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Abstract 
Women and men are attending graduate school in equal numbers and increasingly these students 

have dependent children. Few studies address the needs of this student population and how 

institutions can assist in their degree attainment. Through survey data, an artifact analysis, and 

student interviews, this study examined the specific challenges and support encountered by 

graduate students with children at one highly selective, private, research university. An analysis 

suggested graduate students with children face financial challenges, time-based work-family 

conflict, and confusing institutional policies, and receive support primarily from their peers and 

academic departments.  Institutions may encourage the academic success of these students by 

providing a wider array of childcare and health insurance options, and increasing communication 

regarding polices and available support.   
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 Research Question  
 

What support and challenges do graduate students with children encounter at a private, highly 

selective, research university, and how can the institution encourage the academic success of 

these students? 
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Introduction/Background of Master’s Project 

The average age of a graduate student in the United States is 32.4 years old (National 

Center for Education Statistics).  While many women and men enter graduate school during 

prime childrearing years, little is known about the needs of graduate students with children and 

the factors that contribute to their successful degree achievement. Although substantial research 

exists on the conflicts and role strains faced by working professionals who are parents, there are 

few studies that address the specific needs of graduate students with children, particularly at 

highly selective institutions. There are similarities between the needs of these two groups 

however, important differences are found including stress, time constraints, flexibility of 

scheduling, and level of financial stability of the students (Dyk, 1987; Engelhard, 2012; 

Hollenshen, Sullivan, Smith, August, Hamilton, 2005; Springer, Parker & Leviten-Reid, 2009).   

 This research project assesses the experience and persistence of graduate students with 

children by examining: What support and challenges do graduate students with children 

encounter at a private, highly selective, research university, and how can the institution 

encourage the academic success of these students?  In order to provide the foundation for 

understanding the experience of these students, the following four literature review domains are 

explored: (1) theories of work-family conflict and role strain, (2) student experiences of mothers 

and fathers, (3) international graduate students with children and (4) best practices for 

encouraging the academic success of graduate students with children.  Collectively, the synthesis 

of domains provides the necessary background to comprehend the overall challenges these 

students face, while also taking into account differences between mothers, fathers, domestic, and 

international graduate students with children. 
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Additionally, to form a complete picture of the experience of graduate students with 

children, this study utilizes three separate data collection methodologies including an artifact 

analysis, existing survey data, and interviews with graduate students with children. Existing 

survey data helps to compare the experience of graduate students with children to the experience 

of students without children.  The artifact analysis focuses on information found on the 

Northwestern University website and the website of the Northwestern University Student Parent 

Alliance, with the aim of examining resources and identifying support at Northwestern for 

students with children. The interviews provide further clarity of the specific challenges and 

support that graduate students with children face at a private, highly selective, research 

university. Data from the three sources is summarized to present an overview of the challenges, 

support, and encouragement these students encounter. 

An interpretation of this data offers an integration of the primary findings from this study, 

with the themes found in the literature and existing research.  Lastly, the conclusion explores 

limitations of this research project and suggests next steps for future research on this topic. As a 

whole the objective of this study is to demonstrate common challenges and support faced by 

graduate students with children to assist institutions in developing appropriate and effective 

resources and services to encourage their academic success. 
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Literature Review 
Introduction 

Graduate students in the United States today are very different from those three or four 

decades ago. Men and women are nearly equally pursuing graduate degrees, and most will 

experience the benefits and challenges of dual earner households both during graduate school 

and in their careers (Mason, Goulden, & Frasch, 2009). Women in particular are attending and 

completing graduate school in record numbers, and increasing amounts of graduate students with 

their own dependent children are seeking advanced degrees. (O’Connor, 2004; Springer, Parker 

& Leviten-Reid, 2009).  Nationwide approximately 42% of women enrolled in masters degree 

programs or first professional degrees have children and 24% of women and 28% of men in 

doctoral programs are parents (Mason, 2006).   

Graduate school is generally challenging and time consuming for even the most prepared 

and motivated students, and having children contributes to additional stress and time constraints 

(Engelhard, 2012).  Studies show that graduate student mothers and fathers are less likely than 

their peers without children to finish their degree programs, to earn tenure, and to hold a faculty 

position at a top-tier research university (Kennelly & Spalter-Roth, 2006; Wolfinger et al., 2009).   

Graduate students with children often experience isolation and a lack of connection to 

university life (Springer et al., 2009).  At some institutions, policies are in place to assist students 

with dependent children, but graduate students are not aware of, or do not feel comfortable 

taking advantage of these existing policies. Other institutions exhibit structural lags, meaning 

that institutional policies and programs have not yet caught up to the realities, needs, and 

challenges of graduate students with children (Springer et al., 2009). The academic structure of 

many graduate programs and the insufficient support for graduate students with children 

ultimately leads to the loss of talents, skills, and research in academia when graduate students 
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with children choose to or are forced to discontinue their degree programs (Kennelly & Spalter-

Roth, 2006).  

In order to understand the challenges faced by graduate students with children, why they 

terminate their studies, and how institutions can encourage their academic success, it is essential 

to examine the following four domains: (1) theories of work-family conflict and role strain, (2) 

student experiences of mothers and fathers, (3) international graduate students with children and 

(4) best practices for encouraging the academic success of graduate students with children. 

For this study about graduate students with children, it is first necessary to understand the 

theories of work-family conflict and role strain.  A review of the literature surrounding these 

theories, including key definitions, contributing factors, and coping mechanisms, forms the 

theoretical framework for the research of graduate students with children.   

 The second domain addresses the similarities and differences in the experiences of 

mothers and fathers as graduate students.  The needs and supports for graduate students with 

children can only be comprehended by separately examining graduate student mothers and 

graduate student fathers, and how parenthood and gender issues in academia influence these two 

groups. 

 Next, a review of international graduate students with children will shed light on how 

their needs compare to their domestic student peers.  International graduate students face 

additional challenges related to parenting in a culture other than their own and having to adjust to 

a new educational and social environment. This distinction is fundamental to evaluating the 

measures that institutions should take to adequately support all graduates students with children 

and facilitate their persistence.   
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 Lastly, the best practices for encouraging the academic success of graduate students with 

children will be reviewed to assess the effective support measures enacted by American 

institutions of higher education.  Together the four literature review domains form the 

background of the challenges and support graduate students with children face and how 

institutions can encourage the academic success of these students.   

Theories of Work-Family Conflict and Role Strain 

Theories of work-family conflict and role strain serve as the theoretical frameworks for 

graduate students with children due to the similarities between working professionals and 

graduate students, and the responsibilities of these two groups as parents (Dyk, 1987; Engelhard, 

2012; Goode, 1960; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Springer et al., 2009; Winslow, 2005).  This 

section begins with a discussion of important terms, concepts, and theories followed by a review 

of the factors that contribute to work-family conflict.  Thereafter the impact of work-family 

conflict will be reviewed to understand how the simultaneous demands of work and family roles 

can have significant affects.  Finally, coping methods will be discussed and evaluated to provide 

a perspective for the ways in which different individuals deal with the conflicting responsibilities 

of work and family, and which mechanisms are more effective than others. 

Work-family conflict terms and concepts. In order to understand work-family conflict, 

it is first imperative to discuss role theory.  Role theory, developed by William Goode in 1960, 

suggests that all individuals hold roles within a societal structure.  Role strain occurs when 

individuals find it difficult to meet the various role demands of all parties within the separate role 

networks (Goode, 1960).  Work-family conflict is one form of role strain in which “the role 

pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incompatible in some respect. And 

participation in one role makes it difficult to fulfill requirements of another” (Greenhaus & 
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Beutell, 1985, p.77). While many people can experience a conflict between their home and 

professional responsibilities, work-family conflict is most acute among parents as they attempt to 

fulfill the two very demanding roles of parent and dedicated worker (Winslow, 2005).  When a 

graduate student is unable to complete an academic assignment to the satisfaction of his/her 

academic advisor due to his/her child being sick, for instance, the student would be experiencing 

work-family conflict.  

To understand the role strain that exists between work and family, the three main aspects 

of work-family conflict must be addressed.  These categories are time-based conflict, strain-

based conflict, and behavior-based conflict (Dyk, 1987; Engelhard, 2012; Greenhaus & Beutell, 

1985). As Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) suggest, time-based conflict arises when the time to 

fulfill the duties of one role makes it impossible to complete those of the other role.  Strain-based 

conflict involves strain symptoms such as tension, anxiety, fatigue, or depression that inhibit 

one’s ability perform in another role (Engelhard, 2012; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Goode, 

1960).  Lastly, behavior-based conflict is defined as the inability to adapt behavior appropriately 

for different roles.  All three types of conflict are relevant to individuals pursuing graduate 

degrees while balancing a family (O’Laughlin & Bischoff, 2004). Please refer to Figure 1 for a 

visualization of the different categories of conflict. 

 

Figure 1. Forms of Work-Family Conflict  
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As Figure 1 demonstrates, any form of work-family conflict including time-based, strain-based, 

or behavior-based conflict can lead an individual to experience work-family conflict.  

Alternatively, an individual may encounter two or three forms simultaneously. The specific 

factors which contribute to this conflict will be discussed in the following section. 

 Factors relating to work-family conflict. As the literature explains, there are many 

factors which influence work-family conflict and the extent to which an individual experiences 

role strain as they attempt to meet the expectations of the competing roles (Dyk, 1987; 

Engelhard, 2012; Goode, 1960; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; O’Laughlin & Bischoff, 2004). 

Financial constraints are a primary factor for many working parents including graduate students 

with children.  Studies indicate parents with financial limitations particularly low-income 

families, experience greater role conflict (Engelhard, 2012).  Even middle class families exhibit 

work-family conflict due to financial stress, in particular with concerns relating to finding 

adequate and affordable childcare.  Quality childcare is expensive and graduate students 

typically earn modest stipends (Springer et al., 2009).  As Engelhard (2012) points out, “even for 

a middleclass family earning $50,000 annually, childcare costs can account for almost 30% of 

the yearly income” (p. 23). Seeking out dependable, affordable, and quality childcare is 

challenging for anyone but can be particularly difficult for graduate students with limited 

incomes.  

Family characteristics are another important factor as studies show that younger children 

and larger families increase the degree to which a person experiences work-family conflict 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Studies show that graduate students with children experience 

greater role rain strain if they are younger parents, as well (Engelhard, 2012; Hill, 2005).  Lastly, 

some studies suggest that women are influenced more by role conflicts, however substantive 
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research has not been conducted to evaluate work-family conflict for fathers (Dyk, 1987; 

Engelhard, 2012). A few studies show that men and women may struggle similarly to manage 

the countless demands of work and family life (Elliott, 2008; Hill, 2005; Winslow, 2005).  The 

gender difference in the experience of graduate students with children will be explored in depth 

in a later section of this literature review. 

The impact of work-family conflict. The literature suggests that work-family conflict 

can have a significant impact on the lives of graduate students with children as they try to meet 

the responsibilities of multiple roles (Englehard, 2012; O’Laughlin & Bischoff, 2004).  Greater 

work-family conflict is associated with lower rates of job satisfaction (Winslow, 2005).  When 

individuals have the ability to manage their time in a way that is convenient for them, work-

family conflict is lessened and job satisfaction increases (Reddick et al., 2011).  If not properly 

managed, work-family conflict also can negatively impact job performance and can be 

associated with a decrease in productivity (Englehard, 2012).  These work-relate impacts for the 

individual lead to issues for the employer, as well, including absenteeism and turnover. 

Additional impacts of work-family conflict include adverse health effects to the 

individual experiencing role conflicts.  Research shows a connection between heightened work-

family conflict and mental health issues such as mood disorders, anxiety, and depression 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Springer et al., 2009).  Other individuals experience physical health 

changes or develop negative health related behaviors including smoking, problems sleeping, 

poor eating habits, and substance abuse and/or dependence (Engelhard, 2012).  Finally, one the 

most prevalent impacts of work-family conflict on working professionals and graduate students 

is stress (Engelhard, 2012; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Springer et al., 2009).  High levels of 
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stress can also be associated with the aforementioned mental and physical health issues 

(Engelhard, 2012; Dyk, 1987). 

Coping methods for work-family. The impact of work-family conflict can be mitigated 

if individuals can effectively cope, thus it is necessary to review the coping methods students and 

professionals employ in response to work-family conflict. Studies show that individuals who are 

able to cope in effective, healthy ways experience less role conflict, as well as fewer negative 

impacts (Engelhard, 2012).  

The literature suggests men and women cope with work-family conflict in different ways 

(Engelhard, 2012; Reddick et al., 2011; Winslow, 2005).  Men are more likely to 

compartmentalize their different roles, meaning that they divide their responsibilities into 

separate categories and focus on work-related tasks while they are at work and family-related 

duties while at home (Reddick et al., 2011).  Women are more likely to cope by dealing directly 

with the role senders and mutually agreeing on a new set of reasonable expectations (Dyk, 1987).   

One mechanism that is important for all genders is the amount of available support to 

which an individual has access.  The literature proposes that the primary forms of support 

include spousal support, social or peer support, and organization support. The individuals who 

feel most supported usually derive assistance from all three forms (Elliot, 2008; Reddick et al., 

2011).  

In sum, the literature suggests an individual’s time and energy are finite, work and family 

responsibilities are inherently incompatible, and a conflict is inevitable (Goode, 1960; Greenhaus 

& Beutell, 1985).  Work and family have typically been seen as two demanding institutions and 

few studies have examined if and how these two roles may alternatively facilitate one another 

(Englehard, 2012; Hill, 2005).  Additionally, further research is necessary to better understand 
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work-family conflict for working fathers.  The majority of the existing research focuses on the 

factors, impacts, and coping methods of working mothers.  The next section of this literature 

review will assess in greater depth mothers and fathers as graduate students with children and the 

ways in which their experiences are both similar and different. 

Student Experiences of Mothers and Fathers 

As previously mentioned, gender is an important factor in work-family conflict. Some 

literature suggests that graduate student mothers are more disadvantaged than their male peers 

(Kennelly & Spalter-Roth, 2006; Williams, Manvell & Bornstein, 2009; Wolfinger, Mason, 

Goulden, & Frasch, 2009).  Other studies show that as societal roles and expectations are 

changing for males and females in relation to career goals and family responsibilities, fathers are 

more influenced now by work-family conflict, and the experiences of mothers and fathers as 

graduate students are becoming increasingly alike (Hill, 2005; Reddick, Rochlen, Grasso, Reilly, 

& Spikes, 2011; Sallee, 2014).  A review of the challenges and impacts of graduate student 

mothers and fathers provides the framework necessary to understand ways in which institutions 

can effectively support these students.  

Graduate student mothers challenges and consequences. To understand the challenges 

of graduate student mothers, it is important to address the conflicting and powerful ideologies 

surrounding academia and motherhood (Springer et al., 2009).  The literature notes that the 

stereotypical images of “ideal worker” and “perfect mother” are mutually incompatible due to 

inherent role conflicts (Dyk, 1987; Springer et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2006).  As Wolf-

Wendel and Ward (2006) note, “the history and tradition of an academic life that is male and 

childless has continued to pose barriers for women as they seek to gain entry and advancement in 

the academy” (p. 489).  Graduate students face excessive time demands including studying, 
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researching, teaching, working with faculty, internships, and more (Springer et al., 2009). The 

combination of these student commitments is arguably not conducive to family formation.  

Mothers are similarly expected to devote long hours and manage a variety of tasks from 

childcare responsibilities to household duties. As Elliott (2008) suggests, “the sheer amount of 

responsibility, regardless of family structure, spousal support, or other obligations such as elder 

care, is the driving force in determining women’s role strain when it comes to family matters” (p. 

169).  The interaction of these roles for many individuals results in work-family conflict 

especially in the form of time-based conflicts.  The conflict is intensified in cases of inflexible 

work and/or home schedules and for those with primary child rearing responsibilities (Dyk, 

1987).   

The literature notes an array of impacts when graduate student mothers encounter 

challenges and do not receive adequate support from spouses, peers, and/or institutions. Female 

doctoral recipients are disproportionately likely to be employed as adjunct faculty or exit the paid 

labor force (Wolfinger et al., 2009).  While agreement exists that mothers are leaving the 

academic pipeline due to these challenges, referred to as a “brain drain,” there continues to be a 

divergence in the literature in regards to the level of choice women have in the matter (Springer 

et al., 2009). Specifically, some scholars claim mothers “opt out” or choose to exit the field, 

whereas others argue mothers encounter overt or subtle discrimination and thus are forced out 

(Mason et al., 2009; Springer et al., 2009; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006). This is especially true 

for those with younger children (Wolfinger et al., 2009).  Williams (2006) argues the media 

idealizes opting out, thus ignoring the social and institutional constraints that push mothers out 

including workplace inflexibility, inadequate family supports, and discrimination against 

students with children.  Some mothers do persist in their degree programs and graduate however, 
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studies also show that family formation causes difficulties for women at the beginning of their 

academic careers and can have negative affects later in their careers as well (Springer et al., 

2009; Williams et al., 2006; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006; Wolfinger et al., 2009). 

In spite of these challenges and consequences, the literature demonstrates that some 

graduate student mothers are successful and have found it possible for family and student lives to 

complement one another (Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004).  Having 

children can help to put the stress of graduate school into a healthy perspective and in some 

instances the dual roles of parent and student serve as a buffer to one another.  Graduate student 

mothers satisfy the roles by doing the best they personally can in a given situation or role (Wolf-

Wendel & Ward, 2006).  Since both roles are stressful, graduate student mothers move between 

the two spheres and receive a temporary break from one role when focusing on fulfilling duties 

of the other role (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004).  

Graduate student fathers challenges and consequences. As previously mentioned, 

most literature on the topic of graduate students with children focuses on the experience of 

graduate student mothers or graduate students with children in general. As such, there is a gap in 

the literature regarding the specific experience of graduate student fathers. As Sallee (2014) 

suggests, “navigating work/life concerns is increasingly becoming an issue for men” (p. 3). The 

literature notes that fathers are now spending more time on childcare responsibilities than ever 

before and the culture of idealizing parenthood is now affecting men as well (Mason et al., 2009; 

Sallee, 2014; Springer et al., 2009; Williams, 2006; Winslow, 2005).   

Although graduate student fathers may be spending more time on childcare than in the 

past, some research supports the notion that the amount of time mothers spend on childcare and 

household duties still exceeds that of fathers (Elliot, 2008; Springer et al., 2009; Wolf-Wendel & 
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Ward, 2006).  One study has shown that graduate students without children spend approximately 

75 hours each week on PhD work, employment, housework, and caregiving, graduate student 

mothers report over 100 hours on these tasks, and fathers indicate they spend about 90 hours 

(Mason et al., 2009).  It is important to recognize that this study took place five years ago and it 

is possible that the difference between men and women is even smaller now. 

Lastly, it is essential to address ideologies and biases surrounding men as graduate 

student fathers. One study found that in academia, men seen as subordinate to women as parents 

(Reddick, Rochlen, Grasso, Reilly, & Spikes, 2011).  Reddick et al., (2011) note “women are 

still perceived as the primary caregiver… and because of the physiological demands on a 

woman’s body during and after pregnancy, men were not seen as equally deserving or in need of 

special accommodations in adjusting to fatherhood” (Reddick et al., 2011).  Additionally, while 

many institutions offer family-friendly policies, campus cultures do not always encourage men to 

utilize these policies, such as paternity leave for new fathers (Reddick et al., 2011; Sallee, 2014).  

These perceptions and policies reinforce traditional gender roles, exclude fathers, and ultimately 

harm both graduate student mothers and fathers.  

International Graduate Students with Children 

As the experiences of men and women as graduate student parents are different in some 

ways, a review of the literature in regards to international graduate students highlights the 

different experiences this group faces in comparison to domestic graduate students.  Many 

students feel stress in adjusting to new educational environments however for international 

graduate students, this task can be more difficult and stressful as it often involves relocation to an 

unfamiliar country (Cadieux & Wehrly, 1986; Dion & Dion, 2001; Myers-Walls, Frias, Kwon, 

Ko, & Lu, 2011; Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003; Zhou, Frey & Bang, 2011).  This section 
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focuses on the experience of international graduate students with children beginning with an 

overview of the process of acculturation, followed by a synthesis of literature surrounding 

additional spousal challenges, and lastly the issues that arise when parenting in a culture other 

than one’s own.  

The process of acculturation for international graduate students. The increasing 

internationalization of education makes it possible for hundreds of thousands of students to travel 

to the United States for studies each year (Myers-Walls et al., 2011).  International students are 

defined as individuals who temporarily reside in a country outside their country of citizenship to 

participate in an educational program (Myers-Walls et al., 2011).  International graduate students 

may have previously attended American educational institutions for their undergraduate degrees, 

or they may move to the United States exclusively for their graduate program.  Despite the 

variety of social, cultural, ethnic, and religious backgrounds, international graduate students 

generally share certain characteristics including the need to transition to a foreign academic 

setting and the desire to eventually return to one’s home country (Mori, 2000). 

The literature suggests international students experience acculturation, defined as “the 

process of adapting to a new social and cultural setting” (Lieber, Chin, Nihira, & Mink, 2011, p. 

456).  Acculturation involves a psychological component that includes a person’s sense of self-

satisfaction and his or her well-being (Zhou, Frey, & Bang, 2011).  This process also has a 

sociocultural component that deals with integration into the dominant society (Myers-Walls et 

al., 2011).   

The experience of acculturation varies based on the individual international graduate 

student, the characteristics of his or her family, and the institution.  Acculturation tends to 

encompass some degree of language difficulties, financial stress, homesickness, new living 
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circumstances, changes in the educational system, unfamiliar social norms, different foods, and 

forms of discrimination (Church, 1982; Mori 2000; Zhou, Frey, & Bang, 2011).  Research also 

shows this process is less difficult for those international graduate students whose home cultures 

are similar to the host culture (Zhou, Frey, & Bang, 2011).  

Spousal challenges faced by international graduate students. More than one fifth of 

the international graduate student population in the United States is married (Myers-Walls et al., 

2011).  Married international graduate students with children often face additional challenges in 

comparison to married domestic graduate students with children.  Due to legal restrictions and 

labor laws, the nonstudent spouse may not be able to work in the United States thus resulting in 

only one income for the family (Myers-Walls et al., 2011). As previously mentioned, graduate 

students typically receive at best modest stipends. Providing for a family can be even more 

challenging with only this limited source of income. 

Literature on immigrant families suggests that international graduate students also 

frequently encounter role changes and gender issues within their marriages when they move to a 

new country (Dion & Dion, 2001; Myers-Walls et al., 2011).  The process of acculturation can 

challenge previous gender-related assumptions and expectations for men and women within a 

family.  Additionally, sometimes one partner relocates to the United States to participate in a 

graduate program while the other partner remains in the home country.  In these cases, both 

partners acquire and demonstrate responsibilities traditionally assumed by the other spouse (Dion 

& Dion, 2001).  The renegotiation of gender-based responsibilities and the potential resulting 

marital issues adds further stress to the experience of international graduate students with 

children (Myers-Walls et al., 2011). 
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International graduate students and parenting issues. The literature proposes that 

parenting in a new and unfamiliar culture is associated with added obstacles, some of which do 

not impact domestic graduate students to the same extent (Cadieux & Wehrly, 1986; Church, 

1982; Myers-Walls et al., 2011).  As Mori (2000) notes, “difficulties with linguistic, academic, 

interpersonal, financial, and intrapersonal problems constitute unique sources of stress for 

international students” (p. 137).  Often international graduate students with children experience 

not one, but a combination of these factors. 

A primary challenge for many international graduate students with children is limited 

fluency in the English language.  The language barrier leads to both academic implications and 

social challenges (Cadieux & Wehrly, 1986; Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003).  Academically, 

international graduate students may have trouble completing reading and writing assignments as 

quickly as their domestic peers thus leading to additional work-family conflict and role strain 

issues (Mori, 2000).  

As previously discussed, it is important for individuals to have support to cope and to 

mitigate the impact of work-family conflict and role strain.  For many international students, 

however, their family, friends, and sometimes partners are far away (Mori, 2000). While 

domestic students may be able to rely on their parents and other family members to assist with 

childcare duties, for international students this is often not a possibility.  Due to difficulties with 

the English language and unfamiliarity of American cultural norms, it can be very challenging 

for international students to create support networks with students in the United States (Yeh & 

Inose, 2003).  Negative experiences and unsuccessful attempts at forming support networks in 

the host country leads to disappointment and discontent (Dao, Lee, & Chang, 2007). The lack of 

social connectedness can contribute to students’ acculturative stress, low self-esteem, and 
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accompanying feelings of powerlessness, marginality, inferiority, loneliness, and isolation (Yeh 

& Inose, 2003). All of these can be classified as symptoms of strain-based conflict. 

After language difficulties, financial problems are the second most common concern 

expressed by international students (Cadieux & Wehrly, 1986).  As Cadieux and Wehrly (1986) 

explain, “the assumption that most international students come from wealthy backgrounds or 

have access to more than sufficient funds for their education is erroneous” (p. 52). Their 

financial troubles can also be more difficult to solve than those of domestic students.  

Immigration regulations limit non-US residents’ employment opportunities thus when 

international graduate students face challenges providing for their family, they often cannot 

obtain another job (Mori, 2000).  The solution for many international graduate students is to 

attempt to finish their degree programs quickly, however that added pressure can negatively 

impact their academic performance as well as create additional stress for the families (Cadieux & 

Wehrly, 1986; Mori, 2000; Myers-Walls et al., 2011). 

The set of challenges related to acculturation and acculturative stress helps to explain 

why international graduate students experience more psychological problems than American 

students (Mori, 2000; Myers-Walls et al, 2011; Yeh & Inose, 2003).  Excessive exposure to 

stressful situations and cognitive fatigue can lead to persistent lack or loss of appetite and sleep, 

impaired ability to work, and low stamina or energy levels (Mori, 2000).  Finally, international 

graduate students may develop mental health issues but due to cultural differences in beliefs 

about mental health and the psychological self, underutilize or do not take advantage of mental 

health services (Mori, 2000).    
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Best Practices for Encouraging the Academic Success of Graduate Students with Children 

As a result of the array of challenges faced by graduate students mothers, graduate 

student fathers, and international graduate students, these students utilize services offered by 

American higher education institutions (Springer et al., 2009). Some universities also are 

creating and/or expanding additional programs to meet the unique needs of this student 

population (Hollenshead, Sullivan, Smith, August, & Hamilton, 2005; Mason, Goulden, & 

Frasch, 2006; O’Connor, 2004).  

To understand ways in which institutions can support and encourage success for graduate 

students with children, it is first important to address what is meant by graduate student success.  

The literature suggests that retention and graduate rates in graduate school are much harder to 

study in comparison to undergraduate rates (Bain, Fedynich, & Knight, 2010; Bair & Haworth, 

1999; Lovik, 2004).  One study suggests between 40% and 60% of students who begin graduate 

studies in selective universities do not persist to graduation (Bair & Haworth, 1999), while 

another study approximates somewhere between 30-70% of graduate students do not persist 

(Bain, Fedynich, & Knight, 2010).   

The factors which may encourage students, specifically graduate students with children, 

to persist will be explored while acknowledging that it is difficult to test the effectiveness of such 

strategies.  These policies can assist graduate students with children as they try to reduce the 

work-life conflict and identify healthy and productive coping mechanisms (Lovik, 2004; Reddick 

et al., 2011; Springer et al., 2009; Winslow, 2005).  In order to fully comprehend the practices 

which best encourage the persistence of graduate students with children, it is necessary to 

examine the role of advisors and mentors in graduate school, peer support, organizational 



GRADUATE STUDENTS WITH CHILDREN  20 

support, and lastly the culture of the department as well as the culture of the institution as a 

whole. 

Advising and peer support for graduate students with children. As Bair and Haworth 

(1999) explain, “The degree and quality of the relationship between doctoral student and advisor 

or faculty has a strong, positive relationship to successful completion of the doctorate” (p. 32).  

Studies indicate it can be beneficial for graduate students with children to have advisors or 

mentors that are also parents, but women (especially mothers) are less well represented on 

faculties of highly ranked programs (Kennelly & Spalter-Roth, 2006).  The literature also points 

to the importance of advising international students.  As Cadieux and Wehrly (1986) explain, 

most international students regard academic advising as a very important service and for an 

international student, the academic advisor may be the most influential person with whom he or 

she interacts in the United States. 

 The research shows that opportunities for social interaction outside of the classroom 

including student organizations can further foster meaningful support networks that contribute to 

graduate student success.  The literature also suggests a relationship between peer integration and 

graduate degree completion (Bair & Haworth, 1999).  The literature suggests communicating 

with others can be key. As Reddick et al. (2011) explain, “some sought discussion with partners 

about their shared parenting issues; others looked for outside advice; and still others merely 

desired empathetic support” (p. 8).  Peer support can include social organizations, advocacy 

groups, or forums to discuss pertinent issues.   

Organizational support for graduate students with children.  The literature suggests 

that while effective mentoring and a peer support network can be helpful, it is also important that 

graduate student parents receive support from the institution on an organizational level (Cramer 
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& Boyd, 1995; O’Connor, 2004; Sallee, 2014; Springer et al., 2009).   A review of the literature 

demonstrates graduate students with children experience financial constraints that can increase 

the negative impacts of work-family conflict.  To address this issue, some institutions provide 

paid parental leave for graduate students, subsidized childcare, and affordable dependent health 

insurance (Springer et al., 2009).   

 In addition, the ability to switch from full-time enrollment to part-time can help graduate 

students to successfully achieve their degrees, even if it means sacrificing the timeliness of 

degree attainment (Springer et al., 2009). The literature suggests fellowships designed to 

accommodate the needs of students who do have parenting responsibilities are also beneficial 

(O’Connor, 2004).  Similarly, the ability to take classes and do research remotely and allowing 

more time to meet program deadlines without facing severe penalties can reduce the degree of 

role strain a graduate student with children experiences (O’Connor, 2004). Refer to Figure 2 for 

a visual depiction of this process. 

 

Figure 2. The Impact of Greater Flexibility for Graduate Students with Children  

As Figure 2 displays, by offering more flexibility to graduate student parents, accomodating 

policies can decrease the degree of role conflict and lessen the negative impacts of role strain 

(Elliott, 2008; Goode, 1960; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Hollenshead et al., 2005). 

Lastly, a review of the literature suggests that many graduate students with children 

encounter a “no children allowed” atmosphere at their institution (Springer et al., 2009; Reddick 

et al., 2011).  By promoting a “family friendly” culture, an institution supports childrearing 
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responsibilities as well as the academic and career goals of graduate students with children 

(Elliott, 2008). The family friendly culture goes beyond tolerating but rather values and 

embraces his or her responsibilities and multiple work-family roles.  One study, however, 

suggests that graduate students with children may be unfamiliar or unaware of existing family-

friendly policies (Reddick et al., 2011).  As previously mentioned, knowledge of institutional 

support is important because this form of support can reduce the extent to which an individual 

experiences role strain and work-family conflict.   

Conclusion 

 The literature demonstrates that graduate students with children encounter many different 

challenges as well as supports during the course of their graduate program.  The factors, impact, 

and coping methods described in the literature about work-family conflict and role strain theory 

are applicable to the experience of graduate students with children (Dyk, 1987; Engelhard, 2012; 

Goode, 1960; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Springer et al., 2009; Winslow, 2005).  The primary 

form of work-family conflict which graduate students with children face is time-based conflict 

due to the time-consuming demands of the academic programs and the responsibilities of 

parenthood.  Graduate students with children can manage this conflict by reaching out to 

available support networks, focusing on the task at hand when fulfilling specific roles, and 

reassessing expectations with critical players within the role networks (Elliot, 2008; Reddick et 

al., 2011). 

 The literature shows some disparity in regards to the student experience of graduate 

student mothers and graduate student fathers (Dyk, 1987; Springer et al., 2009; Williams et al., 

2006).  While some studies suggest that mothers face the more difficult challenges of balancing 

dual roles, other studies propose that the gap between men and women is decreasing and the 
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experience of these two groups is more similar now than ever before (Mason et al., 2009; Sallee, 

2014; Springer et al., 2009; Williams, 2006; Winslow, 2005). 

 After an examination of challenges and consequences surrounding international graduate 

students with children, the research suggests that these students experience more issues than their 

American peers.  The obstacles and stress associated with the acculturation process helps to 

explain this difference (Cadieux & Wehrly, 1986; Dion & Dion, 2001; Myers-Walls, Frias, 

Kwon, Ko, & Lu, 2011; Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003; Zhou, Frey & Bang, 2011). 

 The best practices for supporting graduate students with children may serve the needs of 

graduate student mothers, graduate student fathers, and international graduate students 

(Hollenshead, Sullivan, Smith, August, & Hamilton, 2005; Mason, Goulden, & Frasch, 2006; 

O’Connor, 2004).  Extensive research has not yet been conducted to address how different forms 

of support may benefit these groups in different ways.  The literature also asserts that support 

from partners, peers, advisors, and the institution can be beneficial to all graduate students with 

children.  

 While there is literature that explores the theories of work-family conflict and role strain 

and the experience of graduate student mothers, there are gaps in research regarding graduate 

students with children at highly selective institutions, the experience of graduate student fathers, 

and how different forms of support can more effectively encourage the academic success of 

mothers, fathers, domestic and international students.  This study seeks a thorough understanding 

of the experience of graduate students with children in order to asses the common aspects, how 

their needs might be different based on gender and domestic or international student status, and 

ultimately what the institution can do to provide support for all graduate students with children. 
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Data Collection 
Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of graduate students with 

children at a private, highly selective, research university, specifically the challenges and 

supports they encounter.  The researcher selected Northwestern University as the private, highly 

selective, research university where the study would take place.  Selection of this institution was 

due in part to the researcher’s affiliation with the university through graduate studies and on-

campus internships.  The institution was also chosen due to the focus population.  According to 

survey data from the university’s Graduate Leadership Council, approximately 14% of graduate 

students at Northwestern University reported that they (1) have a child (or multiple children), (2) 

are expecting their first child this year, or (3) are planning on having a child while in graduate 

school.  This substantial population made it possible for the researcher to conduct the study at 

this institution. 

 Once the site and target population had been identified, the researcher utilized three 

separate data collection methodologies including existing survey data from the Graduate 

Leadership Council (GLC), an artifact analysis, and interviews with currently enrolled graduate 

students with children.  Existing survey data was used as another method of data collection to 

compare the experience of graduate students with children to the experience of those without 

children.  The artifact analysis was conducted using information found on the Northwestern 

University website, and the website of the Northwestern University Student Parent Alliance with 

the objective of examining resources and identifying support at Northwestern and elsewhere for 

students with children. Lastly, the interviews were instrumental in understanding the experiences 

of graduate students with children including the specific challenges and support that these 

students have faced.  
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 The information collected through each of these three data collection methods was then 

processed to form a thorough analysis of the graduate student with children experience at a 

private, highly selective, research university. The specific data methods and sources will be 

discussed in detail in the next section. This study was reviewed and approved by the Institutional 

Review Board and a copy of the Institutional Review Board approval is included in Appendix A.  

Existing Survey Data 

The researcher did not conduct a survey for this research project but rather made use of a 

survey conducted annually by the Graduate Leadership Council (GLC) at Northwestern 

University as a second data collection method.  The GLC survey included a range of questions 

on topics such as career services, academics, financial information, housing, transportation, and 

more. Every other year, there is a section in this survey titled, “Parenting and Childcare.”   

 The researcher used the 2012 survey, which was the most recent survey available that 

contained the “Parenting and Children” section with questions directly targeting the needs, 

challenges, and support for graduate students with children.  These questions are included as 

Appendix B. The researcher analyzed the survey by comparing the responses of students with 

children to the responses of students without children. This approach allowed the researcher to 

assess the similarities and differences in the experiences of students who are parents, to the 

experiences of students who are not parents.  All survey participants attended the same private, 

highly selective, research university for their graduate studies. The researcher received and was 

granted permission to use the de-identified survey data in February 2015 by the Graduate 

Leadership Council Survey Coordinator, and then analyzed the information from February 

through May 2015. The survey data was analyzed and coded for themes regarding graduate 
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students’ experience at Northwestern University including childcare, healthcare, financial 

stability, housing, academics, and overall satisfaction. 

Artifact Analysis 

The researcher conducted an artifact analysis by initially searching the institution 

website, specifically the following pages: The Graduate School, human resources, student 

healthcare benefits, Office of the Provost, and child/family resources pages.  Emphasis of this 

search was on the resources, services, and information available to support graduate students 

with children.  This information was analyzed to identify similarities and differences between the 

resources and services provided for graduate students with children, and the support that exists 

for Northwestern University staff and faculty members with children.  Additional artifacts which 

were used in the study were located on the website of the student organization, the Northwestern 

University Student Parent Alliance.  The Student Parent Alliance web page included open-ended, 

anonymous testimonials from graduate students with children. The complete artifact analysis for 

this study took place between January 2015 and May 2015, and the list of websites used in the 

artifact analysis is included in Appendix C. 

Interviews 

The survey data and artifact analysis provided important information regarding the 

presence of certain support structures at Northwestern University for graduate students with 

children, as well as some of the challenges which these students encounter. Interviews were 

valuable, however, in exploring the challenges and the support for graduate students with 

children in further depth.  The purpose of the interviews was to fill gaps from the other two data 

collection methods, as well as to hear the first-hand perceptions and stories of students with 

children. 
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 Interview participants were identified through the Northwestern University Student 

Parent Alliance, a student organization for students with children. The leaders of this student-run 

organization granted the researcher permission to recruit participants using the organization’s 

email list. The researcher sent an email to this group asking for volunteers and explaining the 

purpose of this research project. The researcher was seeking approximately 8-10 interview 

participants. Eight students with children agreed to take part in the study by individually 

responding to the researcher’s initial email message. All students were offered on-site childcare 

upon request during the time of their individual interview. Additionally, all interview participants 

were entered into a raffle for a $25 gift card. The interview protocol consisted of 17 questions 

regarding sources of support and challenging situations. The interview protocol, consent form, 

and recruitment communication are included in Appendixes D, E, and F respectively.    

All interviews took place in March and April 2015 either in-person on Northwestern 

University’s Evanston campus or through video calls.  Each interview was approximately 30-45 

minutes in length and was recorded for transcription purposes.  Interview participants received a 

written copy of the transcript from their individual interview upon request, and were also able to 

amend or delete specific comments.  The researcher analyzed and coded the interview data for 

themes regarding experiences, obstacles, and support networks.  

Consents Secured 

The researcher asked all interview participants for consent to participate in this research 

project prior to the interview.  Each interview participant was presented with a written consent 

form and they also received a verbal explanation.  The researcher allowed time for each 

interviewee to read the consent form and ask any clarifying questions prior to signing the 
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document and beginning the interview. A blank version of the written consent form is included 

as Appendix E. 

 The consent form outlined the purpose of the study, and the role of the participant.  This 

form also listed potential risks, benefits, rights, and the measures taken by the researcher to 

uphold confidentiality.  Lastly, the document included information about audio recording with 

the participant’s permission followed by transcription, de-identification, and deletion of the 

audio. The researcher reminded all interview participants that they were free to discontinue the 

interview at any point and if they chose to stop, there would be no consequences.   

Ethics Considered 

Research participants were all informed that there were no expected emotional or 

physical risks associated with participation in the project.  The study, which sought to examine 

the support, challenges, and institutional encouragement of graduate students with children, 

asked each participant to describe his or her individual perspective.  To the knowledge of the 

researcher, conveying their experiences was unlikely to result in any harm or distress.  

Participants volunteered for interviews, and were able to refrain from answering any question for 

any reason or no reason at all.    

Although the individual researcher was aware of each interviewee’s name as well as 

some identifying information, this was not shared, and pseudonyms were assigned. Furthermore, 

the researcher used anonymous publicly available student testimonies and de-identified data 

from the Graduate Leadership Council 2012 Survey. All research materials and data were stored 

on a password-protected computer. 

The researcher acknowledged the potential presence of bias throughout the study.  The 

researcher became interested in the topic of this research project during a presentation from the 
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Northwestern Student Parent Alliance. During the course of this specific presentation in 

September 2014, the graduate students with children expressed their opinions regarding the 

experience of graduate students with children at the institution. The researcher recognized this 

potential bias and tried to remain neutral regarding the challenges and support for graduate 

students with children at Northwestern by disregarding this presentation, which took place before 

the study began.  

Conclusion 

The study aimed to understand the experience of graduate students with children 

including the challenges, support and encouragement that these students encounter.  Particularly, 

the study examined the ways in which graduate students with children balance academic and 

parenting responsibilities while attending a private, highly-selective, research university. The 

researcher conducted this study through three separate data collection methods: existing survey 

data, artifact analysis, and interviews with currently enrolled graduate students with children. 

The survey data allowed the researcher to analyze the reported challenges and perceptions of 

support from Northwestern University graduate students with children as well as students 

without children. The objective of the artifact analysis was to construct an overview of the 

support, resources, and services made available to graduate students with children at 

Northwestern University and staff members and faculty members with children. Finally, the 

researcher conducted interviews with graduate students, all who have at least one child, with the 

purpose of deepening the analysis of these students’ experience.  

By incorporating the three different data collection methods, the researcher aimed to 

provide a succinct, yet thorough, examination of the ways in which the experience and needs of 

graduate students with children may or may not be different from the experience of students 
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without children at the same university.  The researcher identified and coded themes that 

emerged through the three data collection methods and the next section will include a summary 

and overview of these key findings arranged by method, followed by an interpretation of the 

results.  
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Data Results Summary 
The purpose of this research project was to explore the challenges and support that 

graduate students with children encounter at a private, highly selective, research university.  The 

researcher also aimed to understand what the institution does and/or could do to encourage the 

academic success of these students.  To address these objectives, three data collection methods 

were employed including (1) existing survey data, (2) artifact analysis, and (3) student 

interviews.  The existing survey data used in this study came from the survey conducted by the 

Northwestern University Graduate Leadership Council in 2012.  An artifact analysis was 

conducted using publicly available information regarding support and resources for students, 

faculty, and staff with children found on the Northwestern University website, and testimonies 

from students and alumni with children. Lastly, the researcher interviewed eight graduate 

students, all of whom have at least one child. The data from these three data collection methods 

was summarized and sorted according to emerging themes within each method.  

Existing Survey Data 

The researcher analyzed the 2012 data set of the Northwestern University Graduate 

Leadership Council to understand the challenges and supports faced by graduate students with 

children in comparison with the challenges and supports faced by their peers without children.  

The Graduate Leadership Council 2012 Graduate Student Survey had a 26.77% response rate, 

with 866 out of 3,235 students completing the entire survey.  The total number of graduate 

students with children who completed the survey was 50 and the total number of students 

without children was 816. These two groups were determined based on the participants’ 

responses to the question, “What is your parental status?” The group of students with children 

was comprised of those participants who responded, “I have a child/children.” All of the other 

responses to this question classified survey participants in the group of students without children. 
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This section includes a comparative analysis between the students with children (N=50) 

and the students without children (N=816).  The researcher also analyzed the responses to the 

survey’s “Parenting and Childcare” questions and compared these answers between males and 

females in order to understand the role of gender on the challenges faced by graduate students 

with children.  

Demographics. Pertinent demographic information collected through the survey was 

helpful in understanding the composition of the students with children as well as the students 

without children who completed the 2012 Graduate Leadership Council annual survey. Refer to 

Table 1 for an overview of the demographics of these two groups. 
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Table 1 

Demographics of 2012 Survey Respondents  

 Total 
N=866 

With children  
N=50 

Without children 
N=816 

 F % F % F % 
Gender       
    Male 373 43% 23 46% 350 43% 
    Female 482 56% 27 54% 455 56% 
    Prefer not to say 4 0.5% 0 0% 4 0.5% 
    Other 1 0.1% 0 0% 1 0.1% 
    No Response 6 0.7% 0 0% 6 0.7% 
Marital Status       
    Not Married 601 69% 2 4% 599 73% 
    Married 221 26% 47 94% 174 21% 
    Domestic 
Partner 

32 4% 1 2% 31 4% 

    Other 8 1% 0 0% 8 1% 
    No Response 4 0.5% 0 0% 4 0.5% 
International 
Student 

      

    Yes 220 25% 16 32% 204 25% 
    No 643 74% 34 68% 609 74% 
    No Response 3 0.3% 0 0% 3 0.4% 
Age (years)       
    21 - 25 350 40% 1 2% 349 43% 
    26 - 30 388 45% 17 34% 371 45% 
    31 - 35 100 12% 21 42% 79 10% 
    Over 35 26 3% 11 22% 15 2% 
    No Response 2 0.2% 0 0% 2 0.2% 
Number of 
Children 

      

  One   27 54%   
  Two   18 36%   
  Three   3 6%   
  Four or More   2 4%   
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As shown in Table 1, over half of the students with children and the students without children 

identified as female. Students with children were much more likely to be married than their peers 

without children; 94% of students with children were married compared to only 21% of students 

without children that were married. In response to the question, “Are you an international 

student,” 32% of students with children and 25% of students without children answered 

affirmatively. Students with children were also more likely to be older than the students without 

children. When reporting their age, 64% of students with children were 31 years old or older 

compared to 22% of students without children. Lastly, more than half of the students with 

children only had one child, and only 10% had three or more children.  

Experiences of graduate students. In order to understand the experiences of graduate 

students, a comparative analysis was conducted to determine how the difficulties faced by 

students with children were similar or different to those faced by students without children. 

Survey participants were asked, “Have you ever experienced any difficulty in adjusting to any of 

the following aspects of being a graduate student at NU?”  For this question, individuals were 

able to check all factors that applied to their own experience.  Refer to Figure 3 for the various 

aspects to which students could respond they had difficulty adjusting.  
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Figure 3. Difficulties in Adjusting to The Following Aspects of Being a Graduate Student  

As Figure 3 shows, graduate students with children reported academic requirements, student 

health insurance, and housing as aspects to which they experienced difficulty adjusting with 

greater frequency than did students without children. The largest difference between these two 

groups was academic requirements, to which 30% of students with children reported having 

difficulty, but only 15.8% of students without children responded that they had difficulty 

adjusting to academic requirements.  Additionally, nearly half of students with children, 46% 

indicated that they had experienced difficulty with student health insurance, whereas this had 

affected only 33.95% of the students without children. Students without children, however, 

reported having experienced difficulty with establishing a social network and financial 

procedures more than students with children. The next sections will explore these individual 

issues in greater depth to understand the potential causes of these differences in experience 

between students with children and students without children.  

Housing. One of the issues which students with children reported with greater frequency 

was housing, as 32% of students with children said difficulties with housing had affected them, 
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in comparison with 19.98% of students without children.  To determine what the nature of these 

housing difficulties might be, the researcher analyzed responses to housing related questions in 

the survey.  The survey asked students to rate their satisfaction with the ease of finding 

affordable housing with current resources.  Survey participants selected a single number from 

one to five, one meaning least satisfied and five meaning the most satisfied with the ease of 

finding affordable housing with current resources, to reflect their own experience.  Refer to 

Figure 4 for the students’ responses about finding affordable housing. 

 
Figure 4. Ease of Finding Affordable Housing 

Students without children indicated overall higher levels of satisfaction in regards to finding 

affordable housing. More students without children chose three, four, or five to reflect their 

experience with this issue.  A total of 35.29% of students without children selected four, meaning 

that they were pretty satisfied with finding affordable housing compared to 20% of students with 

children. In contrast, 12% of students with children selected number one meaning least satisfied 

whereas only 3.18% of students without children chose this answer option.  

Financial issues. In this survey, 22.92% of students without children reported having 

experienced difficulty with financial procedures (such as credit and bank accounts) in 
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comparison to 18% of students with children. To examine financial issues beyond the procedures 

of credit and banking, the researcher compared the survey participants’ responses for two 

additional questions relating to personal finances.  In two separate questions, the survey asked 

participants whether they (1) currently collect income from work off campus to support 

themselves financially and if they (2) have taken out student loans to offset the cost of living.  

Students with children reported working off campus and also taking out loans with greater 

frequency than their peers without children.  When asked about working off-campus, 16% of 

students with children and 7.59% of students without children responded that they were currently 

working to support themselves financially.  Additionally, 24% of students with children said that 

they had taken out student loans to offset the cost of living in comparison with the 17.40% of 

students without children that responded affirmatively to this question.  

 Student health insurance. When asked about adjusting to being a graduate student, 46% 

with children and 33.95% of students without children indicated that they had experienced 

difficulty with student health insurance.  In an effort to better understand the challenges 

associated with student health insurance, the researcher also examined the responses to other 

questions about healthcare and insurance. The survey inquired, “on average, what percentage of 

your monthly stipend did you spend on healthcare costs for you or your dependents (e.g. 

doctor/dentist visits, medications) this past year?”  Figure 5 displays the responses for students 

with children and students without children for the percentage of their total stipends that they 

spend on health related costs. 
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Figure 5. Percentage of Stipend Spent on Healthcare Costs for You or Dependents  

As Figure 5 demonstrates, students without children reported spending none of their stipend or 

up to 10% of their stipend on healthcare costs with greater frequency than students with children; 

33.88% of students without children said they don’t spend any of their stipend on health care 

compared to 20% of students with children, and 53.49% of students without children spend up to 

10% of their stipend on these costs compared to 34% of students with children.  Students with 

children chose the higher percentages of stipend spent on healthcare costs for themselves or their 

dependents with greater frequency than their peers without children; 22% of students with 

children said that they spend 11-20% of their stipend for healthcare costs compared to 9.41% of 

students without children. 

Academics. One of the purposes of this study was to better understand the academic 

experiences of students who are parents. The survey asked all participants to approximate how 

many hours per week they currently spend on their degree.  Survey participants were informed 

that this included course work, studying, teaching responsibilities, administrative work, and 

research.  Each individual was only able to select one answer option.  See Figure 6 for the 

distribution of hours spent per week on degree work. 

20%!

34%!

22%!

14%!

6%!
2%! 2%!

33.88%!

53.39%!

9.41%!

2.40%! 0.54%! 0.11%! 0.22%!
0%!

10%!

20%!

30%!

40%!

50%!

60%!

None! Up!to!10%! 11:20%! 21:30%! 31:40%! 41:50%! More!than!50%!

With 
Children 
N=50

Without 
Children 
N=816



GRADUATE STUDENTS WITH CHILDREN  39 

 

Figure 6. Hours Spent on Degree 

In response to this question, 36% of students with children reported that they spend between 41 

and 50 hours per week working towards their degree. Students without children, in comparison, 

stated that they spend 51-60 hours per week or more than 60 hours with greater frequency than 

the students with children.  

 Parenting issues.  In addition to comparing the responses to questions about housing, 

finances, health insurance, and academics, the researcher also analyzed the results of the 

“Parenting and Childcare” section of the survey to better understand the specific parenting issues 

affecting students with children. The existing research on the topic of students with children 

suggested that there might be differences in the student experiences of mothers and fathers  

(Dyk, 1987; Springer et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2006).  In order to examine this potential 

disparity between male and female graduate students with children, it was important to analyze 

and compare the similarities and differences in the responses of students by gender. Survey 

participants were asked, “Have any of the following parenting issues affected you personally?” 
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Participants were informed they could select all applicable response options.  Refer to Figure 7 

for the list of parenting issues and the percentages of females and males that selected each issue.  

 

Figure 7. Issues that Have Affected Students with Children by Gender 

The students selected issues relating to childcare with the greatest frequency; 76% of students 

reported that they had experienced problems with paying for childcare, and 66% of students 

reported problems with finding childcare.  Females were slightly more likely to report problems 

with finding and paying for childcare. Males were more likely to cite problems paying for 

dependent health insurance, as 61% of males and 52% of females selected this response.  

Since most survey participants selected problems with finding and paying for childcare, it 

is necessary to explore the responses to additional questions about childcare.  When asked if they 

had an arrangement for childcare, 78% of females and 57% of males responded that they did.  

Students were then asked a variety of questions about their childcare arrangements. In response 

to the question that asked students to identify their top childcare challenge, 81% of females and 
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77% of males said “cost.” The “quality of childcare provider/center” was the next most 

commonly chosen response with 41% of females and 17% of males stating that this was a top 

challenge. Survey participants were also asked to approximate the amount of money that they 

spend on childcare services per week, and 71% of females and 61.6% of males reported spending 

more than $200 per week on childcare expenses.    

Survey participants also asked to indicate the ways in which childcare challenges 

impacted their lives as graduate students. For this question, individuals could again select all 

applicable responses. See Figure 8 for the percentages of students that had been impacted in 

different ways including missing class, missing lab work, or missing an internship. 

 
Figure 8. Impact of Child Care Challenges for Females and Males 

 In response to the question about the impact of childcare challenges, 71% of females and 

54% of males revealed that they had been late to class, work, or needed to leave early due to 

issues of childcare.  Furthermore, 33% of females and 7% of males responded that they had 

missed a job or internship opportunity as a result of childcare difficulties.  It is important to note 
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that with the exception of missing lab work, females responded with a greater frequency than 

male survey participants for the different affects of childcare issues.  One female explained the 

impact that the cost of childcare had “since we can only afford 30 hours/week of childcare, the 

number of hours I can devote to work has been reduced since having a child. This means it will 

take longer for me to complete my degree” (Survey Participant 3).   

 International students with children. Lastly, the existing literature suggested that 

international graduate students with children face more challenges than domestic students due to 

the process of acculturation and parenting in a new and unfamiliar culture (Cadieux & Wehrly, 

1986; Dion & Dion, 2001; Myers-Walls, Frias, Kwon, Ko, & Lu, 2011; Mori, 2000; Yeh & 

Inose, 2003; Zhou, Frey & Bang, 2011). In order to understand the ways in which the experience 

of international students with children may be different, the researcher analyzed the responses to 

parenting questions based on international or domestic student status.  See Figure 9 for a 

comparison between the answers of these two student groups. 
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Figure 9. Parenting Issues Encountered by Domestic and International Graduate Students with 

Children 

In this survey, there was no significant difference between the responses to difficulties with 

health insurance during or after pregnancy, health service during or after pregnancy, maternity or 

paternity leave, or funding shortage due to taking time off. International students were slightly 

less likely to report issues with finding childcare and paying for childcare. For difficulties with 

finding childcare, 56% of international students and 71% of domestic students reported this as an 

issue. 69% of international students and 79% of domestic students cited challenges with paying 

for childcare. International students with children were slightly more likely however, to report 

issues with paying for dependent insurance. In comparison to 53% of domestic students who 

indicated they had experienced problems with paying for dependent insurance, 63% of 

international students had cited this as an issue. 
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Artifact Analysis 

 Whereas the existing survey data was valuable for determining some of the challenges 

faced by students with children in comparison with students without children, the artifact 

analysis of the university’s publicly available webpages provided information about the 

institution’s support for graduate students with children. The information for gradate students 

with children was also compared to the supports in place for faculty and staff. Lastly, the 

researcher conducted an artifact analysis of the Northwestern University Student Parent Alliance 

website and specifically, the student testimonies.  The student testimonies page consisted of 

nineteen anonymous, personal accounts from individual students and alumni of Northwestern 

University describing their thoughts and experiences as students with children.  The testimonies 

contained narrative explanations of the ways in which graduate students have been challenged 

and supported as they manage their dual roles as students and parents, as well as descriptions of 

additional resources and services these students would like to see the institution create or expand 

upon. 

 Support for graduate students with children. The Graduate School website, the Office 

of the Provost website, and the Human Resources website all contained information for graduate 

students with children including childcare, facilities for nursing mothers, health care, leaves of 

absence, and more. The next sections will outline the specific resources, supports, and services 

available to these students. 

 Childcare.  The artifact analysis revealed that the institution provided information about 

childcare for students with children. On The Graduate School’s “Child and Family Resources” 

page, there was a link at the top to the university’s Office of the Provost’s site. This link led to 

the Provost’s page with an additional link for a PDF document titled “Resources for Students 
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Who Are Parents.” The document included brief descriptions and links to the webpages of five 

different childcare centers, three of which were located in Evanston, one in the suburb Winnetka, 

and one in Chicago. The university’s Office of Human Resources website explained that 

childcare fee assistance was available at three of these five centers.   

 The “Fee Assistance” page clarified that funds were awarded to Northwestern families, 

including graduate students, faculty, and staff who demonstrated financial need and met a list of 

criteria for eligibility. These requirements clarified that (1) recipients must be full-time faculty, 

staff, or undergraduate/graduate school students, (2) children must be enrolled full-time, five 

days per week, at the center, (3), combined family income must be $100,000 or less, and (4) both 

parents must be employed or in school full time.  

 In addition to the requirements for the fee assistance program, this webpage also listed 

important tax implications as well as other childcare and dependent care financial assistance not 

specific to a certain childcare center.  The two other forms of support listed here were the 

dependent care flexible spending account, an account to assist with funding eligible childcare 

expenses, and the university’s dependent match program, a program which provided non-taxable 

matching funds directly to an employee. The website did not state whether or not the dependent 

care flexible spending account and/or dependent match program were available for graduate 

students with children.  

 Healthcare. The Graduate School’s “Child and Family Resources” page also covered 

information about health insurance as well as health care options.  The health insurance section 

consisted of one sentence saying that “if you and/or your dependents do not have health coverage 

through NU, please review the All Kids plan offered by the State of Illinois.”  Clicking on the 

“All Kids” link led to another website outside of the university that appeared to be owned by the 
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State of Illinois government. This separate website included an array of information about the 

All Kids program, frequently asked questions, and online and downloadable applications.  

 The university provided further information regarding health-related resources on another 

page of The Graduate School website titled “Health and Wellness.”  The page consisted of a 

wide range of healthcare support including on-campus health services, student health insurance, 

fitness and recreation resources, counseling and mental health services, and sexual violence 

support.  There were two campus health services locations; the website explained that all full-

time students were eligible for these services, and part-time students could also use the services 

by arrangement and payment of a fee. The webpage did not specify the process for such an 

arrangement or the fee amount.  

 The Student Health Insurance section led to another webpage specifically addressing the 

health insurance plan and policies for graduate students enrolled in The Graduate School. 

Northwestern required all full-time students to maintain health care coverage and sponsored a 

plan through Aetna Student Health. The premium for the NU/Aetna plan for the 2014-2015 

academic year was $3,449, and the annual deductible was $250.  This webpage also explained 

that part-time students could enroll in the NU/Aetna plan by submitting an application to the 

Student Health Insurance Office, however, in order to qualify, students must be taking a 

minimum of two credits toward a degree.  The university website also explained that the 

institution offered health insurance to spouses, children, and same sex domestic partners. The 

Student Health Insurance page did not include the cost associated with adding a dependent, 

spouse, or partner to the plan. A “Google” search revealed that this information was located on a 

different page through the university’s Division of Student Affairs website. The “Dependent 
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Coverage” website contained the rates for the 2014-2015 academic year. The cost of enrolling a 

spouse was $6,890 and the cost of dependent insurance was $4,313 per child.  

 Finally, the health care section of the “Child and Family” resources page simply listed the 

names of four local hospitals. Specific information about pediatric care was not included. 

Clicking on each hospital name led to the individual hospital’s own website with details of 

locations and services.   

 Institutional support. The “Child and Family Resources” page on The Graduate School 

website, as well as the two-page document on the Provost’s Office site outlined other services, 

resources, and information regarding on-campus support and institutional policies such as 

maternity leave, rooms for nursing mothers, and baby changing tables.  

 The Graduate School website included an explanation of on-campus facilities to support 

graduate students with children.  Northwestern University dedicated Mothers’ Rooms to “help 

nursing mothers upon their transition back to the University.” This site provided a link to more 

information regarding the procedures and locations for Mother’s Rooms at the university on the 

Office of Human Resources site. At the top of the page, the university affirmed, “Northwestern 

University strives to provide a family-friendly environment for its faculty, staff, and students. 

Nursing mothers have access to dedicated mother’s rooms.”  The Graduate School website also 

listed the locations of baby changing tables.  Baby changing tables and mother’s rooms are 

available to be used by students, faculty, and staff.  Figures 10 and 11 serve as visualizations of 

the buildings on Northwestern’s Evanston and Chicago campuses with Mother’s Rooms and 

baby changing tables. 



GRADUATE STUDENTS WITH CHILDREN  48 

 

Figure 10. Chicago Campus Locations of Mother’s Rooms. 

 

Figure 11. Evanston Campus Locations of Mother’s Rooms and Baby Changing Tables. 
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According to the university’s websites, baby changing tables were located in four 

different campus buildings, and there were a total of seven “Mother’s Rooms” on the two 

Northwestern University campuses.  For each “Mother’s Room,” there was also an address 

listed, the directions for obtaining the key to the mother’s room, and the contact information of 

an individual or office to reach out to with any questions or concerns. The artifact analyses of the 

university’s websites suggest that all four of the baby changing tables were located on the 

Evanston campus, and the university’s Chicago campus does not have baby-changing tables. 

 The Graduate School’s webpage also described a “New Mom Support Group.”  This 

support group was defined as “a place for new mothers to discuss their experiences, concerns, 

and thoughts about being a new mom. Discussions included work/life balance, sleep, nursing, 

feeding and the impact of parenting on relationships.”  Northwestern’s Women’s Center 

organized this group with meetings once a month lasting one hour each. There was no 

information about a support group for new fathers.  

 In regards to maternity and family leave, The Graduate School’s page outlined a 

“childbirth accommodation policy for eligible female graduate students requiring a maternity 

leave.” The Graduate School website also included information regarding leaves of absence for 

graduate students. The details and policies for taking these leaves, as well as the parallel policies 

for faculty members and staff at the institution are included in Table 2.   
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Table 2 

Institutional Policies for Maternity/Paternity Leave for Students and Faculty/Staff 

 Childbirth Accommodation Birth/Adoption Parental Leave 
(BAPL) 

Eligibility Applies to enrolled women graduate 
students prior to/ following the birth 
of a child 

For parents with a newborn or 
newly adopted child. 

Details of Leave Students may postpone course 
assignments, examinations, other 
academic requirements.  
Students remain eligible for 
enrollment and retain access to 
university facilities. 
Automatic extension to academic 
milestones for two academic quarters. 
 

Three years of continuous, full-time 
benefits eligible service no later 
than when the BAPL would begin. 

Compensation The student’s funding source 
(university, foundation, government) 
is responsible for funding during the 
leave. 

Disability period allows for 6-8 
weeks of paid leave and BAPL 
allows up to an additional 4 weeks.  

Process  Notify advisor/principal investigator 
and Director of Graduate Studies with 
dates of intended time away. 

The staff member must contact the 
Hartford 30 days prior to the leave.  

Duration of 
Time 

Six weeks. Up to 12 weeks of paid leave. 

 

As Table 2 proposes, the childbirth accommodation for graduate students was available for 

graduate student women and was intended for the time prior to and/or following the birth of a 

child. According to the university website, this leave of absence was six weeks in length, and the 

individual can receive funding during the leave.  Faculty and staff members who had been 

employees of the institution for three years were eligible for the Birth/Adoption Parental Leave 

(BAPL). The BAPL allowed staff and/or faculty to take a maximum of 12 weeks of paid leave, 

and the website explained that this leave was an option for parents with a newborn or newly 

adopted child.  
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Student testimonies. In addition to analyzing the webpages of The Graduate School, 

Human Resources, and the Office of the Provost at Northwestern, the researcher also examined 

the “Testimonies” webpage of the Northwestern University Student Parent Alliance. The NU 

Student Parent Alliance defined their organization as, “a diverse group of students, faculty, staff 

and community members who are working to promote better resources for student parents at 

Northwestern.” 

As of April 2015, nineteen graduate students with children had shared their experiences 

in the form of narrative testimonials on the NU Student Parent Alliance website. The leaders of 

the student organization manage the publically available site, and if an individual was interested 

in sharing his/her thoughts, he/she was asked to complete the contact form, add suggestions in 

the “comments” section, or send an email to the student organization’s email address.  

Childcare. Throughout the student testimonies, the most frequently mentioned issue was 

childcare. 14 of the 19 student testimonies discussed the cost of childcare and four of the 19 

testimonies referred to the issue of finding childcare. One student shared, “in my family’s case, 

we hand over 80% of my monthly stipend for childcare costs alone” (Student 2).  Another 

student cited, “last year we paid almost $24,000 out of pocket for childcare” (Student 12).  The 

students also explained the ways in which childcare expenses can have an impact on other areas 

of life as well. For example, a student described, “over half of my income goes to child care and 

leaves very little for rent, food, and medical expenses” (Student 3).    

Students also wrote of potential solutions to these childcare issues.  Some students shared 

their beliefs that there should be more assistance for childcare costs, including a more significant 

discount or an additional stipend to help students with the expense of childcare. One student 

explained, “Considering Evanston’s substantial cost of living (particularly for families), the child 
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care fee assistance salary cap should be much higher than it currently is, with more funds 

allocated” (Student 12). Others students shared their thoughts about adding an on-campus school 

or childcare facility. A student shared, “I wish their was a K-12 school within the NU for NU 

families that I would bring my daughter with me to school and not to worry about her timing and 

schedule and I could be taking advantage of my school, take more classes, participate [in] 

workshops and seminars” (Student 13).  One student described a student-organized initiative to 

try to enact a solution to the childcare issue. Student 1 described: 

“In an effort to mitigate daycare costs, several student parents and I had the idea that we 

would bring our children to campus and one parent would sit with 2-3 children, while 

another parent was in class. However, despite requests to multiple departments and 

directly through TGS, we were told it was a liability to have children on campus, and 

therefore we were unable to secure a room.” 

One student summarized the importance of viable childcare options for graduate students 

“child care is a necessity for parents seeking to complete coursework, exams, and a dissertation 

in a timely fashion and options must be available and affordable.” Another student explained his 

or her perspective, “if the university wants to push graduate students through their programs they 

should make it easier and cost effective to use childcare.” Improved childcare resources thus 

could possibly lead to more efficient completion of graduate degrees for students with children.  

 Healthcare. In addition to writing of the issues surrounding childcare, students used their 

testimonies to elaborate on challenges and supports for healthcare and in particular, health 

insurance for their children. Seven of the students wrote about the challenge of finding 

affordable dependent healthcare coverage. Four of these individuals stated that they had to apply 

for government assistance through the Medicaid/All Kids program to secure health insurance for 
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their children. The students tended to apply for this program upon realizing that the health 

insurance for dependents through the Northwestern Student Health plan was not affordable. One 

student for instance shared “I have resorted to applying for Medicaid for my child because I 

cannot afford the NU healthcare coverage for him as a dependent” (Student 11). Other students 

were able to obtain dependent health insurance through different means, such as a partner’s 

insurance coverage.  Another student described his or her situation, “we purchase health 

insurance through my husband’s employer because the cost to insure my entire family through 

Northwestern University is prohibitive” (Student 4).  

 Lactation Spaces for Students with Children.  The students also wrote of their issues 

with on-campus lactation spaces for nursing mothers. Six of the nineteen student testimonies 

included thoughts and experiences regarding insufficient lactation spaces on the university’s 

campuses.  The students recognized the presence of some rooms in university buildings devoted 

to nursing mothers, however they felt there was not an adequate amount and they were not as 

convenient as they should be. One student described this issue, “it is not sufficient to have 

facilities spread out 10-15 minutes walk between buildings. This results in students (and 

employees) in buildings not in close proximity to lactation rooms having to take an hour away 

from work to walk to/from a lactation room to use a breast pump” (Student 5).   

 The students also described at length how this issue impacted their lives and the lives of 

their children. One individual wrote, “I ended up weaning my second child, the one born while I 

was here [Northwestern], at only four months (almost a year earlier than my first child) because I 

simply could not go to the library for an hour to pump multiple times a day” (Student 6).   

 All six students explained that the current number of lactation spaces is not meeting the 

needs of students with children.  Some students proposed having more lactation facilities on 
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campus, and some students specifically wrote that they believed there should be a minimum of 

one room for nursing in every campus building. One student shared, “I barely used the ones 

available, and ended up pumping in my car or an empty classroom- if I found one, which 

obviously left me with a few awkward situations” (Student 8).  

Institutional Climate and Policies. In the testimonies, students described their perception 

of the culture on campus surrounding students with children.  Five of the nineteen testimonies 

explored this concept and students mentioned interactions with and perceptions from faculty 

members, other students, and the institution as a whole. One student shared, “what we have 

encountered is a system that is not friendly to families, that in general makes little effort to help 

families” (Student 9). Another student explained that he or she perceived “just a general lack of 

recognition that grad students are also parents. I don’t get a sense from faculty of other grad 

students that they understand what it’s like” (Student 14).  

Additionally, testimonies contained students’ reflections on the inequalities and 

differences faced by women and men as graduate students with children. A student explained, 

“Now that I am a few years out, it is easier for me to reflect on how real or feigned ignorance, 

coupled with a genuine lack of institutional support is used to perpetuate (even in my own 

mind) the sexist idea that women who have children in graduate school are doing something 

unusual, unacceptable or even a little bit illicit” (Student 1). Another student spoke of these 

gender issues that he or she felt were amplified as an international student.  This student said, 

“being a Foreigner, a Grad Student and a Parent is not easy…this situation created an imbalance 

in our household that had never existed before. Far from our family network, and without 

university support, my success in Grad School became dependent upon the burden this 

arrangement put on my wife” (Student 17). 
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Student Interviews 

The Student Parent Alliance distributed an email message to its members on behalf of the 

researcher asking for students with children to volunteer for an interview. The researcher 

interviewed eight students; all who all currently are pursuing a master’s or a PhD and have one 

child or multiple children. Their responses were indicative of their individual experiences, 

however, some common themes emerged.  

Demographics. All interview participants were enrolled in graduate degree programs at 

Northwestern University during the time of the study. Table 3 provides the demographics for 

these interview participants, as well as the pseudonym assigned to each interviewee. 

Table 3 

Demographics of Interview Participants 

Pseudonym Gender Age Domestic or 
International 

Marital 
Status 

Number 
of 
Children 

Age of 
Children 

John Male 33 Domestic Married 2 3 and 1 
Mary  Female 34 Domestic Married 1 7 months 
Christina Female 43 Domestic Divorced 2 20 and 6 
Diana Female 34 Domestic Married 2 + 

pregnant 
6 and 3 

Catherine Female 31 Domestic Single 1 3 
Liz Female 35 Domestic Divorced 1 4 
Sheila Female 53 Domestic Married 3 22, 21, 17 
Andrea Female 24 Domestic Married 1 + 

pregnant 
2 

 

Seven of the eight students interviewed identified as female, one identified as male, and the 

average age of a participant was 35.8. The ages of the graduate students’ children ranged from 

seven months to 22 years old.  All student interviewees identified as domestic students.  

Childcare. Childcare was the issue most commonly mentioned across the student 

interviews; seven out of eight participants listed childcare as a challenge with which they have 
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dealt.  The only student who did not list childcare as a problem was Sheila, whose three children 

are 17 years old and older. Students mentioned obstacles including finding reliable care, 

affording childcare, and encountering issues with the university’s existing childcare assistance 

resources. Some students spoke of the difficulty of finding a childcare provider that met their 

needs. On this subject, one student shared “I’d been trying to find childcare since the beginning 

of my pregnancy […] it was literally two weeks before the semester and I still didn’t have 

childcare” (Andrea).  Another student shared that while financially it would be helpful for his 

wife to be working, he and his wife ultimately decided that she would stay home with the 

children rather than hiring a nanny or sending them to a daycare center.  

  It is important to note that all seven of these interview participants that talked about 

childcare, specifically discussed the cost of childcare. These students mentioned how challenging 

it had been to locate childcare that was affordable, how helpful it was to have a spouse or a 

family member contribute to paying for childcare, and how childcare placed a burden and stress 

on their lives in general. Mary, for example, shared: 

“The cost of childcare is insane. I’m really lucky that I have a working spouse […] he’s 

not a graduate student. Even with that it’s hard for us to be able to afford childcare.  I pay 

$700 a month in childcare only for part-time care, three days a week. That’s more than a 

third of the average graduate student stipend and that’s only for part-time care. And that’s 

one child” (Mary). 

Another student, Diana, also spoke of her difficulties with affording childcare. She referred to 

the discount the institution offered for specified off-campus childcare centers. She explained, 

“even with the NU discount, paying for childcare at the places that have the discount is more 

than half your stipend” (Diana).   
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Lastly, four of the interviewees spoke of the institution’s lack of an on-campus childcare 

facility.  These students mentioned their hope that the institution would create on-campus 

childcare, and they also cited other higher education institutions that offer either free or 

affordable childcare on-campus for students, faculty, and staff.  John, for example said, 

“something that would be really helpful is to have some kind of drop-in childcare, even if it was 

just during the actual quarters […] something that’s on campus and that wasn’t like an extra, 

added cost, because we are already paying a lot.” Interview participants also expressed ways in 

which on-campus childcare might alleviate some of the challenges of being a student with 

children.  On this topic, Christina explained, “if you have anything where you have to bring your 

child with you and you could just leave your child for a couple of hours [because I am] traveling 

back and forth to get her from school and then going back to class.”  Having on campus 

childcare could reduce the time spent travelling between home, the child’s school, and the 

university.  This issue of time will be explained in greater depth in the following section.   

Time and stress. Throughout the interviews, students referred to different issues related 

to time and stress, as well as the interconnectedness of these two concerns. Six of the eight 

participants mentioned time constraints and/or time management challenges in their responses. 

Students spoke of not having time to socialize and/or not having enough time to complete all the 

assignments due to the responsibilities of being a parent.  The interview participants also 

explained that many of the lectures, meetings, and events on campus are held in the evenings.  

They explained that if these university events were held at different times, they would attend 

more campus activities.   One student explained these timing issue and scheduling challenges 

that she has persistently faced as a student with children at Northwestern,  
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“tons and tons of stuff that both would be interesting, education, and beneficial for the 

intellectual work that I do and that you know just politically you’re supposed to show 

your face at, happens after five o’clock, which makes it challenging for me and I’m 

partnered, which is not necessarily the case for all grad student parents” (Diana).   

Due to the time constraints and the amount of commitments as parents and as students, 

the researcher also asked all interview participants to tell how often they felt stressed or 

overwhelmed by these two roles. When providing their answers to this question, four of the eight 

students responded by saying that they experienced stress either daily or everyday that they are 

on campus. One student summarized both issues of time and stress, “there’s stress every day, it’s 

kind of constant with just always something you know competing. I guess the difference between 

me and my colleagues, single colleagues who don’t have families in my program, they have a lot 

more extra time and it’s very easy for them to get together and do social events” (John).   

Lastly, the researcher asked participants to share ways in which they handle or manage 

the stress of being a parent and a student.  Interview participants described having to accept that 

they were not going to be able to accomplish everything, prioritize the important items, and 

generally just try to do the best they can.      

Institutional policies. Participants also shared their views of and experiences with 

institutional policies for students with children.  Five of the participants discussed confusion 

and/or frustration with institutional policies that relate to student parents, and the affect these 

policies have had on their overall experiences at Northwestern. Diana shared, “I think grad 

students are overlooked […] My impression of Northwestern is that the policies for faculty and 

staff are pretty good here but there’s not a huge amount of trickle down. As a grad student 

parent, you have to tell the professors what the policies are.” The interviewees spoke of this 
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unclear nature surrounding the classification of graduate students, and particularly whether 

graduate students are students or employees of the institution. These students spoke of their 

perception of graduate students falling into an ill-defined area somewhere between staff and 

students, and the complications that this lack of clarity created.  For example, Catherine, shared 

“we don’t qualify for the family marriage leave act for example because we aren’t categorized 

institutionally as laborers […] when you become a parent and try to actually utilize resources 

that you assume are available to anybody that’s having a child.”  

One particular set of policies that students discussed in their interviews was the 

procedures and rules about maternity and family leave.  Two of the students felt that the current 

policies for graduate students to take maternity leave are problematic in that they are not 

inclusive of all parents.  These students referred to the ability for mothers who will be giving 

birth to take six weeks of maternity leave, but this policy does not extend to fathers, same-sex 

couples, or adoptive parents.  Mary shared, “Parental leave, paid parental leave should be 

inclusive. It should include fathers, same sex couples, and adoptive couples, which it does not. 

Currently it is a childbirth accommodation which is just for women and just for women who give 

birth” Furthermore, two of the students mentioned that they didn’t know about maternity leave 

and felt that the policies were very unclear. One student explained this experience: 

I’m the first woman in my department to have a child while in graduate school, plenty of 

other males have, so they were unclear about protocols, as far as maternity leave. I never 

got any maternity leave because of miscommunication with the department and TGS. It 

was very confusing about what I could ask for (Liz).   



GRADUATE STUDENTS WITH CHILDREN  60 

The interview participants explained that they would like these policies to be re-examined and 

for the policies to be explicitly communicated to students, their academic departments, and the 

institution in general.  

Campus climate.  In addition to the written polices, the researcher also asked students to 

reflect on whether or not they generally perceived the institution to have a family friendly 

culture. The students were asked to form their own opinion about the definition of family 

friendly, and the researcher asked students to explain their classification of the institution as 

family friendly or not.  In their responses, six of the eight interviewees said that the university’s 

culture was not family friendly. One of the participants said it was neutral, and she clarified it 

was not family friendly but it was not anti-family, and one participant gave a mixed response by 

saying that the faculty she had encountered were family friendly, but the students were not. 

Participants included the following reasons for why they believed the university not to be family 

friendly: the lack of institutional supports, the absence of an on-campus childcare facility, and 

inflexible policies for teaching and academic requirements. 

Furthermore, some of the participants shared that they had a sense that others at the 

university would think they were less capable and/or less dedicated to their academics based on 

the fact that they are parents. Students said that they try to avoid telling others that they have 

children out of fear that it might negatively impact their academics and future careers. Diana 

explained an experience she had with a professor, “he was like, if your focus is going to be split 

then you shouldn’t expect to get a job so I don’t really know why you would bother doing this. 

[…] People should be able to split their focus and still get a job.” She explained that it was 

atypical for someone to directly say something to her that she would be less successful, however 

she had the impression that others thought similar things but did not voice them.  
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Support for graduate students with children. As one of the primary purposes of this 

study was to determine the support that graduate students with children encounter at a private, 

highly selective university, the researcher inquired about sources of support during the one-on-

one interviews.  Students were asked to describe the support they have found for students with 

children within the institution. The participants were also asked, “Has there been an office, 

department, administrator, or faculty member who has been particularly supportive or helpful as 

you balance your academic and family responsibilities?” If there had been an office, 

administrator, or professor, the student was asked to explain what that office or individual had 

done to be helpful. In addition to examining the support students with children receive through 

the institution, the researcher asked the students about forms of support outside of the university.   

When questioned about sources of support received at Northwestern as well as outside of 

the institution, the students responded in varied ways. Figure 12 provides a visualization of the 

sources of support mentioned by the students.  

 

Figure 12. Sources of Support for Graduate Students with Children. 
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While all of the interviewees mentioned at least one source of support within the 

university and one source of support outside of the university, their interpretations of support 

varied. All but one of the participants mentioned the support of faculty members or professors 

and two of the individuals also spoke specifically about how their advisor had been supportive.   

In regards to support outside of the institution, five individuals specifically discussed the 

role of their spouse or romantic partner. For some, the support included the financial 

contributions of an additional income or assistance with childcare responsibilities. John, for 

example stated “My wife and I have a really great arrangement and she’s happy with the 

arrangement where she is taking care of the children. She isn’t working and I’m going to 

school.” Other participants spoke of the ways in which their spouses provide encouragement and 

emotional support. Andrea, for instance explained, “I have my husband who’s been amazing […] 

he was very supportive of like, you’re doing the right thing, just keep on going, not making you 

feel guilty.” 

 Seven of the individuals mentioned the support from their faculty and/or academic 

department.  Some alluded to additional support given by their department because they have 

familial responsibilities that other students might not have. Christina explained, “it hasn’t been 

expressed openly that maybe some extra support is given because they understand that I have a 

child or something like that but I am sure that comes into mind when I request an extension.” 

Sheila similarly shared, “I think that all of the instructors have been really supportive of it when I 

say that I’ve had a conflict. I do explain to them that it’s a family thing.”  

 Lastly, seven out of eight interview participants also spoke of support from their peers. 

Some specifically referenced other students with children who had been helpful in connecting 

them with resources, offering advice about being a parent while also a student at NU, or 
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providing childcare assistance. One student explained, “Before it was the Student Parent 

Alliance, it was the Mamas and Papas […] I emailed the group. One women it is and I did a 

childcare exchange, and I got a huge list of daycares and babysitters in the area” (Liz).  Other 

students spoke of support from students in their courses or in their departments who did not have 

children, but who were generally understanding of family responsibilities and respectful of 

differences between students who are parents and those who are not parents.  One student 

however, said that she wished she had peer support, especially as a new mother. Andrea stated, 

“I feel like it would have been nice even though you’re busy as a parent and you’re trying to get 

your graduate studies done, but it would have been nice to know that yeah there are other parents 

on campus, who are struggling with both roles and what not.”  Andrea explained that she was 

nearing the end of her graduate studies and had just recently met other graduate students with 

children.  

Conclusion 

 The data gathered through the 2012 Graduate Leadership Council survey, artifact 

analysis, and individual interviews form a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and 

support that graduate students with children have encountered at Northwestern University, and 

suggest possible ways the institution encourages these students.  In particular, the existing survey 

data clarified how students with children are a unique population, the artifact analysis provided 

insight into the available support through the institution, and the student testimonies and 

interviews were helpful in understanding the individual experiences of these students and the 

common qualities they share.  The following Data Interpretation section will explore this data in 

greater depth, and demonstrates in which the findings of this study connect and contrast with the 

existing literature.  
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Data Interpretation 
 Data collected through the survey, artifact analysis, and interviews suggest numerous 

supports and challenges that graduate students with children encounter at a private, highly 

selective research university.  The findings also imply ways in which the institution can promote 

the academic success of these students. These findings will be explored in connection to the 

existing literature on the topic of students with children through the following themes: (1) 

financial challenges (2) time-based work-family conflict and (3) institutional support. Lastly, in 

light of the major themes and in conjunction with the literature, the study demonstrated that 

graduate students with children are a diverse group of individuals and thus their challenges and 

necessary supports vary widely across this group.  

Financial Challenges and the Costs of Childcare and Health Insurance 

Graduate students with children cited financial issues as a primary challenge, specifically 

the cost of childcare and health insurance. As the artifact analysis demonstrated, the institution 

provided information about childcare resources and healthcare coverage through publicly 

available websites; however, the interviews, student testimonies, and Graduate Leadership 

Council survey suggest the resources in place for childcare and health insurance are not currently 

meeting the needs of this student population.  

 Finding affordable childcare. In the survey, interviews, and student testimonies, 

graduate students with children spoke of their issues finding, securing, and paying for reliable 

childcare.  The two most common issues reported on the survey were related to childcare; 76% 

of graduate students with children reported experiencing problems with paying for childcare and 

66% cited problems with finding childcare. Seven of the eight interview participants and 14 out 

of 19 student testimonies referred to the cost of childcare as a challenge they have encountered 
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during their time in graduate school. The only interview participant that did not discuss childcare 

as an issue had three children who were all over the age of 16. In both the interviews and student 

testimonies, participants described spending half of their incomes or more on childcare costs 

alone, which placed a greater strain on the family’s financial situation as a whole. In their survey 

responses, 71% of female graduate students with children and 61.6% of male graduate students 

with children reported spending more than $200 per week on childcare expenses. As the artifact 

analysis demonstrated, students typically receive less than $24,000 per year from their stipends, 

and some students do not receive stipends at all.  

The students also explained the impact that childcare challenges have had on their 

academic and professional lives.  In the 2012 survey, 71% of female graduate students with 

children and 54% of male graduate students with children indicated that they had been late to 

class or work or had to leave early because of childcare issues. Additionally, 38% of women and 

23% of men said that they had missed a meeting and/or a lecture due to challenges with 

childcare. These responses may explain why students with children were almost twice as likely 

as their peers without children to say that they had experienced difficulties with the academic 

requirements of graduate school. In their individual interviews, students spoke of the lack of 

childcare options particularly in the evenings.  This led the students to miss important on-campus 

lectures, events, and other networking opportunities. This aspect will be explored in greater 

detail through the exploration of competing time demands in a later section. 

Specifically for women and for students with young children, childcare is a major issue 

and the data suggests this challenge can have a negative affect on the overall experience of these 

students at the university.  The findings in this research project regarding the difficulties of 

securing reliable, affordable childcare are supported by the literature.  As Springer’s (2009) 
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findings suggest, quality childcare is expensive and graduate students typically earn modest 

stipends. As Engelhard (2012) proposed as well, financial limitations can lead to a greater degree 

of work-family conflict. Additionally, the survey data proposes that women are more likely than 

men to be late to class, miss class, or miss a job or internship as a result of childcare issues.  

These findings are in accordance with the literature regarding the disadvantages women face as 

graduate students with children in comparison with their male peers (Kennelly & Spalter-Roth, 

2006; Williams et al., 2009; Wolfinger et al., 2009).  The impact of childcare on academics and 

an individual’s career may help to explain why women with children are less likely than men 

with children to attain tenure-track faculty positions after graduate school (Mason et al., 2013).  

As Mason (2013) explains, there are disproportionately more women at the bottom of the 

academic lander as contingent and part-time faculty.  Accordingly, it appears from this study that 

women and men face similar challenges with childcare but are impacted differently.  

Cost of dependent health insurance. In addition to issues with the cost of childcare, the 

cumulative findings of this study suggest that graduate students with children at a private, highly 

selective research university encounter challenges with the cost of healthcare.  In the 2012 

survey, 46% of students with children reported difficulties with student health insurance whereas 

only 34% of students without children stated this was an issue they faced. The survey also 

demonstrated 46% of students with children spend 11% or more of their stipend on healthcare 

costs for themselves and their dependents.  

The institution’s website explained that the student health insurance plan can be extended 

to include spouses and children, however, through testimonies and interviews, students shared 

that they found the university health insurance to be cost prohibitive. The literature explains that 

when student health coverage is not available at an affordable rate, students may try to pursue 
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employment outside of the university and slow down or discontinue their degree program. In this 

study, students explained that they were able to make arrangements for insurance through either 

a spouse’s insurance plan if this was a possibility, or they applied to Medicaid for their children’s 

coverage.  The students explained in the interviews and the testimonies that governmental aid 

through the Medicaid/ All Kids program was an option due to their modest income as graduate 

students.  Students mentioned that in addition to Medicaid/ All Kids for dependent health 

insurance, some students were also able to receive food stamps to provide food for themselves 

and their families.  The university website included a link to the All Kids program with the 

application, however, the university website did not contain a great amount of detail about how 

students should consider this program as an alternative to the university health plan. Students 

primarily spoke of finding about the All Kids program through other student parents, or after 

doing independent research about the options available.  

Childcare and healthcare costs thus help to explain the overall financial concerns and 

difficulties that graduate students with children experienced. In comparison with the students 

without children, students with children were more likely to seek additional employment and 

take out student loans to offset the cost of living. Furthermore, through the student interviews, it 

was apparent that these students are worried about their financial situation for themselves and 

their families. In the interviews as well some students spoke of student loan debt, outside 

employment, or relying on the financial contributions from a spouse or another family member.   

Time-based Work-Family Conflict 

 This research project implies graduate students with children experience work-family 

conflict primarily in the form of time-based conflict as they try to fulfill the responsibilities of a 

student and a parent.  The findings suggest that students with children spend less time on their 
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academics, including course work, studying, teaching, research, as 66% of students with children 

indicated they spend more than 40 hours per week on academics compared to 81% of students 

without children who spend more than 40 hours per week on these commitments. As Mason, 

Goulden, and Frasch (2009) found, graduate students without children spend approximately 75 

hours each week on academics, employment, housework, and caregiving, students who are 

fathers typically spend about 90 hours on these tasks, and students who are mothers spend 100 

hours or more.  

Data gathered through the artifact analysis of the student testimonies and individual 

interviews provide a more complete picture of this time challenge. The findings demonstrate that 

it is not simply the amount of responsibilities associated with being a graduate student at a highly 

selective, research university; it is also the timing of various academic, career, and 

extracurricular activities on campus.  In the testimonies and interviews, students explained that 

many required or suggested campus activities take place after five o’clock in the afternoon.  This 

issue is compounded by the fact that many childcare facilities close at approximately this time 

each day. Additionally, students expressed difficulty in finding childcare on the weekends and 

for longer periods of time, which was necessary if they wanted to attend a conference or an on-

campus interview at another institution. Given the limited availability of evening and weekend 

childcare, students with children are often not able to attend the same lectures and events that 

students without children can attend.  Students perceived this challenge as having a negative as 

well as stressful impact on their lives. The issue of stress will be expanded upon in the following 

section. 

 Time-based conflicts and stress. The findings of this research study also suggest a 

connection between these timing issues and the stress graduate students with children face. When 
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asked about how often they feel stressed as a student with children, the students spoke of feeling 

stressed or overwhelmed often or daily.  While students spoke of how rewarding it was to be a 

graduate student at the university as well as how rewarding it was to be a parent, the students 

spoke of the constant demand of these two spheres of their lives. These findings are supported be 

existing literature on students with children and the time issues they encounter.  As Dyk (1987) 

shared, time-based conflict is present when the demands of one role, either school or family 

responsibilities, make it so that it is impossible to successful achieve the expectations of the other 

role. The literature as well as this research project found that conflict could arise due to 

inflexibility in school and or home schedules, childcare duties, and other time constraints of 

school and/or home life (Dyk, 1987; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) As Elliot (2008) suggested, it is 

also the sheer amount of responsibility and the time demands that bring about this conflict 

between work and family. 

In addition to having academic and career implications, students also mentioned in the 

testimonies and interviews, that there were some social implications as well to the time 

constraints associated with being a graduate student with children.  In comparison to the students 

without children, those with children shared that they were not able to form the same connections 

with their peers, cohorts, or university. As Springer et al., (2009) explained, it is common for 

graduate students with children to feel isolated or disconnected from the institution. This study 

supported these findings, as students referred to the stress, alienation, or sense of isolation they 

experienced during their time at the university. As the literature proposed, this is significant as 

high levels of stress and isolation can be associated with a wide array of mental and physical 

health issues (Engelhard, 2012; Dyk, 1987). 
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It is important to note, however, that time constraints were not perceived as exclusively 

negative. In their individual interviews, some participants referred to the positive influences that 

being a parent and a student have had on their overall stress level and time management.  While 

there exists some disparity in the research on this topic, the positive affect of time management 

issues is supported by some existing literature. As Wolf-Wendel and Ward (2006) explained, 

having children actually could help put the stress of graduate school into perspective as the child 

becomes the most important thing in a person’s life. Students spoke of not being able to 

complete every assignment or read every article, but that this contributed to what they perceived 

as more balance between their academic and personal lives. Some students even referred to 

instances in which their peers without children who would become more overwhelmed about 

academics because they did not have another area of their life that required the same amount of 

attention as parenting. 

Institutional Support  

 In addition to the challenges that graduate students with children encounter at the 

institution, this study also sought to examine the ways in which students are supported.  In light 

of the data, the findings demonstrate students with children generally perceive their peers and 

academic departments to be supportive.  They do not, however, feel that the institution as a 

whole is supportive of students with children.  Specifically, the students perceived a campus 

climate that was not friendly to families, observed a lack of communication regarding the 

existing supports, and encountered confusing policies.  

Campus climate. Across the interviews, student testimonies, and the 2012 Graduate 

Leadership and Advocacy Council Survey, graduate students with children generally perceived 

that the university did not have a family friendly culture. The literature explained that many 
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graduate students with children face a “no children allowed” atmosphere at their institution 

(Springer et al., 2009; Reddick et al., 2011).  Elliot (2008) described a “family friendly” culture 

as one where an institution supports the childrearing responsibilities as well as the academic and 

career goals of graduate students with children. In the interviews and testimonies, the students 

described their perception of the university as a place where few people understand what it is like 

to be a parent and a student, and that their family duties are simply tolerated as long as they are 

meeting the basic academic benchmarks. The students also shared that they feel as though they 

should refrain from telling colleagues and faculty that they have children. Specifically some 

women shared that they were nervous to inform their departments of their pregnancy out of 

concern for how it may impact their perception. 

 The interviews and student testimonies also revealed that these sentiments differed based 

on gender. For instance, lactation space was identified as a major challenge on campus, and this 

issue disproportionately affects women. The artifact analysis revealed there are currently a total 

of seven designated spaces on the university’s two campuses for nursing mothers. In the 

testimonies and interviews, students described the frustrations and inconveniences caused by too 

few rooms for lactation. They spoke of having to go to another building on campus or often 

needing to designate their own lactation space within their academic building if they did not have 

time to travel to a different campus location. Beyond simply an inconvenience, the issue with 

lactation spaces was also a daily source of embarrassment and awkward interactions for nursing 

mothers.  The interview participants described this problem when sharing stories about having to 

pump in public spaces such as conference rooms that had large windows and no locks on the 

doors.  These negative experiences related to breast pumping may help to explain why many 

students felt that the institution did not have a culture that was conducive to families. 
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Additionally, due to the time commitment associated with having to travel to a lactation space, 

this also seemed to be an additional source of stress for students with children. 

 Sources of support. In the interviews and student testimonies, students shared their 

experiences of support on institutional and personal levels. The graduate students with children 

receive support from a variety of individuals and services.  As the literature suggests, the amount 

of support to which an individual has access to is an important coping mechanism for work-

family conflict (Reddick et al., 2011). As Elliot (2008) explained, graduate students with 

children who feel most supported will generally have access to spousal support, social or peer 

support, and organization support, and positive support can help to mitigate the negative effects 

of work-family conflict. 

The interviews, testimonies, and survey data suggested that students received peer 

support through other students with children at the university. Students shared how valuable it 

had been to have other students in similar situations who had helped connect them to helpful 

resources at the institution or in the community. As Bair and Haworth (1999) suggested, peer 

support cannot only be helpful on an emotional and social level, but there was a positive 

relationship in fact between peer integration and graduate degree attainment.  The students 

explained, however, that it was not necessarily easy to form these connections with other 

students with children. Some students spoke of not finding out about other student parents in 

their individual school or department until months or years after they started the program.  The 

findings suggest that the NU Student Parent Alliance had helped to mitigate some of these issues 

with forming these important peer relations, however, students still felt that there should be more 

institutional support in connecting students with children with one another.  
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In testimonies and interviews, the students also spoke of positive relationships with 

individual advisors, faculty members, and administrators, and the impact that this support had on 

their overall experience at the university.  Seven of the eight interview participants said that their 

professors had been supportive, specifically they referred to interactions with individual 

professors or administrators who expressed an understanding of their circumstances, and who 

were willing to be flexible and make some minor accommodations. Some students referred to 

their advisor as being supportive and connecting them to resources at the institution or 

elsewhere.  As Bair and Haworth (1999) explain, “The degree and quality of the relationship 

between doctoral student and advisor or faculty has a strong, positive relationship to successful 

completion of the doctorate” (p. 32).  The students demonstrated that sometimes seemingly small 

actions, such as an advisor initiating a conversation about work-family balance could make a 

large difference in their overall experience at the institution and could contribute to a greater 

sense of belonging. 

 The students generally felt that while they received support from peers and some 

individual faculty members and/or advisors, the current forms of institutional support and the 

services and resources available to students with children are not sufficient. Through the 

testimonies and interviews, graduate students with children described their difficulties with 

locating support at the institution as well as institutional policies, including maternity and family 

leave procedures, as causing additional barriers to their success. Five of the eight student 

interviews and five of the 19 testimonies discussed the confusing policies. It is important to note 

that they also felt like policies for students were not as helpful or inclusive as the parallel policies 

for faculty and staff. This study suggests this issue contributed to a greater degree of frustration 

among this student population and a more overall negative experience at the institution. The 
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artifact analysis revealed that there are multiple university websites including The Graduate 

School, The Office of the Provost, Human Resources, and The Division of Student Affairs 

contain relevant information for students with children about support, services, and resources on 

campus and in the larger community The testimonies, survey data, and individual interviews 

shed light on the issue that while some support is in place, it is difficult to locate, and does an 

inadequate job of helping these students to be successful at the university.  

Conclusion 

 The data gathered through this study and the existing literature on the topic of graduate 

students with children suggest that these students face financial challenges with the costs of 

childcare and health insurance, time-based work-family conflict and stress, peer and faculty 

support, and insufficient institutional support. The following Conclusions section will explore 

these themes, recommend next steps, and address some limitations of this study.  
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Conclusions 

 This research was helpful in understanding the challenges and support that graduate 

students with children encounter at Northwestern University. First, financial issues related to the 

costs of childcare and health care emerged as the major challenges faced by graduate students 

with children. Students experienced difficulties with finding reliable childcare that met their 

needs as well as securing childcare that was affordable on the limited income that graduate 

students receive. These students also faced challenges with the expense of healthcare, as the 

students did not perceive the university provided health care plan for dependents as being 

affordable. This led many students with children to seek healthcare coverage for their children 

through either a spouse’s health plan, if that was an option, or the governmental program All 

Kids under Medicaid.  

 In addition to financial issues, graduate students with children at this private, highly 

selective, research university faced a series of challenges relating to time. This included 

insufficient time to complete academic and familial responsibilities, the inconvenient timing of 

on-campus events and activities, and the constant stress induced by competing time demands.   

 As the students tried to manage the responsibilities and roles of simultaneously being a 

student and a parent, both institutional and personal forms of support were cited as beneficial. 

Students referred to the support they had received from their peers, advisors, and individual 

faculty members, however they did not perceive the institution as a whole to be particularly 

supportive of graduate students with children. This was due in part to a lack of communication 

about available support, services and resources that did not meet the needs of this student 

population, as well as a campus climate that was not overall understood to be “family friendly.” 
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Limitations 

 There were limitations to this research study about graduate student parents that are 

important to address. The existing literature on the challenges and support of graduate students 

with children suggests important differences in the experiences of males, females, and 

international students (Dyk, 1987; Mason et al., 2013; Springer et al., 2009; Williams et al., 

2006).  The limited population of this research study, however, made it difficult to discern 

differences based on gender and domestic versus international student status. The survey 

provided some insight, however demographics were unknown for the testimonies, and the 

interview population was limited, and specifically included only one male participant and no 

international students. Additionally, the population of this study was limited to Northwestern 

University master’s and doctoral students. As a highly selective, private, research university, the 

results may not be generalizable to other higher education institutions.  

 The researcher also recognized that the interview questions might have been limited in 

some ways. While the researcher asked interview participants to share institutional and personal 

forms of support, the researcher neglected to include specific questions about how available 

support connected to academic success and career aspirations. Pointed questions about 

academics program requirements and career goals would have been helpful in understanding the 

impact that challenges and support have had on these student’s lives and in tying the academic 

experiences of graduate students with children to the existing literature on this topic. 

 The researcher for this study was also not a parent, and this may have led the study 

participants to withhold some information. It is possible that the interview participants may not 

have felt comfortable sharing some details of their experience, because they did not perceive the 

researcher as understanding of their challenges.  
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 Lastly, the researcher had contact with this student population prior to this research study, 

and prior information regarding the challenges of graduate students with children may have 

influenced the way in which data was analyzed and interpreted. The researcher attempted to 

remain unbiased throughout the data collection and analysis process; however, it is possible that 

previous notions of the experience of these students may have played a role in how this study 

was conducted. 

Next Steps  

 This research project suggests various ways in which the institution can improve its 

support for graduate students with children. First, this study discovered a significant gap between 

the resources and services available to graduate students with children and the students’ 

awareness of these resources, services, and support. Students shared their experiences of 

searching many university websites, contacting numerous departments in search of information 

about on-campus and off-campus support, and sometimes not finding relevant information.  

Creating a comprehensive packet of information and designating a staff member, student, or 

volunteer as a point of contact to answer questions related to being a parent and student could be 

possibilities for increasing communication about resources.   

A clear point of contact and a comprehensive collection of resources, support, and advice 

from other graduate students would reduce the amount of time students spend searching for 

information. It may also decrease the amount of stress these students experience as they try to 

locate support. This study suggests that clear communication may even contribute to a change in 

the perception of campus climate to be more family friendly.  

 Furthermore, this research project suggests that childcare and healthcare costs are among 

the primary issues affecting graduate students with children, in particular graduate students with 
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infants or young children.  The institution could reevaluate existing information about childcare 

centers and providers, as well as the current discount offered to students with children.  While 

the university offered a fee assistance program, the students did not perceive this program as 

being supportive or meeting their needs. The university could consider allocating more funds to 

making childcare more affordable, trying to connect students with outside funding sources such 

as grants or governmental aid, or creating an on-campus childcare center on the institution’s 

campus. 

Additionally, the students did not perceive the health insurance plan as being accessible 

for students with children given the modest stipend these students receive. Even in situations 

where students were receiving additional income from outside work, family contributions, or 

income from a spouse, health insurance was felt to be cost prohibitive. The university could 

evaluate whether it would be possible to make dependent coverage more affordable, or provide 

more information about the application process for the Medicaid All Kids program. Students had 

generally positive experiences with the All Kids aid program, and thus increased communication 

about this alternative health insurance policy may be beneficial. 

 Lastly, while students perceived their peers and faculty of being mostly supportive, the 

students did note an overall lack of understanding of the graduate student parent experience 

throughout the campus.  The institution could perhaps implement some trainings or educational 

programming to increase awareness of the student parent experience among other students, 

faculty, staff, and administrators. Many students shared instances in which they had to educate 

their department about the policies for students with children.  The university could specifically 

focus on providing information to academic department administrators and faculty about policies 
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such as maternity leave, and how to support these students with children throughout their time at 

Northwestern.  

Future Research 

 The study suggested additional areas for exploration and research on the topic of graduate 

students with children.  First, it would be helpful to study the experiences of alumni of the 

institution who had been parents during the time they were in graduate school.  The literature 

noted some longer term affects of having children in graduate school including difficulty 

attaining tenure-track faculty positions.  It would be interesting to explore the barriers these 

students may encounter after degree attainment. 

 Additionally, another group of individuals to include in a future study would be students 

with children who decided or were forced to discontinue their degree programs.  It would be 

beneficial to interview, survey, or conduct focus groups with students who had not been able to 

persist in graduate school to better understand the challenges and lack of support these students 

face. 

 Lastly, it would be informative to conduct a study similar to this one at multiple 

institutions or different institutional type. A study at different sites may demonstrate how 

different environments and/or various forms or support might affect the challenges and academic 

success of these students.  

 This research study was helpful in understanding the specific challenges and support 

graduate students with children encounter at a private, highly selective, research university, and 

in suggesting ways in which the university can encourage the academic success of these students. 

If these challenges become too difficult, or the students encounter too little support, the students 

may choose to or be forced to leave the institution. As the university seeks to retain the talent of 
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graduate students, it is important that the institution considers work-family balance to help 

students to complete their degree programs and reach their degree objectives.  
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 
 

Graduate Leadership Council Questions Used in this Study 

1. With which sex do you identify? 

2. What is your age? 

3. What is your marital status? 

4. How many children do you have? 

5. Are you an international student? 

6. Have you ever experienced any difficulty in adjusting to any of the following aspects of 

being a graduate student at NU? 

7. On average, what percentage of your monthly stipend do you spend on healthcare costs 

for you or your dependents this past year? 

8. Do you currently collect income from work off-campus to support yourself financially? 

9. Have you taken out student loans to offset the cost of living? 

10. Approximately how many hours per week do you currently spend on your degree? 

11. What is your parental status? 

12. Have any of the following parenting issues affected you personally? 

13. Do you have an arrangement for childcare? 

14. Approximately how much do you spend for childcare services per week? 

15. What are your top childcare challenges? 

16. How have your childcare challenges impacted your life as a graduate student? 
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Appendix C 
 

Websites Used in Artifact Analysis 

1. The Graduate School http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu 

2. The Graduate School Child and Family Resources 

http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/campus-life/child-and-family-resources/index.html 

3. The Graduate School Leave’s of Absence 

http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/about/policies/leaves-of-absence.html 

4. The Office of the Provost http://www.northwestern.edu/provost/ 

5. NU Student Parent Alliance https://nustudentparents.wordpress.com 

6. NU Student Parent Alliance Testimonies 

https://nustudentparents.wordpress.com/testimonies/ 

 

  

http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/campus-life/child-and-family-resources/index.html
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/about/policies/leaves-of-absence.html
http://www.northwestern.edu/provost/
https://nustudentparents.wordpress.com
https://nustudentparents.wordpress.com/testimonies/
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Appendix D 
 

Interview Protocol 
 
Introduction 
Hi my name is Ann Merrell and I am a graduate student in the School of Education and Social 
Policy. For my Higher Education Administration and Policy master’s project, I am researching 
the support and challenges that graduate students with children encounter at a private, highly, 
selective university and the ways in which an institution can encourage the academic success of 
these students.   
 
I appreciate you agreeing to speak with me today. This interview will take approximately 30-45 
minutes, and I would like your permission to record it.  The recording is solely for transcription 
purposes and will be deleted upon completion. Your name and any identifying information will 
not be released.  
 
In addition, before we begin the interview, I ask that you review the consent form. Essentially 
this document states that all information will be confidential, your participation is entirely 
voluntary and you may stop at any time, and I do not intend to inflict any harm. If you agree, 
please sign the release/consent form. 
 
Background/Demographic Questions 
 
1. What is your gender? 
 
2. What is your age? 
 
3. Are you a domestic or an international student? 
 
4. What is your marital status? 
 
5. Would you please tell me how many children you have?  
 
6. What are the ages of your child/children? 
 
7. When were your children born? Were your children born during the time you were in graduate 
school?  

Probe: If so, can you tell me about that experience?  
 
Challenges as a graduate student with children 
8. What challenges have you faced as a graduate student with children? 
 Probe: Have these challenges increased, decreased or changed at all during your time as a 
graduate student? 
 
9. Do you perceive this institution to have a “family friendly” culture? 
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 Probes: What does a “family friendly” culture mean to you?   
Can you explain further? 

 
10. How often do you feel stressed or overwhelmed by your roles as a student and parent?  
 Probe: How do you handle that stress?  
 
11. How do you think graduate students with children are perceived at this institution?  

Probe: Do you think the gender of the graduate student with children matters? 
 
Support for graduate students with children 
12. What support have you found at this institution for students with children? 
 
13. Is there an office, department, administrator, or faculty member who has been particularly 
supportive or helpful as you balance your academic and family responsibilities?  

Probe: Can you tell me a little bit more about how this department or individual has 
provided help/support to you?  

 
14. Is there an initiative for supporting graduate students with children that does not currently 
exist that you would like to see created at the institution?  
 Probe: What would that be and how would it function?  
 
15. What forms of support do you receive outside of the university? (a partner, family, friends, 
church, etc.) 
 
Conclusion 
16. What advice about finding support, services, or resources would you give to a fellow 
graduate student parent at this institution? 
 
17. Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience as a graduate student 
with children? 
 
Those are all of the questions.  Thank you for taking the time to do this interview with me.  I 
appreciate your willingness to answer these questions. Please feel free to contact me if you have 
any questions regarding my project or think of anything further you would like to share about 
your experience. Have a wonderful day. 
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Appendix E 
Interview Consent Form 

In understand that the purpose of this research project is to understand the challenges and 
support graduate students with children encounter at a private, highly selective, research 
university and how the institution can encourage the academic success of these students.  I will 
participate in a one-on-one interview to discuss my experience as a graduate student with 
children.  I understand this 30-45 minute interview will be audio-recorded and my name and 
other identifying information will not be included in the interview transcription or data. The 
audio recording will be promptly deleted. 
 
I understand that my privacy is of the utmost importance. All data will be coded and locked in a 
drawer under the primary responsibility of the researcher to ensure confidentiality.  Neither my 
name nor any other identifying information will be included in any presentations or 
publications that result from this study. 
 
There are no known risks to participating in this study. 
 
Following my participation, the researcher will be available to answer my questions, address 
any concerns, and give me a brief explanation of the research.  
 
I am at least 18 years of age and I have freely volunteered to participate in this study. I have 
been informed in advance as to what my tasks would be, and what procedures would be 
followed, both for the study and to protect my confidentiality.  I have been given the 
opportunity to ask any questions I have, and my questions were answered to my satisfaction.  I 
am aware that I have the right to withdraw consent and discontinue participation at any time, 
without prejudice or consequence. 
 
I understand if I have any questions about the research study, I can contact Ann Merrell at 
annmerrell2015@u.northwestern.edu.  If I have questions about my rights as a research subject, 
I may also contact Dr. Lois Trautvetter, Principal Investigator at 847-491-3901 or l-
trautvetter@northwestern.edu and/or the Institutional Review Board at 312-503-8338 or 
irb@northwestern.edu 
 
My signature below may be taken as affirmation of all of the above, prior to participation.  
 
Print Name:  
 
Signature:                                 Date:  
 
 
Researcher Name: Ann Merrell  
 
 
Signature: _______________________________________________________________  
  

mailto:annmerrell2015@u.northwestern.edu
mailto:l-trautvetter@northwestern.edu
mailto:l-trautvetter@northwestern.edu
mailto:irb@northwestern.edu
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Appendix C 
Interview Communications 

Dear Midwestern University Student Parent Group members, 

I am a current graduate student in the Masters of Higher Education and Policy program and I am 
doing my research project on graduate students with children.  This study is looking and the 
support and challenges encountered by graduate students with children and how the institution 
can encourage their academic success.  

I am hoping you are interested in participating in this research project.  Participation will involve 
a one-on-one 30-45 minute interview with me about your experience.  On-site childcare will be 
provided upon request during the time of the interview. All students who participate in an 
interview will be entered into a drawing for a $25 Amazon gift card. 

All questions about the study should be addressed to Ann Merrell at 
annmerrell2015@u.northwestern.edu. Any questions about your rights as a research subject 
should be directed to Dr. Lois Trautvetter, faculty advisor, 847-491-3901 or l-
trautvetter@northwestern.edu and/or the Institutional Review Board at 312-503-8338 or 
irb@northwestern.edu. 

If you are willing to participate, please send an email to annmerrell2015@u.northwestern.edu 
letting me know about your availability on the following (dates/times).  If these are not 
convenient for you, please propose other dates/times that would work well for you. 

Thank you for your time, I hope to meet you soon! 

 

Sincerely, 

Ann Merrell 
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Appendix F 

 

 

 


