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ABSTRACT
Aim/Purpose
Background

Methodology
Contribution

Findings

The purpose of this study was to explain how Distance Education women EdD
students who are mothers balanced and integrated their multiple identities (e.g.,
mother, student, professional) to persist.
It is well documented that parenting students experience higher levels of stress
and pressure during their degree pursuit than their non-parenting counterparts.
It is also well documented that doctoral attrition is a persistent problem across
decades and disciplines, and examination of specific populations was necessary
to better understand how to foster doctoral persistence.
Data were collected from 17 women via questionnaires, life maps, and interviews and were analyzed in accordance with grounded theory procedures.
This study generated a novel theoretical model to explain women EdD students’ academic identity progression from students to scholars and its intersection with other salient identities, especially mother, and the core sense of self in
alignment with other identity theories.
Academic identity development from student to research scholar is complex
and challenging, but follows a unique progression that begins with gaining
competence in research, followed by a confidence to conduct research. This
positive attitude toward research is often shaped by an influential advisor or
mentor, a relationship that enables a student mother to envision herself as a
scholar and mother. However, it is a woman’s social conditions (e.g., supportive
spouse, friends, or employer) that provide her the confidence and space to dif-
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Women in Distance Doctoral Programs
ferentiate, develop, and intersect multiple identities, a process that allows for
successful negotiation and integration of identities, and ultimately, persistence
and attainment of the doctorate.
Recommendations Findings highlight the need for more women faculty role models in higher edufor Practitioners
cation. To increase the number of women faculty mentors in academia, program administrators can recruit, retain, and support and encourage parental
visibility through developing structures and supports for faculty with families.
Given the women candidates’ emphasis on stewardship, faculty should design
coursework to allow students to intersect assignments with professional goals
and practices, and support empirically and theoretically grounded dissertations
aimed at not only solving problems of practice but also aimed at advocacy.
Recommendation Research is needed with women doctoral candidates in other disciplines from
for Researchers
other institutions and regions of the country, including those without children
and individuals in non-heterosexual relationships.
Impact on Society This study is an important first step in better understanding female identity development through the doctoral process.
Future Research
Themes uncovered in this research need further investigation. Ruptures in relationships were uncovered but not fully explored or saturated. More research is
needed to understand the specific contexts and factors leading to both relationship fractures and the disruption in the academic identity trajectory.
Keywords
doctoral education, persistence, female identity, academic identity, distance education

INTRODUCTION
Doctoral education research identifies academic identity as a trajectory by which a doctoral student
develops from a student to scholar during the program (V. L. Baker, Pifer, & Flemion, 2013; Gardner, 2009; Rockinson-Szapkiw & Spaulding, 2014). As a woman doctoral student sojourns upon this
academic identity trajectory, she is challenged to intersect this developing academic identity with her
core sense of self and other identities (e.g., mother, wife, professional). The tension and conflict that
arises from this process is unfortunately a vital reason many women choose not to persist in doctoral
programs. This conflict is especially strong for women who are mothers with “the primary responsibility for anticipating the needs of [her] children, a task which can be psychologically and physically
consuming” (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004, p. 247). The motherhood penalty in United States institutions is well documented in the research findings (M. Baker, 2016; McCutcheon & Morrison, 2016;
Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). Unfortunately, higher education institutions in the United States do not
have a positive history of accounting for the needs of women, and researchers have documented
sociocultural policies and practices that encourage the separation of academic and mother identity
exist (V. Brown & Nichols, 2012; Lapayese, 2012 ). Light needs to be shed not only on the “institutional barriers, challenges and triumphs that women … face as they attempt to balance the often conflicting demands of academic and family life” (Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006, p. 487), but also the personal triumphs and challenges women face as they seek to integrate their academic identity with their
other identities, namely mother.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
T HEORETICAL U NDERPINNINGS
This inquiry focusing on identity was situated within and sought to extend the theory and research
addressing identity and its complex relationship with doctoral persistence. As it has been recognized
that female identity is multidimensional and complex (Moradi, 2005), a discussion about the identity
of women within the context of academia requires a conceptualization of identity as dynamic, mul-
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tidimensional, complex, and socially influenced (Moradi, 2005). Jones and McEwen (2000) provide
such a conceptualization as they suggested that individuals have multiple social identity dimensions
that intersect. Within this model and its extensions (e.g., Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007), identity is
characterized as dynamic and complex. The core sense of self, “an individual’s values and most valued attributes and characteristics” (Jones, 1997, p. 383), is at the center. Surrounding the core, and
sometimes connected to the core, are externally defined identities such as gender, race, and culture.
Identities are illustrated as intersecting circles around the core sense of self, signifying that “no one
dimension may be understood singularly; it can be understood only in relation to other dimensions”
(Jones & McEwen, 2000, p. 410). The development and salience of each identity is dynamic, influenced by personal filters, context, and experience (e.g., family, sociocultural conditions, academic disciplines) (Abes et al., 2007). Meaning-making is especially important and a filter for contextual factors
that influence the self-perceptions of identities and the relationships between each. Abes and Jones
described meaning-making as “organizational assumptions that determine whether identity is constructed through external expectations or an internally generated sense of self ” (p. 619). Through
their research, Abes and Jones (2004) determined that meaning-making is the defining factor in how
contextual factors shape the content of identity, depending on the individual’s internal satisfaction or
dissatisfaction of how this context influences their multiple identities. This meaning-making filter
that was conceptualized through Abes and Jones’ (2004) study strengthens Jones and McEwen’s
(2000) contextually-based theory of multiple dimensions of identity by solidifying the role that context and societal influences play and in dimensions of identity.
The concept of intersectionality, drawn from critical race theory, further illuminates the importance
of the intersection of identities and emphasized the “interaction between gender, race, and other
categories of difference in individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural
ideologies” (Davis, 2008, p. 68). Thus, this concept is not only consistent with the view of multiple
identities (Abes et al., 2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000) in that it purports that that identities are formed
in relation to one another and the process of merging various identities is transformative, but it also
highlights the idea that context and social interaction are influential in the development and intersection of identities. In other words, Jones and McEwen’s model (2000) and intersectionality highlight
the importance of exploring how women EdD students shape, balance, and intersect their multiple
identities as they develop their academic identity and transition from student to scholar during the
doctoral journey. They also highlight the important study inclusion of the academic setting and the
discipline in which a woman EdD student enters, which may encourage or impede doctoral persistence, influences her view of self and her identities, and, ultimately, her choice to persist.
Nasir and Saxe (2003) reinforced this and the study’s focus on social and cultural influences of identity as their research emphasized the role of social and cultural influences on identity development
when examining conflict and tension between ethnic identities and academic identities. Application
of their finding to this study of women doctoral students suggested the manner in which women
doctoral students manage and negotiate the internal identity tensions and external forces are ultimately influential in their choice to persist. Lack of successful negotiation of these tensions could
result in increased attrition in an academic setting (Nasir & Saxe, 2003), or, conversely, relationship
fractures or ruptures. The importance of negotiating tensions is consistent with well-known attrition
theories. Tinto’s (1993) theory of integration explaining student persistence posits that graduate persistence is “shaped by the personal and intellectual interactions that occur within and between students and faculty and the various communities that make academic and social systems of the institution” (p. 231). In summary, the theoretical underpinnings for this study highlight identity as a dynamic, multidimensional, complex, and socially developed construct. The impetus for the study was the
dearth of literature related to the phenomenon studied.

T HE C URRENT STATE OF THE L ITERATURE AND THE GAP
Women who pursue and persist in doctoral degrees face many challenges. Internal conflict between
the developing academic identity and other identities may result in denial or discontinuance of as51
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pects of self or relationships associated with specific identities (Eisenbach, 2013; Wellington & Sikes,
2006). Divorce and marital difficulties are documented consequences of the doctoral journey (Middleton, 2001; Norton, Thomas, Morgan, Tilley, & Dickins, 1998; Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding, &
Knight, 2015), and researchers have noted, “family and personal relationships are sometimes strained
and can even break down as a result of a student’s involvement in their studies” (Wellington & Sikes,
2006, p. 731). As the average age of a recipient of a doctoral degree is 33, which is around the age
many women choose to begin a family (Mason, Wolfinger, & Golden, 2013), women may choose to
delay beginning a family or choose not to have children. With health risks for mother and child increasing with age of the mother, delaying children can pose health risks. Concern about the ability to
balance school, family, and work responsibilities is the primary reason students who desire to further
their education choose not to (V. Brown & Nichols, 2012), and women are less likely begin an advanced degree and more likely to depart prior to completion than men (Kurtz-Costes, Halmke &
Ulku-Steiner, 2006), with pregnant and parenting students at higher risk for attrition than their counterparts (Mason, Goulden, & Frasch, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics, 2010).
The phenomenon of role conflict for women doctoral students is beginning to be documented in the
literature (L. Brown & Watson, 2010; Carter, Blumenstein, & Cook, 2013; Eisenbach, 2013; Haynes,
Bulosan, Citty, & Grant-Harris, 2012; Lynch, 2008); however, most of the literature on role conflict
and management focuses on the residential, PhD, or first generation EdD programs where students
often leave their professions and relocate to become students (Lee, Green, & Brennan, 2000). The
concept of the motherhood penalty in higher education is well documented in the literature on faculty as researchers have examined faculty with children teaching in tenure-track positions and found
disparity between men and women (M. Baker, 2012, 2016; Craft & Maseberg-Tomlinson, 2015;
Cummins, 2012; Jakubiec, 2015; McCutcheon & Morrison, 2016; Seher, & Iverson, 2015; Stinchfield,
& Trepal, 2010; Summers, & Clarke, 2015; Ward, 2014; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2015; Sallee, Ward, and
Wolf-Wendel, (2016) purported that academic mothers experience greater responsibility related to
household tasks and childcare than academic fathers. Moreover, male faculty publish as single authors
more than women faculty, and women with children are significantly underrepresented in tenure
track positions (Hart, 2006). The motherhood penalty however has not been examined in the doctoral student literature.
While some women experience negative consequences (e.g., stigmatization or isolation) and conflict
between their academic work and family (Trepal, Stinchfield, & Haiyasoso, 2013; Yakaboski, 2010),
some successfully integrate, albeit not without some struggle, their identities for optimal well-being,
balance (Bailyn, Drago, & Kochan, 2001), and completion of their doctoral degrees. They successfully develop from students into scholars and negotiate their multiple identities and corresponding roles
and responsibilities.
Researchers such as V. L. Baker et al. (2013) have examined academic identity development in doctoral students enrolled in business and higher education programs as they develop in their identities
as students and emerging scholars during the dissertation process, however, there is currently no theory or model explaining the development and concurrent intersection of this academic identity with
other identities, and more specifically, how women students, especially those who are mothers or desire to become mothers, develop and intersect their multiple identities in order to persist in the social
and academic context of the doctoral journey. Moreover, researchers examining womanist identity
development theory concur that more research is needed to capture the diversity of a woman’s identity that is shaped throughout her life to provide individuals, educators, and counselors with frameworks that guide the understanding of the complexity of female identity and inform practice (Moradi, 2005). Therefore, the personal struggles and victories women experience as they intersect their
identities during their doctoral journey needs to be better understood so that faculty and administrators can develop programs, policies, and supports to empower women who are or desire to be mothers to pursue their academic goals and to help astute and talented women envision themselves as
scholars and mothers.
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PURPOSE
The purpose of this systematic grounded theory study was to generate a theoretical model explaining
the process in which women come to develop as scholars and intersect this identity with other identities, especially the motherhood aspect of their female identity, which ultimately gives rise to their
choice to persist unto doctoral candidacy and degree completion. For this study, a second generation
EdD program is where the focus of course work and the dissertation is situated in the intersection
of the education profession and the university; the dissertation research is usually conducted in a
workplace or educational setting where theory is applied to practice (Perry, 2012). Moreover, the context was delimited to a distance education, second generation EdD program.
There has been exponential growth in distance education doctoral programs and second generation
EdD programs, which have removed obstacles that once kept many women from pursing doctoral
degrees. The convenience and flexibility of these second generation EdD programs have allowed
women to not uproot their families and to remain in their profession while pursuing their doctorate.
In fact, females represent approximately 60% of the EdD population (National Science Foundation,
2009. An additional impetus for delimiting to this population is the attrition problem, which is estimated to be 10 to 15% higher than the traditional doctoral attrition problem of 50%. For this reason,
this inquiry focused upon women enrolled in an online, EdD program with second generation characteristics.
The study was framed by the following research questions: (1) How do women doctoral candidates
develop from students into scholars in light of other identities, especially as females and the corresponding role of motherhood? (2) How do women doctoral candidates negotiate the conflict and
intersect their academic identity with their multiple identities? (3) What is the context in which women doctoral candidates develop their academic identities, intersecting it with their multiple identities
and core sense of self and ultimately choose to persist unto doctoral candidacy and ultimately unto
completion?

METHODS
DESIGN
As this research sought to understand the process in which women come to develop a sense of who
they are and how they intersect these identities in order to persist unto doctoral candidacy and degree
completion, a systematic grounded theory design was selected (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Consistent
with this design, data collection and data analysis were concurrent; participant selection ceased once
the theoretical model grounded in the data was fully developed and saturated.

PARTICIPANTS AND SETTING
The sample consisted of women who were distance education Doctor of Education (EdD) candidates (i.e., had successfully completed their course work and passed the comprehensive exam). A
snowball sampling technique was used. Invitations to participate in an online questionnaire were sent
to doctoral candidates enrolled in two online EdD programs with second generation characteristics at
universities located in the southeastern United States. Both EdD programs were fully accredited
through the Southern Association of College and Schools. Invitation to participate was also provided
to participants attending presentations the researchers conducted at state and national conferences.
All invitations encouraged participants to send the elicitation to individuals who qualified and might
be interested in the study.
Sixty-four candidates responded to the online questionnaire. From this sampling frame, theoretical
sampling was used to identify participants who met the following criteria: (a) current enrollment in
the dissertation coursework in an online (e.g., at least 80% of coursework online) EdD program with
second generation or with Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED) membership, (b)
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currently pregnant, have children in the home, or have a desire to have children, and (c) evidence of
scholarship (e.g., a submitted article for a peer reviewed journal or practitioner forum, a published a
peer reviewed journal article or practitioner forum, a presentation at a professional conference or
workshop, or a desire to publish or disseminate research knowledge after dissertation). The purpose
of theoretical sampling is to purposefully select information rich participants where “the sample is
selected for the purpose of explicating and refining the emerging theory” (Breckenridge & Jones,
2009, p. 118). Thirty-one were eligible for participation based on the selection criteria; all identified
themselves as heterosexuals and the majority were Caucasian. However, based on the diversity of the
sample, participants were selected with consideration of maximum variation in terms of demographics, employment, number of children, and choices related to their identity as females and
students (e.g., delay motherhood to pursue school or delay doctoral studies due to motherhood). Eligible participants were contacted one by one to participate until theoretical saturation was reached,
meaning additional data collection was not likely to generate new findings (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).
The final sample included 17 participants (see Table 1). Two participants desired but did not have
children at the time of the study, fifteen did have children in the home. Every participant indicated
they had or had a desire to have a research agenda, 95% (n = 16) planned to continue to teach or
pursue a career in academia, 70% (n = 12) had presented at a professional conference, and 41% (n =
7) had published an article in a peer reviewed journal. Every participant had submitted at least one
manuscript to a peer-reviewed journal. At the time of the data collection (spring and fall 2015; summer 2016), all of the women were doctoral candidates. Since that time, fourteen of the women have
successfully defended their dissertations and graduated with several having secured university faculty
or staff positions or received promotions in their professional settings (e.g., principals, directors, etc.).
In the findings, each participant is assigned a pseudo name.

DATA C OLLECTION
The study drew upon data collected via questionnaires, interviews, and life maps. The purpose of
triangulating methods of data collection was to ensure a deep understating of the phenomenon and
increase credibility (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). As discussed above, questionnaires were distributed to
collect demographic data and ensure participants met study criteria. Participants were then asked to
create a life map, allowing them to depict their journey from birth to the present, noting events significant in their journey as females, professionals, and academics. They were asked to think about,
“What are events that have influenced your understanding of your role as a woman and mother?
What are events that have influenced your pursuit of and persistence in a doctoral degree?” Flexibility was offered, and participants created life maps as timeline drawings, annotated curriculum vitas,
and tables with dates, event labels, and brief descriptions.
Finally, semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the participants’ experiences as females
in an online EdD program with second generation characteristics. Questions included whether and
why students wanted to persist in the doctoral program, how they developed in their understanding
of identities in the program, significant influences in understanding of identities formed or transformed in the doctoral process, and their perceptions about how their identity as women and mothers shaped their academic identities and vice versa. Questions focused on participants’ female, academic, and professional identities.
Interviews were conducted in person, on the phone, and via web-conferencing systems. Most interviews lased about 1 hour, though actual times ranged from 45 minutes to 3 hours. After the interviews were conducted, three research assistants, who signed confidentiality agreements, transcribed
them. E-mails were sent throughout the data analysis process to garner further clarification on comments to interview questions or gain further information beyond the scope of the interview to inform the theory. A sampling of participants were invited to comment on the final representation of
findings as a form of member checking.
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Table 1. Participant Information
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Married
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education
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K-12
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education
Full time
Full time
student
Full time

Part time
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Married
50-59
Teacher in K-12

Personal goal
Financial
advancement
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education

Caucasian

Married
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Full time
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for pursuing
the doctorate
degree
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requirement
Vocational
advancement

Caucasian

Married
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Full time

Financial

Full time

Hispanic

Divorced
30-39

Teacher in K-12
Administrator in
K-12
Faculty in higher
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Full time
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Married
20-29

Teacher in K-12

Full time
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Full time
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Married
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Teacher K-12

Part time
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Part time
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Full time
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Part time

Married
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Faculty in higher
education
Caucasian
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DATA ANALYSIS
Following Corbin and Strauss’ (2015) grounded theory procedures, the data (e.g., life maps and interview transcripts) were analyzed via open coding, coding for concept development, and coding for
context, process, and integration. A list of initial concepts was developed through open coding,
which included process coding and context coding. Next, concepts were grouped into categories.
More specifically, the multiphase data analysis process began with coding statements and words from
each of the data sources and organizing them into content categories around identities. Researchers
have documented that during the doctoral process the development of academic identity occurs as
individuals move from student to scholars or “from being a consumer of knowledge . . . to creator”
(Gardner, 2009, p. 328). Thus, analysis focused on how women doctoral candidates’ academic identity developed and by what means they intersected this identity with their core sense of self and other
identities, namely their identity as mothers. Knowing that other identities could emerge as salient, and
that identities can be numerous and potentially unwieldy, it was also necessary to to choose which
identities to focus on. It would be impossible to saturate descriptions of the development of all identities. Thus, while initial focus was primarily on mother identity and academic identity, descriptors and
statements of identity were recorded every instance in an excel matrix. In describing their multiple
identities, the women used words such as “mother,” “wife,” “daughter,” “student,” “educator,” “professional,” “researcher,” “woman of faith,” “Latina,” and “nurturer.” Recording each instance in every case enabled the researchers to analyze patterns that arose related to participants’ descriptions of
themselves and identities that were most salient during their doctoral journey. The most prominent
descriptions fell into three identities that concurrently developed and intersected, often with tension
and conflict: (a) female, with primary descriptors being mother and wife, (b) professional, and (c)
academic. Through employing Corbin and Strauss’ (2015) systematic grounded theory procedures, in
the analysis, memoing, and ensuing discussion about categories, it also became apparent that at the
core of each identity was a strong sense of self as a “steward.”
In the next phase of analysis, all the data sources were reviewed again for key descriptors and phrases
related to how these identities and core were defined, how they developed or changed, and how they
were negotiated through the doctoral journey. All these descriptors and phrases were recorded in an
Excel matrix and then analyzed using aspects of the constant comparison method (Corbin & Strauss,
2015). The Excel matrix had numerous columns. The three identities and the steward aspect of core
sense of self appeared first. Next, columns were added for how each identity and the core was defined by participants. Columns were also created for explanations of how each identity was developed, transformed, integrated, and balanced in light of other identities and the core. Strategies used
to integrate and negotiate various identities, giving rise to persistence were also documented. Consistent with identity literature (e.g., Abes et al., 2007) and Corbin and Strauss’ (2015) systematic
grounded theory procedures, it became quickly apparent that the identities developed and changed
within a social process. Thus, in the Excel matrix, a column was added to provide more information
about the context for the development of these strategies and processes. Identities were analyzed one
by one via open coding, completing the columns. Notes on patterns were analyzed until main or axial
categories were derived, which were found to directly influence the central or concept of identity
development and intersection that gave rise to persistence. Through the process of integration, categories were linked around the core category and depicted via an integrative diagram (Corbin &
Strauss, 2015). The diagram was then used to develop a narrative explaining how women doctoral
students develop their academic identity, intersect their multiple identities around their core sense of
self, and persist unto doctoral candidacy and completion. Given the nature of grounded theory research and the emphasis on memoing and constant comparison of data, our initial analyses generated
findings that were used to inform additional data collection and analysis. To ensure trustworthiness
of this analysis, two of the researchers individually coded the data and identified categories. The researchers discussed the coding throughout the process and came to consensus at each phase of coding.
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THE MODEL

Figure 1. Women Doctoral Student Multiple Identity Model
(Adapted from Jones & McEwen, 2000).

A model was formulated based on data analysis and interpretation to describe the online EdD student’s academic identity trajectory during the doctoral journey and the process by which she intersects her multiple identities, which ultimately gives rise to her persistence (see Figure 1). This model
begins by demonstrating how a woman moves from student to scholar, which was defined as an expert in an area of study who creates and disseminates knowledge for academic or practical purposes.
Key themes included the internal elements of (a) competence in research, (b) confidence to conduct research, (c)
positive attitude toward research, and (d) envisioning of self as a motherscholar or womanscholar as well as the
behavior of aligning. The model also demonstrates how academic identity development intersects
with the core sense of self as steward and other identities (i.e., female, namely described as mother
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and wife, and professional/practitioner) is supported by transformational educational experiences, social conditions, and perceptions of social conditions, as well as the process of differentiation and the use of personal
strategies. Each of these themes are defined and elaborated on below through the voice of the participants.

T HE ACADEMIC I DENTITY T RAJECTORY: M OVING FROM STUDENT TO SCHOLAR
Corroborating persistence literature (Tinto, 1997) and identity research (Kogan 2000; Nasir & Saxe,
2003; Sweitzer, 2009) findings acknowledge that the academic identity trajectory for women who are
mothers or desire to be mothers is both individual and social; the narratives of the women in this
study revealed that the successful transformation from student to scholar involves personal and institutional factors and the interaction between the two. Fifteen of the seventeen participants described
their development from a student to a scholar as dependent upon all four of the following elements:
(a) competence in research, (b) confidence to conduct research, (c) positive attitude toward research, and (d) envisioning
of self as a motherscholar or womanscholar.
During the doctoral process, a woman gains the relevant skills and knowledge to perform research
(e.g., competence in research). These skills and knowledge are usually gained early in the doctoral journey
as she chooses to fully participate in research-related coursework and co-curricular opportunities. For
example, when asked to describe her identity transformation from student to scholar, Linda reflected,
“I think it was very much because the coursework in the doctoral program, especially the coursework
that taught me about research and how to integrate it into practice.” She noted however, that “you’re
responsible for so much of your own learning” and, in line with the literature, becoming an autonomous and then self-directed learner (Ponton, 2014) during the course work was key in her trajectory.
One noted participation in communities of practice helped to increase competence in research, “I
gained an understanding of what all this research stuff was about as I learned more and more
through classes and discussions with peers in my Facebook group.” Yet, another participant found
opportunities to join a faculty in professional development activities as key to gaining competence, “I
began realizing that research was not as scary as I thought when Dr…invited me to do a study with
her.”
As a woman progresses in her doctoral journey and takes advantage of opportunities to make her
research visible (e.g., class presentations, professional workshops for colleagues, conference presentations, and publications) and in turn gains recognition of research ability by a valued member of the
academic institution, usually a woman mentor, her confidence to conduct research is cultivated. Jennifer, for
instance, said, “It was very helpful to seek opportunities to publish and present with [faculty] as I
learned to research.” Patricia explained the importance of her dissertation chair’s feedback on her
conference presentation and its role in helping her to begin seeing herself as a capable scholar, “She
treats me like a fellow researcher. And I thought, okay, I . . . [can be] a researcher…Research is
good.” The more opportunities a women engages in, the more her competence and confidence develops.
This confidence, similar to Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy and Fishbein and Ajzen’s (2010) capacity, is
the belief that one has the ability to conduct research and eventually be a scholar. As a woman’s
competence and confidence grows, she develops a positive attitude toward research (e.g., Ashley and Marcia expressed a value of learning and a pleasure in intellectual processes required for assignments and
coursework, “I am a life-long learner and classwork, both the theory and the research, are stimulating.”), or a favorable disposition toward research that includes an interest in doing research and the
value of research (see Gelso, Mallinckrodt, & Judge, 1996) as a useful tool for knowledge creation,
practice, and advocacy or “stewardship.”
The envisioning of self as a scholar is a consequence of ongoing opportunities to reinforce skills,
knowledge, visibility, and recognition. A woman begins seeing ways to engage in behaviors of a
scholar (e.g., investigating problems, establishing best practices for the profession through research,
publishing in journals, sharing research with professionals via workshops). However, the primary av58
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enue by which a woman begins envisioning of herself as a motherscholar or womanscholar, developing a picture of her identity as a scholar intersecting with other multiple identities and core self, occurs is
through not only observing a woman faculty member who models the scholar identity but by intentionally engaging in a relationship with “strong female faculty,” who the woman student sees balancing multiple identities and deems is successful at balancing the multiple identities. Emily explained
this, “My dissertation chair was truly the first female scholar, truly the first I met.” She went on to
expound that her chair’s modeling, joy and passion for research, and critical critique of Emily’s dissertation were key to her development as a scholar and motivation for scholarship. Notably, her
chair’s recognition of her as a scholar and nomination of her dissertation for a research award as well
as development of a personal and collegial relationship were critical. Maria echoed,
I think is very powerful when we see and are mentored by other women that have navigated
their own doctoral studies especially as wives, as moms, and have published scholarly research. I am very thankful for those kind of faculty members in my program and being introduced to them early was very helpful. They can give very real encouragement along the
way, and it’s nice to know that they’ve been where we are at. It was very helpful to seek opportunities to publish and present with them. I learned so much. And, right after I had my
daughter, my dissertation chairperson was right there to say “yeah I had a daughter too when
I was in that stage of my research” . . . That was vital for me. And, so I think having those
connections to other women is really helpful.
While this academic trajectory is presented linearly, the four elements (i.e., competence, confidence,
positive attitude, and envisioning) a woman experiences are inextricably connected, each interacting
throughout the doctoral journey. These elements are developed in the context of transformational educational experiences, an institutional condition that, if embraced by the students, supports the academic
identity trajectory of the doctoral candidate (e.g., “my female mentor,” “well developed research
courses aimed at preparing me for dissertation,” “my chair, who is a women and invited me to
write”). They are mediated by aligning, or the actively taking advantage of these opportunities. In other words, for a woman, the mere presence of the transformational educational experiences does not
guarantee actual competence, confidence, positive attitude, and envisioning. Active engagement in
opportunities is necessary for development. For, a woman’s development as a scholar, and ultimately
a motherscholar or womenscholar, is directly proportionate her engagement in development opportunities
and scholarly relationships. Emphasizing the importance of the personal agency in seeking and maximizing opportunities for growth within the educational context, Jennifer explained, “students also
need to seek opportunities and relationships, too.” Emily said, “You cannot sit back and wait for faculty or peers to pursue you. I sought online meetings with faculty and created peer study groups to
help me through the statistics course.”

T HE I NTERSECTION : M ULTIPLE I DENTITIES AND THE C ORE SENSE OF SELF
The model further demonstrates that as a woman moves through the academic identity trajectory, she
seeks to intersect her academic identity with other identities, namely her identity as a female, especially “mother,” a professional, and her core sense of self as steward. The doctoral journey is acknowledged as a “transformative process” as a woman transforms personally (e.g., “self-confidence,” “selfawareness,” “increased independence,” “stronger woman of faith”), behaviorally (“doing research,”
“reflective practitioner” “more communicative”), affectively (“passion,” “hope”), and cognitively
(“value research,” “think more deeply”). The development of her academic identity causes transformation in her other identities and vice versa. For example, as a woman gains confidence and competence as a researcher, her professional identity is informed and she begins seeing herself as not merely a practitioner but a practitioner- researcher. Confidence gained within the academic identity also translates into who she sees herself as a woman and mother. As she becomes more self-confident as an
academic, she experiences confidence in who she is as a woman and, as one participant noted, “better
balance and insight as a mom.” Therefore, the academic identity trajectory from student to scholar is
moderated by intersection, the ongoing process of interconnecting multiple identities, namely the iden59
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tities salient during the doctoral journey, with the core. As each identity intersects it is influenced to
some degree depending on the amount of overlap or permeability by the intersection. It transforms.
Moreover, rather than developing multiple identities in isolation, the valuing and developing of an
academic identity only takes place as a woman sees meaning in developing it, and in turn intersecting
it with other primary identities, namely woman and mother, and core self. The mother identity however is primary.

Professional identity
The professional identity is defined as “the sense of being a professional” (Paterson, Higgs, Wilcox, &
Villenuve, 2002, p. 2) and is a salient identity for a woman during the doctoral journey. It was noted
as salient by all 17 participants in their life maps and discussed it in the interview. This identity encompassed the functions and attributes participants described in relationship to their roles as professionals, generally within the field of education.
The data illustrated that as a woman begins developing her academic identity through the doctoral
process and intersecting the academic and professional identity, this in turn transforms who she is as
a professional. It affects her practice and changes how she thinks about it. For example, Lauren explained that she developed reflective thinking behaviors about her profession and developed a better
understanding of how research improves practice, “When I go to use a strategy, I now ask, ‘is this
evidenced-based?’ If not, I need to be researching this. Too often teachers blindly adopt this strategy
or that strategy without asking if it is effective. Blind adoption can actually harm our kids.” Similarly,
through her doctoral program, Madison developed a value for critically analyzing the literature to
address practical problems she and her colleagues faced in the school environment. She discussed
this during her interview and on her life map illustrated her identity of the “in-house researcher” at
her school.

The core sense of self as steward
A deep connection between the core value of stewardship and academic and professional identities
emerged as salient through analysis of the interviews and life maps. As a woman progresses in her
doctoral program and develops as scholar, she sees research as a vehicle for altruism; conducting research was “part of good stewardship,” as Jennifer said. This idea was expounded by over half of the
participants (n=14) who described a desire to do research for dissemination in scholarly, peerreviewed and practitioner forums consumed and used by not only academics but also practitioners
and policy makers who worked directly with children and adult students. Doing research was seen as
a tool to “advocate”, “contribute,” “serve,” and “make a difference.” Thus, for the women interviewed, their interest in pursuing and, for some, developing as scholars was less about the title or
producing knowledge for their own promotion (albeit different than what is conventional in academia), it was about altruism, stewardship, and advocacy. The core of stewardship permeated the meaning they attributed to the degree and their development as scholars seemed to serve as a factor in
their persistence, as Patricia explained that her desire to develop as an academic and finish her degree
was to advocate for “students to persist and get degrees.” Thus, stewardship is a salient element of
the core for females. Academic identity development and persistence, especially for those that allowed deep permeable intersection between their cores an identity as a scholar hinged not upon traditional accolades within the academic community (e.g., desire to pursue tenured careers, acceptance
of publications in tier 1 journals). What was most important, if not essential, for these women was to
receive recognition for their altruistic commitment in conducting research.

The female and “mother” identity
Descriptors of the female identity for a woman pursuing a doctoral degree may include the following, as they did for the women in this study: “daughter,” “nurturer,” “caregiver,” and “women of
faith,” “wife,” “heterosexual women,” and “women of color.” However, for a woman who is a moth-
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er or desires to be a mother, “motherhood” is the most salient aspect of the female identity. This was
clearly articulated by the women of the study who most often described during the interviews that
their primary sense of being a female was being a mother. A few of the participants used circles and
lines on their life map to demonstrate the circular influence of her motherhood on her academic
identity and vice versa. Thus, for a woman, who is a mother or desires to be one, her identity as a
mother influences and is influenced by academic identity development. For all the women in this
study, this identity was primary and would not be sacrificed for any other aspect of who she considered herself to be.
A woman pursuing a doctoral degree is likely to prioritize her identity as a mother. All of the participants, whether stated overtly during the interview or evidenced in their actions, prioritized their identity as a mother. “My identity as a mother [came] first” was a phase that was repeated by many.
Being a mother is also closely associated with a woman’s pursuit of the doctoral degree and motivation to persist. This was clearly illustrated in the interview responses of the participants. The choice
to honor academic identity by starting the doctorate was often motivated by the participant’s identity
as a caregiver (financial provision, security, or expanded opportunities for children), and motherhood
served as a central reason to finish. Sarah explained this as she reflected upon a marathon she ran,
A year and a half ago, I signed up for a marathon. And I never really paid attention to how
much my kids look at me and see what I’m doing. I think it was like mile 18, I had two blisters blown and I didn’t think I was going to make it. I called my husband. . . I was like, “I just
don’t think I can go on.” He put it on speaker, and the kids [said] “We’re on our way mom,
we’ll be right there.” I’m like in tears. . . . I can’t not finish. The dissertation and the degree are the
same. They have to see me finish this [italics added].

I NDIVIDUAL AND SOCIAL E LEMENTS OF SUCCESSFUL I DENTITY DEVELOPMENT AND
I NTERSECTION
As development of the academic identity occurs and intersects with multiple identities and the core
sense of self, a woman experiences not only positive development within each identity but “growing
pains.” The interview and life map data supported that as a woman seeks to balance responsibilities
associated with multiple identities, unpleasant emotions and tension are experienced. Guilt and fear
were common themes that emerged in almost all of the individual interviews (n = 14). Again and
again the acknowledgement was that “There’s always guilt.” Many even questioned if developing as a
scholar and pursuing a doctoral degree was worth it. For example, Emma asked, “Am I trying to get
other people to raise [my daughter]? [I am] very conflict[ed] . . . Why I was doing this?” Cognitive
dissonance and dissatisfaction also ensued when these women did not feel they could meet faculty
expectations or sacrificed an “A” on an assignment when trying to balance multiple identities.
Corroborating identity research (Kogan 2000; Sweitzer, 2009; Tan & Barton, 2008)), the data demonstrated that unpleasant emotions and mental struggles faced by a woman as she strives to manage
tensions and to form and intersect multiple identities requires both social and personal processes.
This development and intersection of identities supported by the process of differentiation and the use
of personal cognitive (e.g., goal setting), metacognitive (e.g., self-talk), behavioral (e.g., time management), and social-emotional (e.g., talking with a friend, going to counseling) strategies. More specifically, the personal strategies of honoring, blending, and embracing limits need to be employed for healthy
relationships (e.g., mother/child; husband/wife, daughter/parents), optimal academic identity development, intersection of identities, and persistence to occur.

Personal strategies for intersecting identities
A woman pursuing a doctoral degree employs personal strategies to intersect her multiple identities
and core with the aim of optimal well-being and functioning. Participants’ life map illustrations and
words illuminated three strategies: honoring, blending, and embracing limits. The women who served as
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participants in this study exhibited strong identities as females, acknowledging their role as mother as
primary, while also taking great pride in their professional and academic identities. They honored the
different aspects of their selves that often seemed incompatible by focusing on developing identities
at different times. Each participant discussed honoring all aspects of herself but defined time differently. For some, time was defined as segments of the day. Participants came up with creative ways to
carve out specific times in their day through prioritizing and good time management (e.g., “waking
daily at 3 a.m. to complete responsibilities as a student so I could complete my responsibilities as a
mother when my kids woke up at 7 a.m.”) to honor multiple identities. For most, time was defined as
a stage or season in their lives as only a few females felt that they could concurrently engage fully in
their multiple identities. Some honored the identity of mother first (delay doctorate); some honored
professional and academic identities first (delay motherhood); some stepped away from their profession to balance female and academic identities. Olivia explained how she had took a leave of absence
from her professional role to persist in her degree and care for her parents:
My mother had a stroke in June last year … I have just been trying to juggle my schooling
and job with the caretaking … So, I decided not to go back to school- my teaching job- in
the fall … I needed to honor my desire to become a scholar in the field and I could not neglect my parents.
In contrast to the idea of “having it all” at once, participants’ views suggest that this idea only makes
woman feel disillusioned and like a failure when she realizes she can’t. To “have it all,” a woman
needs a long-term perspective that allows her to be content with prioritizing the development of and
fully engaging in certain identities in specific seasons of life.
Similar to the idea of “not having it all,” all participants clearly articulated that achieving equilibrium
or perfection in all areas of life (e.g., academically, professionally, and personally) was an elusive concept; however, they could “blend” or integrate their domestic, career, academic, faith, and community in an albeit “messy” but “mostly satisfying way.” Blending was defined differently for participants.
Some sought to compartmentalize their identities (e.g., “not being on the computer during my kids
waking hours”) while others allowed them to overlap (e.g., “taking a daughter to class,” “reading articles during a son’s soccer game”). For each participant, the boundaries they set between identities and
the associated roles and responsibilities differed. There did not appear to be an ideal permeability or
spillover. However, the level of stress and guilt experienced appeared to be proportionate the ability
to set clear boundaries and blend identities in a manner consistent with those boundaries.
For all, blending as well as honoring required the “right coping mechanisms” (e.g., self-talk, organization, daily goals, and time management). Accepting that sometimes the “all” is not always obtainable
within the desired timeframe was another key element that enabled participants to intersect their
identities and persist in their doctoral journeys. Adjusting and reevaluating expectations for roles,
going from unrealistic to realistic was essential in successfully negotiating all identities and persisting.
Limits had to be acknowledged and accepted. For example, Emily noted, “I finally wrote myself a
pass last year that just said ‘I’m not going to be able to juggle things this next year and that’s kind of
the way it is.’” All participants also accepted practical limitations. For example, most selected a primarily distance education second generation EdD program because it maximized opportunity to further their professional identity (remain in their profession) and not destabilize dimensions of their
identity as a female - a mother, a daughter (not uproot children or move from loved ones [e.g., parents] needing their care).

DIFFERENTIATION
Differentiation, the separating of one’s intellectual and emotional functioning from that of the family
(Bowen, 1978; Sabatelli & Anderson, 1991), occurs as part of the doctoral process and is necessary
essential to the development and intersection of a woman’s multiple identities. In the interviews, this
was often explained as a source of tension between the doctoral candidate and the family. For example, Grace explained that prior to the doctoral journey, part of her identity as a female was wrapped
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up in pleasing her family of origin, namely her parents, who were accustomed to her “seeing to their
needs immediately when requested.” Yet, as the doctoral coursework demanded more of her time
and emotional energy, she needed to begin to redefine her identity as a female and let her siblings
“step up” to assist with care for her parents. Focusing on school challenged the status quo, which
resulted in some tension that she needed to address and negotiate. Others explained how the doctoral journey resulted in cognitive growth (e.g., thinking more analytically, more reflective, more communicative) as well as increasing confidence as a woman. Maria demonstrated her increased confidence in herself as a woman on her life map using stick figures that got bigger as she progressed in
the doctoral journey. Emily described in her interview that as a result of her growth her husband also
had to develop, which ultimately resulted not only in her persistence but a stronger bond between
them, “As my identity has developed, so has his. And, it’s brought us closer together even though it’s
been the hardest years ever.”

C ONTEXTS FOR I DENTITY DEVELOPMENT, I NTERSECTION , AND P ERSISTENCE
Further, as the model depicts, identity development and intersection is not merely personal for woman, but social. Identity development and intersection is supported or thwarted by social conditions and
perceptions of social conditions, including perceived social support (i.e., perception of support from significant
individuals in academic identity trajectory), perceived social norms (i.e., perceived social pressure or perceived value of academic identity and behaviors in response to social norms), and actual social support
(i.e., actual support from significant individuals or the academic institution in academic identity trajectory).
Actual social and familial support during the doctoral journey and the perception of the valuing of the academic
identity trajectory from significant individuals is central as a woman develops as a scholar and seeks to
intersect her multiple identities in an optimal way. These constructs are clearly seen in the interview
transcripts and life map illustrations. The women described themselves at their cores as “self-reliant,”
“independent,” and “driven,” yet they recognized that familial understanding and emotional support
was essential. Eight participants acknowledged that it was a family member or spouse who helped
them realize they needed to “slow down” and “lean on somebody else sometimes” if they were going
to complete their doctoral studies while also honoring their female and professional roles and responsibilities. Moreover, every participant who was married noted that spouses took on responsibilities (e.g., “He took on a lot of the cooking staying on top of the laundry. He gave me the break that I
needed to do this.”) Extended family, friends, and even communities assisted with childcare and
cooking.
Though there was a tendency to hide academic identity in outer social circles (colleagues, early in dating relationships), with close friends and family academic visibility served as a motivator to develop
as a scholar and to persist. Valuing of an academic identity and recognition of academic success by
meaningful others (e.g., children, spouse, parents, extended family, friends) was central to intersecting
an academic identity with other identities. For example, Emma spoke about the satisfaction she
gleaned from her family’s recognition of her success during her doctoral studies:
My getting this degree has been a good thing. You know, my family really encourages me.
When I get an A on a paper or a presentation accepted at a conference, I go to my kids.
They tease me about it . . . being a scholarly mom. This makes me satisfied in my performance as a mom and scholar.
Others, such as Olivia, leaned on friends and colleagues for support and recognition, “my scholarly
friend, helps encourage me in this doctoral journey and inspires me to research.”
For a woman, perceived socio-cultural messages and social norms can motivate and sometimes discourage
academic identity development and its intersection with other identities. For example, about half the
participants (n= 9) noted that stereotypes and expectations about females in the academic and social
settings added pressure and frustration (e.g., “it’s okay if you don’t finish your doctorate as a mom,”
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“do what’s best for your child,” “it’s not womanly”), which for most consequently resulted in motivating them toward identity development and degree completion. Mary explained how societal expectations of females, albeit stressful, motivated her in her academic identity development and helped
her to succeed:
I do think the expectations [in higher education] are a little different for females, and that we
often, sometimes we feel like we have something to prove to others, maybe we do and maybe we don’t. . . . Proving myself as a woman who could be an academic was a motivator, but
also emotionally draining.
Supportive elements within the educational institution, in addition to the transformational educational experiences discussed above, are also as necessary in order a woman to be successful in persisting and intersecting her identities the data demonstrated. Participants identified these supportive elements as
practical supports including flexible, online course offerings; faculty understanding about late or delayed submissions due to female or professional responsibilities; and varied hours (e.g., late night,
weekends) of support services (e.g., library, advising, etc.). Again and again, all 17 participants noted
that selecting a primarily online program maximized opportunities to further their professional identity (remain in their profession) and dimensions of their female identity (not uproot children or move
from loved ones [e.g., parents] needing their care). When participants reflected on ways the university
could better support them in their persistence and identity development, nine of them acknowledged
that the culture of higher education is dominated by androcentric values, which makes it difficult for
women who are “relationally-oriented” and “emotionally-attuned” to gain the type of relational and
affective support needed for success. As emotionlessness is strongly associated with masculinity and
emotional expression is not valued in the culture of higher academia (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet,
2003).), it is not surprising that a lack of emotional support for difficult times, or even jubilation over
victories, was noted by participants. Nor was it surprising that a prominent recommendation from
participants was to offer counseling and support groups to talk about identity struggles and the tensions related to intersecting multiple identities. For example, Grace explained, “I’m relationship oriented and relationship driven, and it’s hard to form a relationship online. So, I would say if there is a
way to figure out how to get these women in relationship with each other, to support each other.”
Gendered communication encounters imbued with masculine norms was another issue several participants identified. Patricia explained how her male dissertation chair’s silence (i.e., absence of feedback and affirmation) as well as tone, whether intentional or unintentional, lead her to almost quit the
program. Eventually, Patricia secured another dissertation chair and described the stark contrast in
communication styles between her previous male and new female chair. Though her female chair had
equal or higher expectations, the affirmation and encouragement Patricia received from her was central to her development as a scholar and her ability to finish her dissertation. Lauren concurred that
females need a personal and encouraging approach, “[I]t would be good if professors could understand how women are wired…We [are] a bit more personal...” The offering of child and parent care
stipend was also mentioned by at least twelve of the women.

R UPTURES
Finally, data analysis and interpretation of the data also revealed that woman, like a few participants
(n = 3), can experience a rupture, a discontinuing of a role within an identity or a disruption in an
identity trajectory. This does not mean that a woman does not persist through the degree. Rather,
consistent with what previous research illuminated (e.g., Middleton, 2001; Rockinson-Szapkiw &
Spaulding, 2015), a rupture occurs in the female or academic identity. For example, one participants’
interviews indicated that the transition from student to scholar did not take place, “I will do it…Tell
me what to do, and I’ll do it [italics added].” This “tell me what to do” approach to the dissertation is
reflective of a candidate who has not transitioned from an autonomous to a self-directed learner
(Ponton, 2014), a transition necessary to develop a scholar identity. What distinguished participants
who developed scholar identities from those who did not was demonstrating personal agency or aligning that is, “selecting learning opportunities from available environments” (Ponton, 2014, p. 98).
64

Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding, & Lunde
While the focus of the study was on success, reported ruptures also included the discontinuance in
the role as a wife, a role associated with female identity, in order to finish her transformation from
student to scholar and persist in her doctoral program; this occurred when her husband failed to allow her to transform in who she was as a women and differentiate. These ruptures need to be investigated in future studies.

DISCUSSION
Previous study has examined the role conflict that women, especially those who are mothers, experience during their doctoral journeys (Haynes et al., 2012; Wolf-Wendel, & Ward, 2015). Although
these studies provide rich results and implications for practice, the process of academic identity development for woman and its intersection with other identities remained a gap in the literature. As
such, this study generated a novel theoretical model to explain women’s academic identity progression from students to scholars and its intersection with other salient identities, especially mother, and
the core sense of self in alignment with other identity theory (Jones & McEwen, 2000. Data analysis
revealed that a woman doctoral students’ transformation from student to research scholar is dependent upon becoming competent in research, confident in conducting research, developing a positive attitude toward
research, and envisioning of self as a motherscholar or womanscholar, which is made possible by active engagement or alignment in what the researchers termed transformational educational experiences (e.g.,
coursework aimed at dissertation preparation, mentored scholarship opportunities, a relationship
with a woman role model). Her development as a scholar was directly proportionate to her engagement in development opportunities and scholarly relationships. Mentorship between a woman who
has successfully negotiated her identity between the multiple identities and a doctoral student who is
working through these identity tensions is an essential transformational educational experience. For
mentorship can provide an avenue for the student to fully share her “voice,” which Gilligan (2004)
theorized maintains balance in the psyche.
The valuing and developing of an academic identity only takes place when a woman sees meaning in
developing it and, in turn, intersecting it with other primary identities, namely female and mother,
and core self. If the identity is too different from the core or other identities, it could be abandoned.
The only exception, or non-negotiable identity, is that of mother. However, most often as a woman
seeks to intersect her academic identity with other identities, namely her identity as a female, especially “mother,” similar what Stevens-Long, Schapiro, and McClintock (2012) suggest, transformation
takes place. As each identity intersects it is influenced in some manner with some level of permeability
by the intersection. The more permeability of the intersection, the more transformation and moderation of one identity of another.
The energies and resources needed for identity development and intersection are finite, meaning that
as a woman focuses on and nurtures her academic identity, she needs to have the necessary supports
(internal and external) to develop as a scholar and see this identity as compatible with others (Jones &
McEwen, 2000). Validating identity research purporting that the nature of identity development and
intersection is both social and personal (Jones & McEwen, 2000; Sweitzer, 2009). Identity development and intersection was supported or thwarted by social conditions and perceptions of social conditions as well as educational conditions. Personal strategies of honoring, blending, and embracing limits
were employed. The motivation for these personal strategies was fueled by the core sense of self as a
steward. For the participants, stewardship involved accepting limitations and investing in identities at
different times of the day and even different seasons, allowing the candidates to maximize their efforts and find satisfaction and fulfillment in roles. Whether isolating identities within a day (e.g., mom
during the day, student/scholar when children are sleeping) or choosing to focus on developing specific identities in specific seasons (e.g., delaying motherhood in favor of doctoral studies or delaying
doctoral studies until children are older, or delaying until well established in a career) having a “long
term” perspective and “embracing limitations” allowed participants to intersect and honor multiple
identities, representing a complex meaning-making process in participants.
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Jones and McEwen (2000) defined meaning-making structures as “organizational assumptions that determine whether identity is constructed through external expectations or an internally generated
sense of self ” (p. 619). Participants with a more internally generated sense of self demonstrated increased agency during coursework (e.g., seeking out mentors with research scholar identities) and
their narratives indicated a transformation from student to research scholar in the dissertation phase.
Further, meaning-making is necessary for individuals to filter contextual messages and develop a
more complex identity (Jones & McEwen, 2000). Through their research, Abes and Jones (2004) determined that meaning-making is the defining factor in how contextual factors shape the content of
identity, depending on the individual’s internal satisfaction or dissatisfaction of how this context influences their identity. The ability to filter contextual messages was evident as participants discussed
developing identities that went beyond familial or cultural expectations (e.g., “dutiful daughter”), redefining for themselves, and those around them, what it means to be a female. These findings diverge
from previous research suggesting that judgments and stereotypes in social and academic settings
often result in undue pressure that leads to underperformance and isolation (Steele, 1997). However,
this makes sense in light of Fisher and Margolis’ (2002) research on females studying computer science demonstrating that rejection of the discipline’s or culture’s dominant norms is associated with
persistence. Meaning-making capacity, as displayed by the participants, incorporated a “richer portrayal of not only what relationships students perceive among their personal and social identities, but
also how they come to perceive them as they do” (Abes et al., 2007, p. 13).
The findings from this study have significant implications for doctoral faculty and program administrators in second generation EdD programs who have the ability to facilitate development of a more
advanced and internally generated senses of self in female students through providing or facilitating
a range of structures and supports that assist students in developing their identities as research scholars, ultimately, fostering doctoral persistence. However, before the researchers discuss the meaning
for these populations, the limitations of this study are discussed.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
While efforts were made to conduct a robust study taking a holistic look at the construction and intersection of a scholar identity with other identities, this study has limitations. Only heterosexual
women who desired to have children or had children from second generation or practitioner focused
EdD programs from a few universities were included in the sample, limiting transferability of findings to other populations and settings. Findings may only reflect this specific population and context.
In addition, the primary sample was students in doctoral candidacy demonstrating evidence of persistence, not all had successfully defended at the conclusion of the study. Although these limitations
exist, the researchers believe that this study is an important first step in better understanding female
identity development through the doctoral process and lays the foundation for future research. For
example, research is needed with women doctoral candidates in other disciplines from other institutions, and from regions of the country. Additional research is needed on women who choose not to
have children as well as those in lesbian relationships.
This study revealed that as a candidate evolves from student (consumer of knowledge) to scholar
(producer of knowledge), she is assuming a new identity, with new skills, knowledge, and values.
While building this identity, the woman doctoral student may develop new goals (e.g., to further research on her dissertation or related topic), career aspirations (e.g., transition from employment in K12 to higher education), or feel the need to redefine herself within her family (e.g., from helpmate to
partner). Based on Papero (1990), Didericksen, Edwards, Wetchler, and Walker (2014) defined differentiation as “understanding the balance between individuality and togetherness, while minimizing
emotional reactivity to stressful or anxiety-provoking situations” (p. 56). While this process of differentiation was identified, these researchers do not believe it was fully explored. A more in-depth understanding of this process is needed. Ruptures was another area not fully explored or saturated.
More research is needed to understand the specific contexts and factors leading to both relationship
fractures and the disruption in the academic identity trajectory.
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IMPLICATIONS
Findings provide numerous implications for doctoral program personnel. These study findings also
provide significant implications for transforming academia to provide a more supportive sociocultural context for women doctoral students, increasing persistence and fostering the transformation
from student to scholar. Findings highlight the need for more women faculty role models in higher
education. While competence and confidence in research skills can be developed through coursework, and
men and women faculty alike can model a positive attitude toward research – elements necessary in developing a research scholar identity, envisioning self as a research scholar was possible when female candidates had the opportunity to interact with a female mentor who modeled the behaviors of a scholar,
while also visibly honoring her female identities by demonstrating commitment to her spouse and
children, rather than making their role in her life invisible, a behavior many believe is necessary for
success in academia (Lynch, 2008). As faculty, women or men, become more transparent about their
own identities and model for candidates how they blend and intersect their multiple identities, the
culture of academia might slowly change and recognize the value-added from honoring and intersecting multiple identities. To increase the number of women faculty mentors in academia, program administrators can recruit, retain, and support and encourage parental visibility through developing
structures and supports for faculty with families.
Faculty and administrators can foster persistence through understanding, as these findings exemplified, that at the core of each EdD woman doctoral candidate is a strong sense of self as a steward.
Given the women candidates’ emphasis on stewardship, faculty should design coursework to allow
students to intersect assignments with professional goals and practices, and support empirically and
theoretically grounded dissertations aimed at not only solving problems of practice but also aimed at
advocacy.
Course and program designs should also account for women candidates’ need and desire for relationship with peers and faculty. Thus, universities, especially those with online programs, need to find
ways to support relationship development among women students and faculty and to increase opportunities for social and academic integration, factors associated with persistence (Tinto, 1993). Further,
faculty mentors, advisors, and dissertation chairs should be cognizant that the literature on gender
and communication demonstrates that a common female communication pattern is affirmation seeking and giving (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Eisenbach, 2013).
For doctoral students, there are many personal as well as social implications derived from the study
findings. Consistent with previous research (Eisenbach, 2013; Lott, Gardner, & Powers, 2009),
spousal support is a significant factor associated with doctoral persistence, and partners need to have
candid conversations about their roles in the home and be aware that if the wife returning to school
results in role reversal in the relationship or differentiation this may result in marital stress that will
need to be resolved or different roles and responsibilities will need to be negotiated. Partners need to
develop strategies to address and manage the added stress (Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2015) and be
prepared to grow and develop together.
Moreover, familial integration is essential to persistence (Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding, Swezey, &
Wicks, 2014) and partners need to collaboratively determine the best season to begin and the most
optimal schedule (daily, weekly, etc.) for supporting academic identity development while balancing
other female and professional identities and responsibilities.
While supporting a doctoral candidate requires sacrifice from spouses and children (Eisenbach, 2013;
Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012), women also need to sacrifice to intersect their academic
identity with other identities. This involves managing and perhaps even adjusting expectations regarding their pace or redefining their own standard of perfection. Candidates can use self-talk to give
themselves “permission” to slow down and most importantly, to realize that they are not expected to
“have and do it all,” but to recognize that it is acceptable to have a “long term view,” selectively determining which identity(ies) will take “center stage” in any given season.
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While engaged in the doctoral process, females need to recognize how their identities inform and
intersect. For example, commitment to transform or ameliorate problems observed in her profession
may provide the candidate the motivation and passion needed to persist in the dissertation phase of
the journey, the most challenging stage (Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). A desire to model
commitment and tenacity to her children may also motivate the woman candidate to persist to completion. Additional supports include parents, friends, social groups (e.g., religious groups or military
wives), and doctoral peers.

CONCLUSION
A woman with identities related to who she is as a female (wife, mother, caregiver) and professional
(educator, administrator) begins her doctoral degree embarking on a journey that requires the transformation of a familiar academic identity, that of a student, into the unfamiliar identity of a scholar.
Unfortunately, during this journey, many women believe that they must choose between a female
identity, namely being a mother, and strong academic identity, failing to see how they can be integrated or enhanced and bring even greater fulfillment and purpose to the other. While this study documented the fact that energies and resources needed to make this transformation and intersection are
finite, a woman who focuses on and nurtures her academic identity, engaging the necessary social
supports and personal strategies, can develop as a scholar and see this identity as compatible with
others (Jones & McEwen, 2000). She can successfully complete her EdD.

REFERENCES
Abes, E.S., & Jones, S. R. (2004). Meaning-making capacity and the dynamics of lesbian college students’ multiple dimensions of identity. Journal of College Student Development, 45(6), 612-632.
Abes, E. S., Jones, S. R., & McEwen, M. K. (2007). Reconceptualizing the model of multiple dimensions of
identity: The role of meaning-making capacity in the construction of multiple identities. Journal of College
Student Development, 48(1), 1-22.
Bailyn, L., Drago, R., & Kochan, T. A. (2001). Integrating work and family life. A holistic approach. A Report of the
Sloan Work-Family Policy Network. Retrieved from
http://web.mit.edu/workplacecenter/docs/WorkFamily.pdf
Baker, M. (2012). Gendered families, academic work and the ‘motherhood penalty.’ Women’s Studies Journal,
26(1), 11-24.
Baker, M. (2016). Women graduates and the workplace: Continuing challenges for academic women. Studies in
Higher Education, 41(5), 887-900.
Baker, V. L., Pifer, M. J., & Flemion, B. (July/August, 2013). Process challenges and learning-based interactions
in stage 2 of doctoral education: Implications from two applied social science fields. Journal of Higher Education, 84(4), 449-476.
Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efﬁcacy: The exercise of control. New York, NY: Freeman.
Bowen, M. (1978). Family therapy in clinical practice. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
Breckenridge, J. & Jones, D. (2009), Demystifying theoretical sampling in grounded theory research. Grounded
Theory Review: An International Journal, 8(2), 113- 126.
Brown, L., & Watson, P. (2010). Understanding the experiences of female doctoral students. Journal of Further
and Higher Education, 34(3), 385-404.
Brown, V., & Nichols, T. R. (2012). Pregnant and parenting students on campus: Policy on program implications for a growing population. Educational Policy, 27(3), 499-530.
Carter, S., Blumenstein, M., & Cook, C. (2013). Different for women? The challenges of doctoral studies. Teaching in Higher Education, 18(4), 339-351.
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2015). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for conducting grounded theory
(4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

68

Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding, & Lunde
Craft, C. M., & Maseberg-Tomlinson, J. (2015). Challenges experienced by one academic mother transitioning
from maternity leave back to academia. NASPA Journal About Women in Higher Education, 8(1), 66-81.
Cummins, H. A. (2012). Queen bees and mommy tracking: How’s an academic woman supposed to get ahead?.
Advancing Women in Leadership, 32, 1.
Davis, K. (2008). Intersectionality as buzzword: A sociology of science perspective on what makes a feminist
theory successful. Feminist Theory, 9(1), 67-85.
Didericksen, K. W., Edwards, A. E., Wetchler, J. L., & Walker, J. A. (2014). Maternal well-being health, differentiation, and relationship satisfaction. The Family Journal, 23, 56-64. doi:1066480714547186.
Eckert, P., & McConnell-Ginet, S. (2003). Language and gender. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.
Eisenbach, B. (2013). Finding a balance: A narrative inquiry into motherhood and the doctoral process. The
Qualitative Report, 18(17), 1-13.
Fishbein, M., & Ajzen, I. (2010). Predicting and changing behavior: The reasoned action approach. New York, NY: Taylor
& Francis.
Fisher, A., & Margolis, J. (2002). Unlocking the clubhouse: The Carnegie Mellon experience. ACM SIGCSE
Bulletin, 34(2), 79-83.
Gardner, S. K. (2009). Student and faculty attributions of attrition in high and low-completing doctoral programs in the United States. Higher Education, 58, 97-112.
Gelso,C. J., Mallinckrodt, B., &Judge, A. B. (1996). Research training environment, attitudes toward research,
and research self-efficacy: The revised Research Training Environment Scale. The Counseling Psychologist, 24,
304–322.
Gilligan, C. (2004). Recovering psyche: Reflections on life-history and people. Annual of Psychoanalysis, 32(1),
131-147.
Hart, J. (2006). Women and feminism in higher education scholarship: An analysis of three core journals. The
Journal of Higher Education, 77(1), 40-61. doi: 10.1353/jhe.2006.0003
Haynes, C., Bulosan, M., Citty, J., & Grant-Harris, M. (2012). My world is not my doctoral program…or is it?
Female students’ perceptions of well-being. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 7(1), 1-17. Retrieved
from
https://www.informingscience.org/Publications/1555
Jakubiec, B. A. E. (2015). Academic motherhood: “Silver linings and clouds”. Antistasis, 5(2), 42-49.
Jones, S. R. (1997). Voices of identity and difference: A qualitative exploration of the multiple dimensions of
identity development in women college students. Journal of College Student Development, 38(4), 376-386.
Jones, S. R., & McEwen, M. K. (2000). A conceptual model of multiple dimensions of identity. Journal of College
Student Development, 41(4), 405-414.
Kogan, M. (2000). Higher education communities and academic identity. Higher Education Quarterly, 54(3), 207216.
Kurtz-Costes, B., Helmke, L. A., & Ulku-Steiner, B. (2006). Gender and doctoral studies: The perceptions of
Ph.D. students in an American university. Gender and Education, 18(2), 137-155.
Lapayese, Y. V. (2012). Mother-scholar: (Re)imagining K-12 education. Transgressions: Cultural Studies and Education, 85. 1-10.
Lee, A., Green, B., & Brennan, M. (2000). Organizational knowledge, professional practice and the professional
doctorate at work. In J. Garrick & C. Rhodes (Eds.), Research and knowledge at work. Perspectives, case-studies and
innovative strategies (pp. 117-136). London: Routledge.
Lott, J., Gardner, S.K., & Powers, D.A. (2009). Doctoral student attrition in the STEM fields: An exploration of
event history analysis. The Journal of College Student Retention, 11, 247-266.
Lynch, K. D. (2008). Gender roles and the American academe: A case study of graduate student mothers. Gender and Education, 20(6), 585-605.

69

Women in Distance Doctoral Programs
Mason, M. A., Goulden, M., & Frasch, K. (2009). Why graduate students reject the fast track. Academe, 95, 11–
17.
Mason, M. A., Wolfinger, N. H., & Goulden, M. (2013). Do babies matter? Gender and family in the ivory tower. New
Brunswich, NJ: Rutgers University Press.
McCutcheon, J. M., & Morrison, M. A. (2016). “Eight days a week”: A national snapshot of academic mothers’
realities in Canadian psychology departments. Canadian Psychology, 57(2), 92-100.
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/cap0000049
Middleton, S. (2001, April). Making room: The place of academic study. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, Seattle, WA.
Moradi, B. (2005). Advancing womanist identity development: Where we are and where we need to go. The
Counseling Psychologist, 33(1), 225-253.
Nasir, N. S., & Saxe, J. B. (2003). Ethnic and academic identities: A cultural practice perspective on emerging
tensions and their management in the lives of minority students. Educational Researcher, 32(5), 14-18.
National Center for Education Statistics. (2010). Digest of education statistics. (NCES Publication No. 2011-015).
Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office.
National Science Foundation (NSF). (2009). Doctorate recipients from U.S. universities: Summary report 2007-08. Chicago: National Opinion Research Center.
Norton, L. S., Thomas, S., Morgan, K., Tilley, A., & Dickins, T. E. (1998). Full-time studying and long-term
relationships: Make or break for mature students? British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 26(1), 75-88.
Papero, D. V. (1990). Bowen family systems theory. Prentice Hall.
Paterson, M., Higgs, J., Wilcox, S., & Villeneuve, M. (2002). Clinical reasoning and self directed learning: Key
dimensions in professional socialisation. Focus on Health Professional Education: A Multi-Disciplinary Journal,
4(2), 5-21.
Perry, J. A. (2012). What history reveals about the education doctorate. In M. Macintyre Latta & S. Wunder
(Eds.), Placing practitioner knowledge at the center of teacher education: Rethinking the policies and practices of the education doctorate (pp. 51–72). Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.
Ponton, M. (2014). The transition from autonomous to self-directed learning In A. J. Rockinson-Szapkiw & L.
S. Spaulding (Eds.), Navigating the doctoral journey: A handbook of strategies for success. Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield.
Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J. & Spaulding, L. S. (Eds.) (2014). Navigating the doctoral journey: A handbook of strategies for
success. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J. & Spaulding, L. S. (2015). The intersecting identities of female Ed.D. Students and
their journey to persistence. In Stead, V. (Ed.), The Education Doctorate (Ed.D.): Issues of Access, Diversity, Social
Justice, and Community Leadership. New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing.
Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J., Spaulding, L. S., Swezey, J. A., & Wicks, C. (2014). Poverty and persistence: A model
for understanding individuals’ pursuit and persistence in a doctor of education program. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 9, 181-190. Retrieved from http://ijds.org/Volume9/IJDSv9p181203Rockinson0606.pdf
Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J., Spaulding, L. S., & Knight, A. (2015). Protecting the marriage relationship during the
doctoral journey: Strategies for students and partners based on the strong marital house concept. The Family Journal, 23, 1-6, doi: 10.1177/1066480714565106
Sabatelli, R. M., & Anderson, S. A. (1991). Family system dynamics, peer relationships, and adolescents' psychological adjustment. Family Relations, 40(4), 363-369. doi:10.2307/584891
Sallee, M., Ward, K., & Wolf-Wendel, L. (2016). Can anyone have it all? Gendered views on parenting and academic careers. Innovative Higher Education, 41(3), 187-202.
Seher, C. L., & Iverson, S. V. (2015). From dialogue to action: Consciousness-raising with academic mothers.
NASPA Journal About Women in Higher Education, 8(1), 17-28.

70

Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding, & Lunde
Spaulding, L. S., & Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J. (2012). Hearing their voices: Factors doctoral candidates attribute
to their persistence. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 7, 199-219. Retrieved from
http://ijds.org/Volume7/IJDSv7p199-219Spaulding334.pdf
Steele, C. M. (1997). A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape the intellectual identities and performance of
women and African-Americans. American Psychologist, 52, 613-629.
Stevens-Long, J., Schapiro, S. A., & McClintock, C. (2012). Passionate scholars: Transformative learning in doctoral education. Adult Education Quarterly, 62(2), 180-198.
Stinchfield, T. A., & Trepal, H. (2010). Academic motherhood for counselor educators: Navigating through the
academic pipeline. International Journal for the Advancement of Counselling, 32(2), 91-100. doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10447-009-9086-0
Summers, F., & Clarke, A. (2015). In-betweenness: Being mother, academic and artist. Journal of Family Studies,
21(3), 235-247. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2015.1058846
Sweitzer, V. B. (2009). Towards a theory of doctoral student professional identity development: A developmental networks approach. The Journal of Higher Education, 80(1), 1-33.
Tan, E., & Barton, A. C. (2008). Unpacking science for all through the lens of identities-in-practice: The stories
of Amelia and Ginny. Cultural Studies of Science Education, 3(1), 43-71. doi:
http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1007/s11422-007-9076-7
Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition (2nd ed.). Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.
Tinto, V. (1997). Classrooms as communities: Exploring the educational character of student persistence. Journal of Higher Education, 68(6), 595-623.
Trepal, H., Stinchfield, T., & Haiyasoso, M. (2013). Great expectations: Doctoral student mothers in Counselor
Education. Adultspan Journal, 13(1), 30 – 45.
National Center for Education Statistics. (2010). Digest of Education Statistics. (NCES Publication No. 2011015). Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office.
Ward, K. (2014). Having it all: Women, work, family, and the academic career. Labour/Le Travail, 73(1), 255-264.
Ward, K. A., & Wolf-Wendel, L. E. (2004). Academic motherhood: Managing complex roles in research universities. Review of Higher Education, 27(2), 233–257.
Wellington, J., & Sikes, P. (2006). A doctorate in a tight compartment: Why students choose to do a professional
doctorate and its impact on their personal & professional lives. Studies in Higher Education 31, 6, 723 – 734
Wolf-Wendel, L., & Ward, K. (2006, October). Academic life and motherhood: Variations by institutional type.
Higher Education. 52(3), 487-521.
Wolf-Wendel, L. E., & Ward, K. (2015). Academic mothers: Exploring disciplinary perspectives. Innovative Higher
Education, 40, 19-35. doi: 10.1007/s10755-014-9293-4
Yakaboski, T. (2010). Going at it alone: Single mother undergraduates experiences. Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 47(4), 463-481.

71

Women in Distance Doctoral Programs

BIOGRAPHIES
Amanda J. Rockinson-Szapkiw is an Associate Professor for the Instructional Design and Technology Program at University of Memphis
(UofM). Prior to her appointment at UofM, she served as an Associate
Professor and program chair of Research and Doctoral programs for a
private institution in Central Virginia. Dr. Rockinson-Szapkiw has authored and co-authored more than four dozen peer-reviewed journal articles and presented over 50 presentations, primarily focusing on technology integration in the distance educaiton, distance education doctoral persistence, and the advancement of women in higher education. She coedited with Lucinda Spaulding the book, Navigating the Doctoral Journey: A
Handbook of Strategies for Success, which received a 2015 AERA SIG 168 Outstanding Publication
Award. Her development of a collaborative workspace to facilitate doctoral mentorship in the online
environment was recognized by Microsoft via a case study and was awarded the 2013 Campus Technology innovator award.
Lucinda S. Spaulding earned her Ph.D. in Special Education and
Educational Psychology, M.Ed. in Special Education, and B.S. in
Elementary Education. She is an Associate Professor in the School of
Education at Liberty University where she serves as a qualitative research
consultant, teaches advanced research courses, and chairs doctoral
dissertations. Prior to serving in higher education she taught general and
special education in urban schools in New York and Virginia and ESL in
Japan. Dr. Spaulding is the President-Elect of the Virginia Council for
Exceptional Children and co-editor of the association’s journal. She
publishes and presents on factors related to doctoral attrition and
persistence, resilience in children and youth, and the history of special
education. Dr. Spaulding was born and raised in Ottawa, Canada and
currently resides in Forest, Virginia with her husband and three children.
Rebecca Lunde is an Ed.D. candidate and Dissertation Coordinator at
Liberty University’s School of Education. She teaches educational philosophy and manages the dissertation process for all Ed.D. candidates at
Liberty University. She has a B.S. Childhood and Adolescent Psychology,
an M.A.T. in Secondary Education, and an Ed.S. in Curriculum and Instruction. Her research interests include doctoral programs, dissertation
methodology choice, and gender identity.

72

