 31 - 67). Sage Publications, Inc.  

Cohen, S., Kamarck, T., & Mermelstein, R. (1983). A global measure of perceived stress. 

Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 385–396. 

Cook, D. A., & Artino Jr, A. R. (2016). Motivation to learn: An overview of contemporary 

theories. Medical Education, 50(10), 997–1014. 

Coronel, B. (2020). The Lived Experience of Community College Student-Parents. Aleph, UCLA 

Undergraduate Research Journal for the Humanities and Social Sciences, 17(1). 

Crabb, S., & Ekberg, S. (2014). Retaining female postgraduates in academia: The role of gender 

and prospective parenthood. Higher Education Research & Development, 33(6), 1099–

1112. 



90 
 

Crossan, B., Field, J., Gallacher, J., & Merrill, B. (2003). Understanding Participation in 

Learning for Non-traditional Adult Learners: Learning careers and the construction of 

learning identities. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 24(1), 55–67. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690301907 

Deutsch, N. L., & Schmertz, B. (2011). “ Starting from Ground Zero:” Constraints and 

Experiences of Adult Women Returning to College. The Review of Higher Education, 

34(3), 477–504. 

Diener, E. D., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life scale. 

Journal of Personality Assessment, 49(1), 71–75. 

Dillon, P. J. (2012). Unbalanced: An autoethnography of fatherhood in academe. Journal of 

Family Communication, 12(4), 284–299. 

Dobmeier, R., & Moran, J. (2008). Dealing with disruptive behavior of adult learners. New 

Horizons in Adult Education and Human Resource Development, 22(2), 29–54. 

Dolson, J. M., & Deemer, E. D. (2020). The relationship between perceived discrimination and 

school/work–family conflict among graduate student-parents. Journal of Career 

Development, 0894845320916245. 

Douglas-Hall, A., & Chau, M. M. (2007). Parents’ low education leads to low income, despite 

full-time employment. National Center for Children in Poverty. Columbia University.  

Duckworth, J. D., & Buzzanell, P. M. (2009). Constructing work-life balance and fatherhood: 

Men’s framing of the meanings of both work and family. Communication Studies, 60(5), 

558–573. 

Eagan Jr, M. K., & Garvey, J. C. (2015). Stressing out: Connecting race, gender, and stress with 

faculty productivity. The Journal of Higher Education, 86(6), 923–954. 



91 
 

Estes, D. K. (2011). Managing the student-parent dilemma: Mothers and fathers in higher 

education. Symbolic Interaction, 34(2), 198–219. 

Exstrum, O. (2015, March 6). Frustrated with lack of support, graduate student parents search for 

solution. The Daily Northwestern. 

https://dailynorthwestern.com/2015/03/06/campus/frustrated-with-lack-of-support-

graduate-student-parents-search-for-solution/ 

Fairchild, E. E. (2003). Multiple roles of adult learners. New Directions for Student Services, 

2003(102), 11–16. 

Fortier, M. S., Vallerand, R. J., & Guay, F. (1995). Academic motivation and school 

performance: Toward a structural model. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 20(3), 

257–274. 

Fox, M. F., Fonseca, C., & Bao, J. (2011). Work and family conflict in academic science: 

Patterns and predictors among women and men in research universities. Social Studies of 

Science, 41(5), 715–735. 

Gardner, S. K. (2008). Fitting the Mold of Graduate School: A Qualitative Study of Socialization 

in Doctoral Education. Innovative Higher Education, 33(2), 125–138. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-008-9068-x 

Golde, C. M. (2005). The Role of the Department and Discipline in Doctoral Student Attrition: 

Lessons from Four Departments. The Journal of Higher Education, 76(6), 669–700. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2005.0039 

Grady, R. K., La Touche, R., Oslawski-Lopez, J., Powers, A., & Simacek, K. (2014). Betwixt 

and Between: The Social Position and Stress Experiences of Graduate Students. Teaching 

Sociology, 42(1), 5–16. https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X13502182 



92 
 

Grant, L., Kennelly, I., & Ward, K. B. (2000). Revisiting the gender, marriage, and parenthood 

puzzle in scientific careers. Women’s Studies Quarterly, 28(1/2), 62–85. 

Greco, E., Pavlinac, K., & Ramirez, R. (2020). Promoting Student Parent Success: Analyzing 

Resources and Support for Student Parents Across Various Universities. 

Hardin, C. J. (2008). Adult students in higher education: A portrait of transitions. New Directions 

for Higher Education, 2008(144), 49–57. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.325 

Holmes, D. (2005). Embracing differences: Post-secondary education among Aboriginal 

students, students with children, and students with disabilities. Canada Millennium 

Scholarship Foundation Montreal, QC. 

Home, A., & Hinds, C. (2000). Life situations and institutional supports of women university 

students with family and job responsibilities. TITLE AERC 2000: An International 

Conference. Proceedings of the Annual Adult Education Research Conference (41st, 

Vancouver, 196. 

Home, A. M. (1997). Learning the hard way: Role strain, stress, role demands, and support in 

multiple-role women students. Journal of Social Work Education, 33(2), 335–346. 

Hyun, J. K., Quinn, B. C., Madon, T., & Lustig, S. (2006). Graduate student mental health: 

Needs assessment and utilization of counseling services. Journal of College Student 

Development, 47(3), 247–266. 

Kasworm, C. E. (2010). Adult Learners in a Research University: Negotiating Undergraduate 

Student Identity. Adult Education Quarterly, 60(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713609336110 



93 
 

Kasworm, C. E., Polson, C. J., & Fishback, S. J. (2002). Responding to Adult Learners in Higher 

Education. Professional Practices in Adult Education and Human Resource Development 

Series. ERIC. 

Kelly, K., & Grant, L. (2012). Penalties and premiums: The impact of gender, marriage, and 

parenthood on faculty salaries in science, engineering and mathematics (SEM) and non-

SEM fields. Social Studies of Science, 42(6), 869–896. 

Kennelly, I., & Spalter-Roth, R. M. (2006). Parents on the job market: Resources and strategies 

that help sociologists attain tenure-track jobs. The American Sociologist, 37(4), 29–49. 

Kinman, G., & Jones, F. (2008). A life beyond work? Job demands, work-life balance, and 

wellbeing in UK academics. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 

17(1–2), 41–60. 

Kmec, J. A. (2013). Why academic STEM mothers feel they have to work harder than others on 

the job. International Journal of Gender, Science and Technology, 5(2), 79-101.   

Knowles, M. S. (1970). The Modern Practice of Adult Education; Andragogy versus Pedagogy. 

The Association Press.  

Knowles, M. S. (1975). Self-directed learning: A guide for learners and teachers. The 

Association Press.  

Knowles, M. S. (1978). Andragogy: Adult Learning Theory in Perspective. Community College 

Review, 5(3), 9–20. https://doi.org/10.1177/009155217800500302 

Knowles, M. S. (1980). The modern practice of adult education: From pedagogy to andragogy. 

Eglewood Cliffs, NJ: Cambridge Adult Education.  

Knowles, M. S. (1984). Andragogy in Action. Applying Modern Principles of Adult Education. 

San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.  



94 
 

Knowles, M. S., III, E. F. H., Swanson, R. A., & Robinson, P. A. (2020). The Adult Learner: The 

Definitive Classic in Adult Education and Human Resource Development. Routledge. 

Kohler Giancola, J., Grawitch, M. J., & Borchert, D. (2009). Dealing with the stress of college: 

A model for adult students. Adult Education Quarterly, 59(3), 246–263. 

Kreischer, A. (2017). Parents enrolled in graduate programs and their experiences with faculty 

(15341.) [Doctoral dissertation, Iowa State University]. Iowa State University Digital 

Repository.  

Kremer, I. (2016). The relationship between school-work-family-conflict, subjective stress, and 

burnout. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 31(4), 805 - 819. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JMP-01-2015-0014 

Kulp, A. M. (2020). Parenting on the path to the professoriate: A focus on graduate student 

mothers. Research in Higher Education, 61(3), 408–429. 

Lashuel, H. A. (2020). The busy lives of academics have hidden costs—And universities must 

take better care of their faculty members. Nature. https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-020-

00661-w 

Lee, E.-H. (2012). Review of the psychometric evidence of the perceived stress scale. Asian 

Nursing Research, 6(4), 121–127. 

Leung, D. Y., Lam, T., & Chan, S. S. (2010). Three versions of Perceived Stress Scale: 

Validation in a sample of Chinese cardiac patients who smoke. BMC Public Health, 

10(1), 1–7. 

Lisnic, R., Zajicek, A., & Kerr, B. (2019). Work–Family Balance and Tenure Reasonableness: 

Gender Differences in Faculty Assessment. Sociological Spectrum, 39(5), 340–358. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.2019.1691097 



95 
 

Lister, P. G. (2003). “It’s like you can’t be a whole person, a mother who studies”. Lifelong 

learning: Mature women students with caring commitments in social work education. 

Social Work Education, 22(2), 125–138. 

Litalien, D., & Guay, F. (2015). Dropout intentions in PhD studies: A comprehensive model 

based on interpersonal relationships and motivational resources. Contemporary 

Educational Psychology, 41, 218–231. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2015.03.004 

Little, R. J. (1988). A test of missing completely at random for multivariate data with missing 

values. Journal of the American Statistical Association, 83(404), 1198–1202. 

Lynch, K. D. (2008). Gender roles and the American academe: A case study of graduate student 

mothers. Gender and Education, 20(6), 585–605. 

Lynn, C. D. (2008). Parent Seeking PhD: The Practicality and Pitfalls of Staying Local. 

Anthropology News, 49(6), 16–16. 

Lyonette, C. (2015). Part-time work, work–life balance and gender equality. Journal of Social 

Welfare and Family Law, 37(3), 321–333. 

Mallinckrodt, B., & Leong, F. T. L. (1992). Social Support in Academic Programs and Family 

Environments: Sex Differences and Role Conflicts for Graduate Students. Journal of 

Counseling & Development, 70(6), 716–723. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-

6676.1992.tb02154.x 

Markle, G. (2015). Factors Influencing Persistence Among Nontraditional University Students. 

Adult Education Quarterly, 65(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713615583085 

Mason, M. A., & Goulden, M. (2004). Do babies matter (Part II). Academe, 90(6), 10–15. 

Mason, M. A., Wolfinger, N. H., & Goulden, M. (2013). Do babies matter?: Gender and family 

in the ivory tower. Rutgers University Press. 



96 
 

Merriam, S. B. (2001). Andragogy and self-directed learning: Pillars of adult learning theory. 

New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, 2001(89), 3. 

Mimura, C., & Griffiths, P. (2004). A Japanese version of the perceived stress scale: Translation 

and preliminary test. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 41(4), 379–385. 

Moreau, M.-P., & Kerner, C. (2015). Care in academia: An exploration of student parents’ 

experiences. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 36(2), 215–233. 

Nashashibi, P., & Watters, K. (2003). Curriculum Leadership in Adult Learning. Learning and 

Skills Development Agency, Regent Arcade House, 19-25 Argyll Street, London W1F 

7LS, United Kingdom (Ref. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED474706 

Nelken, M. L. (2009a). Negotiating classroom process: Lessons from adult learning. Negotiation 

Journal, 25(2), 181–194. 

Nelken, M. L. (2009b). Negotiating Classroom Process: Lessons from Adult Learning. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1571-

9979.2009.00219.x?casa_token=BslgI9uJdxoAAAAA%3Apg0A1aTkGfNshIIRdx-

O0eQw5rHyiynzpAEUWuCY9y9eDUx7AMLujFk-c5M-Zm2b5I5DZXhWT4ow 

Nowell, C. (2017). The influence of motivational orientation on the satisfaction of university 

students. Teaching in Higher Education, 22(7), 855–866. 

O’Donnell, V. L., & Tobbell, J. (2007). The Transition of Adult Students to Higher Education: 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation in a Community of Practice? Adult Education 

Quarterly, 57(4). https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713607302686 

Offstein, E. H., Larson, M. B., Mcneill, A. L., & Mwale, H. M. (2004). Are we doing enough for 

today’s graduate student? International Journal of Educational Management. 



97 
 

Oswalt, S. B., & Riddock, C. C. (2007). What to Do about Being Overwhelmed: Graduate 

Students, Stress and University Services. College Student Affairs Journal, 27(1), 24–44. 

Palloff, R. M., & Pratt, K. (2010). Collaborating Online: Learning Together in Community. John 

Wiley & Sons. 

Palloff, R. M., & Pratt, K. (2013). Lessons from the Virtual Classroom: The Realities of Online 

Teaching. John Wiley & Sons. 

Pelletier, S. G. (2010). Success for Adult Students. Public Purpose, 1–5. 

Ramírez, M. T. G., & Hernández, R. L. (2007). Factor structure of the Perceived Stress Scale 

(PSS) in a sample from Mexico. Spanish Journal of Psychology, 10(1), 199. 

Reay, D., Ball, S., & David, M. (2002). ‘It’s Taking Me a Long Time but I’ll Get There in the 

End’: Mature students on access courses and higher education choice. British 

Educational Research Journal, 28(1), 5–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920120109711 

Remor, E. (2006). Psychometric properties of a European Spanish version of the Perceived 

Stress Scale (PSS). The Spanish Journal of Psychology, 9(1), 86. 

Reuter, S. Z. (2018). Intersecting ethics of responsibility: Childless academic women and their 

ambivalence in reproductive decision-making. Women’s Studies International Forum, 70, 

99–108. 

Rosser, S. V., & Lane, E. O. (2002). Key barriers for academic institutions seeking to retain 

female scientists and engineers: Family-unfriendly policies. Low Numbers, stereotypes, 

and harassment. Journal of Women and Minorities in Science and Engineering, 8(2). 

Ross-Gordon, J. M. (2011, January 2). Research on Adult Learners: Supporting the Needs of a 

Student Population that Is No Longer Nontraditional [Text]. Association of American 



98 
 

Colleges & Universities. https://www.aacu.org/publications-

research/periodicals/research-adult-learners-supporting-needs-student-population-no 

Russell, D. (2021). Design, Development, Implementation, and Support (DDIS): A Curriculum 

Supporting Online Doctoral Candidates. Higher Learning Research Communications, 

11(1), 2. 

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2020). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation from a self-determination 

theory perspective: Definitions, theory, practices, and future directions. Contemporary 

Educational Psychology, 61, 101860. 

Sallee, M. W. (2015). Adding academics to the work/family puzzle: Graduate student parents in 

higher education and student affairs. Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 

52(4), 401–413. 

Serrano, C. M. (2008). Leaking pipelines: Doctoral student family formation. Berkeley 

Undergraduate Journal, 20(2). 

Shoukat, A., Ilyas, M., Azam, R., & Ch, A. H. (2013). Impact of parents’ education on children’s 

academic performance. Secondary Education Journal, 2(1), 53–59. 

Smith, R. L., Maroney, K., Nelson, K. W., Abel, A. L., & Abel, H. S. (2006). Doctoral 

Programs: Changing High Rates of Attrition. The Journal of Humanistic Counseling, 

Education and Development, 45(1), 17–31. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-

1939.2006.tb00002.x 

Sogunro, O. A. (2015). Motivating factors for adult learners in higher education. International 

Journal of Higher Education, 4(1), 22–37. 

Springer, K. W., Parker, B. K., & Leviten-Reid, C. (2009). Making space for graduate student 

parents: Practice and politics. Journal of Family Issues, 30(4), 435–457. 



99 
 

Sweet, S., & Moen, P. (2007). Integrating educational careers in work and family: Women’s 

return to school and family life quality. Community, Work and Family, 10(2), 231–250. 

Thomas, T. J. (2014). Daddy, Can We Play Beatles Rock Band? The Lived Experiences of a 

Married Student with Children in a Cohort-Based Education Doctoral Program. In 

ProQuest LLC. ProQuest LLC. 

Tiedje, L. B., Wortman, C. B., Downey, G., Emmons, C., Biernat, M., & Lang, E. (1990). 

Women with Multiple Roles: Role-Compatibility Perceptions, Satisfaction, and Mental 

Health. Journal of Marriage and Family, 52(1), 63–72. https://doi.org/10.2307/352838 

Torres, I., Watkins, R., Liukkonen, M., & Neo, M. L. (December 2020). COVID has laid bare 

the inequities that face mothers in STEM. Scientific American. Retrieved from 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/covid-has-laid-bare-the-inequities-that-face-

mothers-in-stem/ 

Trussell, D. E. (2015). Pinstripes and breast pumps: Navigating the tenure-motherhood-track. 

Leisure Sciences, 37(2), 160–175. 

Vallerand, R. J., & Blssonnette, R. (1992). Intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivational styles as 

predictors of behavior: A prospective study. Journal of Personality, 60(3), 599–620. 

Vallerand, R. J., Pelletier, L. G., Blais, M. R., Brière, N. M., Senécal, C. B., & Vallières, É. F. 

(1993). Academic motivation scale (ams-c 28) college (cegep) version. Educational and 

Psychological Measurement, 52(53), 1992–1993. 

Vallerand, R. J., Pelletier, L. G., Blais, M. R., Briere, N. M., Senecal, C., & Vallieres, E. F. 

(1992). The Academic Motivation Scale: A measure of intrinsic, extrinsic, and 

amotivation in education. Educational and Psychological Measurement, 52(4), 1003–

1017. 



100 
 

Van Rhijn, T., Lero, D. S., & Burke, T. (2016). Why go back to school? Investigating the 

motivations of student parents to pursue post-secondary education. New Horizons in 

Adult Education and Human Resource Development, 28(2), 14–26. 

Van Rhijn, T. M., & Lero, D. S. (2014). The influence of self-efficacy beliefs for student parents 

attending university. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 33(4), 541–555. 

Vansteenkiste, M., Sierens, E., Soenens, B., Luyckx, K., & Lens, W. (2009). Motivational 

profiles from a self-determination perspective: The quality of motivation matters. Journal 

of Educational Psychology, 101(3), 671. 

Ward, K., & Wolf-Wendel, L. (2004). Academic motherhood: Managing complex roles in 

research universities. The Review of Higher Education, 27(2), 233–257. 

Ward, K., & Wolf-Wendel, L. (2012). Academic motherhood: How faculty manage work and 

family. Rutgers University Press. 

Wentzel, K. R., & Miele, D. B. (2009). Handbook of motivation at school. Routledge. 

White, J. S. (2005). Pipeline to Pathways: New Directions for Improving the Status of Women 

on Campus. Liberal Education, 91(1), 22–27. 

Wigfield, A., & Wentzel, K. R. (2007). Introduction to motivation at school: Interventions that 

work. Educational Psychologist, 42(4), 191–196. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520701621038 

Williams, J. (2001). Unbending gender: Why family and work conflict and what to do about it. 

Oxford University Press. 

Wlodkowski, R. J. (2003). Fostering motivation in professional development programs. New 

Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, 2003(98), 39–48. 



101 
 

Wlodkowski, R. J., & Ginsberg, M. B. (2017). Enhancing adult motivation to learn: A 

comprehensive guide for teaching all adults. John Wiley & Sons. 

Wolf-Wendel, L. E., & Ward, K. (2006). Academic life and motherhood: Variations by 

institutional type. Higher Education, 52(3), 487–521. 

Wolf-Wendel, L., & Ward, K. (2015). Academic mothers: Exploring disciplinary perspectives. 

Innovative Higher Education, 40(1), 19–35. 

Wright, M. C., Assar, N., Kain, E. L., Kramer, L., Howery, C. B., McKinney, K., Glass, B., & 

Atkinson, M. (2004). Greedy institutions: The importance of institutional context for 

teaching in higher education. Teaching Sociology, 32(2), 144–159. 

Yokokura, A. V. C. P., Silva, A. A. M. da, Fernandes, J. de K. B., Del-Ben, C. M., Figueiredo, F. 

P. de, Barbieri, M. A., & Bettiol, H. (2017). Perceived Stress Scale: Confirmatory factor 

analysis of the PSS14 and PSS10 versions in two samples of pregnant women from the 

BRISA cohort. Cadernos de Saude Publica, 33, e00184615. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



102 
 

           Appendix A 

 

The Online survey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



103 
 

 

 



104 
 

 

 



105 
 

 



106 
 

 



107 
 

 

 



108 
 

 



109 
 

 



110 
 

 

 



111 
 

 

 



112 
 

 

 



113 
 

Appendix B 

 

Information Letter of the Online Survey for this Study 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



114 
 

 



115 
 

 

 



116 
 

Appendix C 

 

Initial E-mail Invitation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



117 
 

Initial E-mail Invitation 
 
 
 
Dear AU students, 
 
My name is Hyeon Jean Yoo. I am a PhD student in the Department of Educational Foundations, 
Leadership, and Technology at Auburn University. I would like to invite you to participate in my 
research study to investigate motivation, stress, and satisfaction of graduate students in order to 
explore the needs and possible resources for graduate students. You are invited to participate 
because you are currently enrolled as a graduate student at Auburn University. 
 
Your participation is completely voluntary. If you decide to participate in this research study, 
you will be asked to take an anonymous online survey through Qualtrics. Your total time 
commitment will be approximately 10-15 minutes. 
 
The information gathered will provide important guidance for Auburn University to enhance the 
learning environment for graduate students. There will be no costs to participation or 
compensation. No personally identifiable information will be associated with your responses. 
Information collected through your participation may be used for publication or professional 
presentation. If you decide to participate, please click the website link below to go to the survey 
website. 
 
Survey Link: https://auburn.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cCk32hNoJvk4pfv 
 
If you decide not to participate your survey, your decision will not jeopardize your future 
relations with the Department of EFLT and Auburn University. 
 
Attached is a copy of the participant “information letter” for your review; you may print a copy 
for your records. If you have any questions about this survey, please contact me at 
hjy0002@tigermail.auburn.edu. 
 
I appreciate your time and consideration in completing this survey. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Hyeon Jean Yoo  
Principal Investigator  
Ph.D. Student  
Educational Foundations, Leadership, and Technology  
Auburn University 
 
Dr. David Marshall 
Faculty Advisor  
Assistant Professor 
Educational Foundations, Leadership, and Technology Auburn University 
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