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ABSTRACT

This thesis, "Balancing Dreams and Duties: A Qualitative Exploration of Opportunities
and Challenges for Mothers Returning to Education in Malta," explores the complex and
often conflicting realities faced by Maltese mothers who re-enter formal education while
simultaneously fulfilling caregiving roles. Framed within a social constructionist ontology
and grounded in feminist epistemology, the study adopts a phenomenological qualitative
approach to examine how gendered social expectations, institutional frameworks, and

personal ambitions shape these women’s educational journeys.

The research involved semi-structured, in-depth interviews with nine mothers who were
either currently enrolled in or had recently completed formal education. They were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling to ensure the richness and relevance of
their experiences. The interviews were conducted face-to-face, transcribed verbatim, and
analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. Ethical principles, including informed consent,
confidentiality, and the right to withdraw, were strictly upheld, ensuring participant

autonomy and integrity throughout the research process.

Findings illuminate a dual narrative. On one hand, education emerges as a transformative
tool, opening pathways to self-fulfilment, identity reconstruction, and socio-economic
mobility. Participants described their return to education as a reclamation of personal
agency after years of prioritizing others. On the other hand, they reported numerous
structural and emotional barriers: acute time poverty, financial insecurity, inadequate
childcare options, and inflexible academic systems that are slow to accommodate the needs
of caregiving students. These tensions were often intensified by internalized societal

pressures to embody the "ideal mother" while striving for academic achievement.



Despite these challenges, the study also highlights strong sources of resilience. Many
participants relied on supportive partners, extended family, peer networks, and empathetic
educators. Intrinsic motivation—rooted in a desire for self-improvement, role modelling
for their children, and long-term career goals—played a central role in sustaining their
efforts. Importantly, the presence of adaptive institutional practices, such as hybrid
learning options or understanding lecturers, significantly enhanced women’s ability to

persist and succeed.

The themes emerging from the data underscore a broader systemic disconnect between
educational structures and the realities faced by caregiving students. The research
emphasizes that while these mothers navigate an uphill battle, their stories are not solely
defined by struggle; they also reflect strength, agency, and a redefinition of motherhood

through the lens of education.

Based on these insights, the thesis presents a set of practical, context-specific
recommendations. These include expanding access to affordable childcare, implementing
flexible learning pathways, offering targeted financial assistance, and fostering inclusive
academic cultures that recognize caregiving as a legitimate and valuable perspective within

educational spaces.

This study contributes to feminist research by highlighting the voices of a demographic
often overlooked in educational discourse. It also offers actionable insights for
policymakers, academic institutions, and support services aiming for more equitable access

to lifelong learning for mothers in Malta and similar contexts.

Keywords:
Motherhood,; Maternal Identity; Maternal Education,; Adult Learning,; Educational Re-
entry; Gender and Education; Emotional Labor.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This thesis represents the fulfilment of an academic goal and a personal journey marked by
persistence, reflection, and transformation. Reaching this point would not have been
possible without the unwavering support and encouragement of many people, to whom I

owe my deepest gratitude.

First and foremost, I am profoundly grateful to my supervisor, Dr. Andreana Dibben, for
her guidance, patience, and constructive feedback throughout this research process. Her
academic insight, critical thinking, and thoughtful mentorship have not only improved the
quality of this thesis but have also helped shape me into a more confident and reflective

researcher. I am truly fortunate to have worked under her supervision.

I would also like to thank the faculty and staff at the Gender and Sexualities Department,
whose support fostered a productive and intellectually stimulating environment. Special
thanks go to Dr. Josann Cutajar and Dr. Marceline Naudi for their encouragement,
assistance, and the many thought-provoking conversations that enriched my understanding

and perspective.

This research would not have been possible without the contributions of the individuals
who generously participated in this study. I am sincerely thankful to the mothers who
shared their personal stories, challenges, and insights. Your voices are the heart of this

work, and I am honoured to have had the opportunity to learn from your experiences.

On a more personal level, I owe a profound debt of gratitude to my family. Thank you for
your unconditional love, faith in my abilities, and for always encouraging me to follow my

path.

To my children, thank you for being my greatest inspiration. This work is, in many ways,
for you — a testament to the importance of education, resilience, and following one's

passion despite the many roles we juggle in life.

Finally, I extend heartfelt appreciation to all the women and mothers—past, present, and
future—who continue to challenge norms, pursue education, and advocate for change.

Your strength and determination inspire everything this thesis represents.



Table of Contents

Authenticity of DisSertation................c.coccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e i
ABSTRACT ...ttt ettt ettt esaees il
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt ettt v
Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION ...ttt 1
Locating the Maternal: Gender, Power, and Tradition in Malta...................c...ccooeeiinin.e. 2
Motherhood, Culture, and Educational Access in Malta...............ccoooeiviiiiiiiiiiiiiiniinennennnenn. 3
Aims and Rationale for the Study.............ccooooiiiiiiiii e 5
Intersections of Self and Study: Reflecting on Positionality ..............cc...ccooiiiiiiiinin. 7
OVerview of CRaPLers .........coouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt e e e e e eees 8
Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ... e 10
INtrOdUCTION .....uiiniiiiiiiiiiei ettt e ee et et s een e 10
Maternal Education as a Catalyst for Societal Development..................ccceevveiiiiiiniiinirennnne. 12
Emotional and Cognitive Determinants of Educational Engagement Among Mothers ......... 13
Navigating the Return: Challenges Encountered by Mothers in Pursuing Education........... 16
Motherhood and Society: Examining the Cultural Narratives That Shape Maternal Identity
........................................................................................................................................ 17
Motherhood Through an Intersectional Lens: Exploring Diverse Maternal Realities........... 19
Mothering in Malta: Identity, Expectations and Social Realities.............c...cccceevririininnnn... 21
The Gendered Economy of Care: Unpaid Domestic Labour, the Third shift and emotional
JADOUL ..ot et e s s s era e 23
Why is the Topic of Mothers and Education So Little Researched? .................cccevvveernnne.e. 25
Systemic Biases in Research.................oooooiiiiiii 25
Methodological Challenges................ccouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 25
Lack of Policy Focus and Funding...............cccccooooiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 25
Implications of the ReSearch Gap ...........coovvuiiiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie ettt et eerneeereneseenenes 26
COMCIUSION .....eiiiiiiiiii ettt s e et e et s e e tena s e erenn s eenenaeseenens 26
Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY ......ooooiiiiiieeeeee ettt 27
Philosophical foundations: Epistemology and Ontology .............cccevveueriiiriiineriiieneiinerennenes 27
Research Desi@n ..........coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e e 29
Sampling Strategy and Participant Recruitment....................ccooooiiiiiii 30

\Y



Method of Data COolECtION .......couvnieniniiniiiiiiiiii et eae e eae e eae e enenerenennes 32

Data analysis ....c..oiiiiimiiiiiii et et e e e e et e e eenn e eenans 33
Limitations and strengths of the study ................ccoooeiiiiiiii e, 35
LAMItations . .....ccoouuiiiiiiiiiiiii et et et e 35
SEEMGERS...ccoeiiiiiiiii ettt et e e 36
Ethical Considerations..............ccouuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt ee e e e et s eerena s eenens 36

Chapter 4: FINDINGS, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION......cccocovviiiinieeiieeeieeee 39
Findings and AnalysiS.........ccooooiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii et e 39
Motivations for Returning to EAUCation ...............cccoooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 40
Challenges and Guilt - the Cost of “Having It AII” ..............ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e, 43
SUPPOTT SYSEEIMIS ..ottt ettt e et s e et s e e renae s e eranneesees 46
Institutional SUPPOIT .....c...oiiiiiiiiiii et eea e 49
Impact on Family and Children ................coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 51
Personal Growth and EmMpPowerment.................oooouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiien et eeeeie e eceeneeeeeens 53
Discussion — Motherhood and Education Through a Feminist Lens ............cc......ccc......c.... 55
(001) 1 T4 11 8 1) | PSP PP PR PRPPIN 56

Chapter 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS........cccooiiieeieeieeeee 57
(001 1 T4 11 R 1) | PSP PP PR PPPPIN 57
Contributions of the study .............c.oooiiiiiiiiiii 58
Limitations of the Study.............ccooooiiiiiiiii 59
Recommendations and Reflections ...............c..coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 59
Expand Access to Affordable and On-Campus Childcare............ccccooooeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiininnannn. 59
Implement Flexible Academic Policies ................cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 60
Train Academic Staff in Inclusive Practices................cccooooiiiiiiiiii e 60
Establish Peer Mentoring and Support Networks ...............coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiie, 61
Provide Targeted Financial ASSIStANCE ...........cceuiiiuiiiiiiiiniiiiiireiiie et et eeeneereneeeenenes 61
Recognise Care Work in Institutional Planning ................ccccooviiiiiiiriiiriiiiiiiiiereiineeieeeenenes 62
The Role of Policy and Advocacy............ccoooivuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiii e 63
Cultural Change and the Future of Higher Education..................ccc.ooooiiii . 63
Future Research..............oooiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 64
Final TROUGRLS ........oiiiiiiiiiii ettt et e et s e reeeeeaeseteaseeenesennesenenssaennnns 66

RETEIEICES ........ooiiiiiiiiiiiii e 67

APPENDIX 1: Table with themes.....................c.cooiiii 92

Vi



APPENDIX 2: UREC APpProval ...........ccooooiiiiiiiiiieiceeeeeeeeeeee et 94

APPENDIX 3: FAcebOOK POSL........ccooeiiiieeiiieeeeee et 95
APPENDIX 4: Information letter ................ccoociiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicceeceeeeee e 96
APPENDIX 5: Interview qUEeSTiONS. ..........cc.ovviiiiiiieiiiiiiee e eereee e e e 99
APPENDIX 6: Participant Consent FOrm .............c...coccoiiiiiiniiininicccece, 101

Vii



Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION

In contemporary societies, education is increasingly recognised as a lifelong
pursuit. For many women, particularly mothers, returning to education after childbirth or
extended periods of caregiving represents a significant personal and professional
milestone. While educational attainment can offer pathways to improved employment
prospects, financial independence, and personal fulfilment, it also presents unique

challenges for mothers, who often juggle the dual roles of student and caregiver.

In Malta, the traditional family structure, cultural expectations, and gender norms can
heavily influence a woman’s decision to pursue further education. Despite advances in
gender equality and support systems, mothers returning to education often face obstacles
such as limited access to affordable childcare, rigid academic schedules, and a lack of
institutional support. Conversely, they may also find opportunities for growth,

empowerment, and community building through educational participation.

This chapter establishes the context for the study by examining the cultural, social, and
institutional factors that shape mothers’ return to education in Malta. It considers how
traditional gender norms, societal expectations, and evolving constructions of motherhood
influence educational access and participation. My positionality—as a mature student,
mother, and social worker—also informs the perspective taken in this study and is
addressed in a dedicated section. The chapter is organized into four main parts: first, it
explores the cultural and historical backdrop of gender roles in Malta; second, it analyses
educational opportunities and challenges for mothers; third, it outlines the rationale and
research questions guiding the study and finally it presents a reflexive account of my
positionality. This foundation leads into the next chapter, which reviews the existing

literature and situates the study within relevant theoretical and empirical frameworks.



Locating the Maternal: Gender, Power, and Tradition in Malta

Malta is a Mediterranean island nation with a rich cultural heritage shaped by centuries of
colonisation by the Phoenicians, Romans, Arabs, Normans, and British. These historical
influences have contributed to a deeply ingrained set of patriarchal values that continue to
shape contemporary Maltese society, particularly in relation to gender roles (Sollars,
2018). Despite Malta’s modern advancements and its membership in the European Union,
traditional norms persist, with men often viewed as breadwinners and women as primary
caregivers (Vella, 2022). This enduring gendered division of roles reflects the broader
structure of patriarchy—a social system in which men hold disproportionate power and
privilege across political, economic, and cultural domains. Patriarchy not only reinforces
male dominance but also devalues traits and roles associated with women, resulting in

systemic gender inequality (Walby, 2023).

The Roman Catholic Church has a considerable influence in Malta, shaping social attitudes
towards gender roles. The Church’s teachings often promote traditional views on marriage
and family, emphasising the role of women as mothers and homemakers (Cassar et al.,

2023). These religious values contribute to maintaining patriarchal norms within society.

Family is a cornerstone of Maltese society, and traditional gender roles within families
remain strong. Research indicates that Maltese families often adhere to conventional roles,
with men being the primary earners and women responsible for domestic duties and child-
rearing (Abela & Walker, 2013). This division reinforces the patriarchal structure by

limiting women’s economic independence and reinforcing male authority in the household.

Women in Malta face challenges in achieving equal participation in the workforce. The
gender pay gap and lower employment rates for women highlight ongoing economic
inequalities (Human Rights Directorate, 2021; NCPE Annual Report 2021). While there
have been efforts to promote gender equality in the workplace, traditional views on
women’s roles and insufficient support for working mothers continue to hinder noteworthy

progress.

Malta has implemented various laws and policies aimed at promoting gender equality. The
Domestic Violence Act and the Equality for Men and Women Act are examples of

legislative measures designed to protect women’s rights (Government of Malta, 2019).



However, the effectiveness of these policies is often undermined by deep cultural biases

and the lack of sustainable enforcement mechanisms.

When it comes to political representation, Malta has made strides in gender equality, yet
women remain underrepresented in politics. As of the latest elections, women held only a
small percentage of seats in the Maltese Parliament (European Institute for Gender
Equality, 2022). This underrepresentation limits women’s influence on policymaking and

reinforces the patriarchal structure by maintaining male dominance in political leadership.

In recent years, there has been a growing awareness and activism around gender equality in
Malta. Women’s rights organisations and social movements are increasingly challenging
patriarchal norms and advocating for greater gender equality in all areas of society
(Briguglio, 2022). These efforts indicate a shift towards questioning and eventually

dismantling patriarchal structures.

Motherhood, Culture, and Educational Access in Malta

This section gives an overview of the educational opportunities available for adult learners

in Malta.

The Directorate for Lifelong Learning in Malta offers a range of courses for adult learners,
including mothers. These courses cover various subjects and are often scheduled in the
evenings to accommodate working parents. From a feminist perspective, providing flexible
learning opportunities is crucial in challenging traditional gender roles that expect women
to prioritise family over personal development. Studies indicate that accessible adult
education can empower women by enhancing their skills and knowledge, contributing to

greater gender equality (Kassama & Eschenbacher, 2023).

The Malta College of Arts, Science, and Technology (MCAST) provides numerous
vocational education and training programmes with flexible learning options, such as part-
time courses. This flexibility is essential for mothers who need to balance education
pursuits with childcare responsibilities. Feminist scholars argue that vocational training can
be a powerful tool for women’s economic empowerment, offering pathways to better

employment opportunities and financial independence (Abid et al., 2020).



The University of Malta offers various undergraduate and postgraduate programmes with
part-time and evening classes, facilitating access for mothers. Additionally, support
services such as academic advising, counselling, and childcare facilities help address the
unique challenges faced by student parents. From a social constructionist viewpoint, these
support structures are critical in reshaping societal perceptions of mothers as solely
caregivers, instead of recognising their potential as learners and professionals (Szalkowitz

& Andrewartha, 2024).

The rise of online and distance learning programmes provides a flexible alternative for
mothers who may struggle with the demands of traditional classroom settings. Institutions
like MCAST and the University of Malta offer online courses that enable mothers to study
from home and at their own pace. This mode of learning aligns with feminist goals of
increasing accessibility and breaking down barriers that women face in education (Brooks,

2012).

Community-based organisations in Malta offer educational programmes tailored to the
needs of mothers, including parenting courses, financial literacy workshops, and vocational
training. These programmes often operate in supportive community environments,
fostering a sense of belonging and empowerment. Feminist perspectives emphasise the
importance of community-based learning as it can address the specific needs of women
and provide a collaborative and supportive learning environment (Falk-Raphael et al.,

2004).

The Maltese government has implemented initiatives to promote adult education and
lifelong learning, such as the Directorate for Lifelong Learning and the Employment and
Training Corporation (ETC) training programmes. These initiatives include financial
subsidies that make education more affordable for mothers. Social constructionist theories
highlight the role of government policies in shaping educational opportunities and the
importance of inclusive policies that consider the diverse needs of women (Rossin-Slater &

Stearns, 2020).

Various scholarships and financial aid options, such as the Malta Government Scholarship
Scheme and the Get Qualified Scheme, provide financial support to mothers pursuing

higher education and vocational training. These financial supports can alleviate some of



the economic burdens associated with returning to education, which is crucial in promoting

gender equality (Ardissone et al., 2021).

Non-formal education opportunities, including workshops, seminars, and short courses,
offer mothers a chance to enhance specific skills without the commitment of a full degree
programme. These opportunities are often provided by community centres, non-
governmental organisations, and private institutions. From a feminist perspective, non-
formal education is vital as it can be more accessible and responsive to the immediate

needs of women, promoting their personal and professional growth (Hawthorne, 2001).

The educational opportunities available for mothers in Malta are diverse and include adult
learning programs, vocational training, university courses, online learning, community-
based education, government initiatives, scholarships, and non-formal education. Taken
together, these educational pathways reflect a growing recognition of the need to support
mothers as lifelong learners. While progress has been made through flexible programmes,
financial aid, and community-based initiatives, access alone does not guarantee equity. The
persistent influence of traditional gender roles and structural barriers means that mothers’
educational journeys remain shaped by broader socio-cultural dynamics. Addressing these
challenges requires not only expanding opportunities, but also critically examining how

motherhood and learning intersect within the Maltese context.

Aims and Rationale for the Study

The intersection of motherhood and education remains an underexplored area of

academic inquiry, despite its significant implications for societal development and

gender equality. Addressing these gaps is crucial for understanding and improving the
opportunities and challenges faced by mothers seeking education.

This research thus aims to explore the lived experiences of mothers in Malta who have
returned to formal education, with a particular focus on the opportunities they perceive and
the challenges they face in balancing academic aspirations with familial responsibilities.

The following research questions guide the study:
What motivates mothers in Malta to return to education?

What challenges do they encounter in balancing educational pursuits with their roles as

mothers?



What forms of support or barriers do they experience at the institutional, familial, and

societal levels?

How do these women perceive the impact of returning to education on their identities,

relationships, and prospects?

This study is informed by feminist and social constructionist theoretical frameworks. A
feminist perspective provides the tools to critically explore how gendered power
structures and cultural expectations influence mothers’ access to and experiences
within education. Complementing this, a social constructionist approach emphasises
how meanings attached to motherhood, womanhood, and learning are shaped by social,
cultural, and historical contexts, rather than being fixed or universal. One of the
primary reasons for the lack of research on mothers and education is systemic bias
within academia. Historically, much of educational and sociological research has
centred on male-dominated experiences or broader societal trends, sidelining issues
specific to women and mothers. According to Ridgeway (2011), gender biases shape
what is considered a “legitimate” area of study, often relegating women’s issues to
secondary importance. Additionally, motherhood is often viewed through a lens of
traditional roles, which frames mothers primarily as caregivers rather than as
individuals with aspirations beyond the home. This cultural stereotype contributes to
the lack of attention paid to how motherhood intersects with other areas, such as

education (Arendell, 2000).

Researching mothers in education also presents unique methodological challenges.
Mothers who return to education often navigate complex schedules that include
parenting, work, and study, making them a difficult population to recruit and retain for
studies. Furthermore, data collection can be skewed by self-selection bias, as mothers
facing significant barriers may not participate in research, leaving an incomplete
picture of the population’s experiences (Stone & O’Shea, 2019). The complexity of
maternal experiences—shaped by socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and marital status—
necessitates intersectional frameworks, though these require substantial time and
resources (Crenshaw, 1989). Another significant factor is the lack of prioritization of
mothers’ education in policymaking and research funding. Policymakers often focus on

broad educational reforms or workforce development, neglecting the unique barriers



faced by mothers. According to UNESCO (2021), global education initiatives
frequently overlook adult learners, particularly women with caregiving responsibilities.
Without adequate funding or institutional support, researchers may avoid exploring
topics that require complex longitudinal studies or interdisciplinary collaboration. This
results in a scarcity of evidence to inform policy and practice, perpetuating the cycle of
neglect. The lack of research on mothers and education has significant societal
consequences. It limits our understanding of how educational opportunities can
empower mothers and improve outcomes for their families. Research shows that
educated mothers are more likely to prioritize education for their children, breaking
cycles of poverty and inequality (UNICEF, 2019). Addressing the research gap could
therefore have a multiplier effect, benefiting not only mothers but also their families
and communities.

This research is timely and relevant, as global trends highlight an increasing number of
mature students and non-traditional learners entering higher education. By examining their
journeys qualitatively, this study seeks to uncover the socio-cultural, institutional, and
personal factors that shape their educational experiences. The insights gained will
contribute to policy discussions, academic support services, and broader discourses on

gender and education.

Intersections of Self and Study: Reflecting on Positionality

As a mature woman returning to formal education later in life, my research journey is
deeply intertwined with my narrative. This study is not only academically motivated but
also emerges from a place of lived experience. Having spent many years dedicated
primarily to the care of my family and the upbringing of my young children, returning to
university was a significant, and at times daunting, transition. It was a choice made not out

of convenience, but out of a profound belief in the transformative power of education.

I was raised in a deeply rooted Catholic household, surrounded by a lineage of strong,
resilient women. My mother, grandmothers, and aunts each played formative roles in
shaping my worldview, instilling in me the conviction that devotion to family and
nurturing the well-being of children is both a privilege and a vocation. These women,
while perhaps not all formally educated, embodied values of discipline, moral clarity, and

unwavering commitment to others. Their legacy lives on in me.
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However, the values I inherited never stood in contradiction with the pursuit of knowledge.
Rather, they formed the foundation upon which my return to education was built. I have
always regarded learning as a lifelong endeavour—one that enriches not only the
individual but also those in her care. It was this ethos that eventually propelled me back

into academia.

I approach this study both as an academic and as a practitioner, informed by my
professional role as a social worker, where I routinely witness the structural barriers faced
by disadvantaged mothers, particularly single mothers or those experiencing financial
insecurity and a lack of support systems. These women often grapple with the intersection
of caregiving responsibilities, poverty, social stigma, and limited institutional flexibility,
which collectively hinder their ability to pursue or sustain educational goals. My dual
identity as a researcher and practitioner provides me with a unique vantage point from
which to understand and interpret the complexities of their experiences. At the same time, I
remain critically aware of how my journey, though aligned in some ways, differs from
those of my participants. While shared experience can facilitate rapport and trust, it also
carries the risk of over-identification or assumption. I therefore engage in continuous
reflexivity throughout this study, consciously examining how my personal biases,
assumptions, and privileges might shape the research process, from data collection to

analysis.

This research, exploring the experiences of mothers who return to education after
childbirth, is therefore informed by empathy, shared identity, and personal insight. I am
both an observer and, in many ways, a participant. My positionality as a mature student
and a mother allows me to engage with this subject not only with academic rigour, but with
heartfelt understanding. I hope that this perspective contributes authenticity and depth to
the study, while also honouring the experiences of the women who so generously shared

their stories.

Overview of Chapters

In this introductory chapter, I have outlined the background and context of the study,
explored the cultural and structural influences on motherhood and education in Malta,

presented the research aims and questions and reflected on my positionality as a researcher.



Chapter 2 focuses on the literature review, which establishes the academic context for the
study by identifying key research on mothers in education, mature students, and gendered
barriers to learning. It also highlights gaps in the existing literature, particularly within the
Maltese context.

In Chapter 3, the methodology is presented. The chapter discusses the research design,
sampling strategy, data collection methods, and ethical considerations, with particular
attention to how feminist and social constructionist perspectives inform the study.
Chapter 4 presents the research findings, analysis and a discussion, organised thematically
to reflect the experiences, challenges, and opportunities encountered by mothers returning
to education.

Chapter 5 provides the conclusions and recommendations. It summarises the key findings,
discusses their implications for policy and practice, acknowledges the study’s limitations,

and offers suggestions for future research.



Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

The aim of this literature review is to critically examine the existing body of research on
the motivations behind mothers’ return to education, situating the discussion within
broader structural, cultural, and personal contexts. While mainstream educational
discourse often frames adult learning as a neutral or meritocratic endeavour, feminist
and gender studies perspectives emphasize that such experiences are deeply gendered
and shaped by intersecting social inequalities. This chapter foregrounds the complex
realities faced by mothers, particularly those who were unable to complete formal
education earlier in life due to systemic barriers such as socio-economic disadvantage,
caregiving responsibilities, or gendered cultural expectations. It explores how
motivations to return to education are not only personal ambitions but are often
entangled with broader issues of identity reconstruction, economic survival, and the

desire to challenge intergenerational patterns of exclusion.

Drawing on feminist theorists such as bell hooks, who conceptualizes education as a
space of liberation, and critical sociological frameworks that view education as a site of
both empowerment and social reproduction, this review interrogates how women’s
educational choices are shaped by power, privilege, and constraint. By integrating
studies from various cultural and geographic contexts, including the Maltese setting,
where traditional gender roles remain influential, this chapter aims to provide a nuanced
understanding of why mothers return to education and how their journeys are situated

within larger structures of gendered opportunity and constraint.

Although many women complete formal education before becoming mothers, this is not
a universal experience. A significant number of women interrupt or delay their
educational trajectories due to early caregiving responsibilities, socioeconomic barriers,
or cultural expectations. Others, despite having completed their earlier education, find
themselves needing to return later in life to upgrade skills, shift career paths, or pursue
long-deferred personal goals. This chapter explores the complex and multifaceted
reasons why mothers return to education, drawing on international literature to

contextualize the issue and identifying implications relevant to the Maltese context.
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To begin with, I delve into the social construction of motherhood, examining how
cultural narratives and societal norms shape maternal identity and roles. I then look at
diverse feminist perspectives, highlighting the significance of intersectionality in
understanding varied maternal realities. Subsequently, I focus on mothering in Malta,
exploring prevailing expectations and the evolving social realities faced by mothers in
this sociocultural context. I further examine the often-overlooked burdens of
motherhood, including unpaid domestic labour, the significant mental load, and the

pervasive emotional labour inherent in the mothering role.

The second part of the chapter shifts focus to the educational pursuits of mothers,
beginning with an exploration of the emotional and cognitive determinants that
underpin their engagement in learning. Subsequently, the discussion addresses the
significant challenges mothers encounter when navigating their return to or continuation
of education. Finally, the analysis broadens to consider the profound impact of maternal
education, positioning it as a crucial catalyst for wider societal development by
challenging traditional gender roles, empowering women, and fostering positive

intergenerational and community-wide benefits.

To comprehensively gather relevant literature for this review, the following search
strategy was employed across several key academic databases. These included the
University of Malta's HyDi portal, ERIC (Education Resources Information Centre),
JSTOR, Google Scholar, Academic Search Complete (EBSCOhost), ScienceDirect, and
ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. The search utilised a broad array of keywords
and search terms to capture the multifaceted nature of the research topic, encompassing
core concepts such as 'Maternal Identity,' 'Maternal Education,' 'Adult Learning,'
'Educational Re-entry,' "Women’s Empowerment,' and 'Feminist Theory.' Additionally,
terms related to 'Intersectionality,' 'Gender Roles,' 'Gender and Education,' the various
forms of unpaid work like 'Unpaid Labour,' 'Emotional Labour,' 'Cognitive Labour,'
'Mental Load,' and 'Third Shift,' as well as the 'Gendered Division of Labor' in 'Care
Work' were included. To ensure contextual relevance, especially to the Maltese context,
terms such as 'Maltese Society,' 'Sociocultural Norms,' 'Family Policy,' and "Work—Life
Balance' were also integral. A primary Boolean search string — ("mothers" OR
"parenting women" OR "female caregivers") AND ("returning to education" OR "adult

learners" OR "mature students") AND ("challenges" OR "barriers" OR "obstacles")
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AND ("opportunities" OR "support systems" OR "empowerment") AND ("Malta" OR
"Mediterranean" OR "Europe") — was used. The search was primarily focused on peer-
reviewed journal articles, books, and dissertations, with an emphasis on literature
published in the last twenty to twenty-five years to ensure contemporary relevance,
although seminal theoretical works were included regardless of their publication date.
Initial screening involved reviewing titles and abstracts, followed by a full-text
assessment of potentially relevant sources to determine their final inclusion.
Furthermore, the reference lists of key identified articles and books were manually
scanned to uncover additional relevant publications not captured through the initial

database searches.

Maternal Education as a Catalyst for Societal Development

The role of mothers in society has long been a subject of discussion in both social
constructionist and feminist theories. Educated mothers play a crucial role in shaping
future generations, influencing not only their children but also broader societal norms

and values.

The importance of having educated mothers in society cannot be emphasised enough.
From a social constructionist perspective, educated mothers challenge traditional gender
roles and contribute to the redefinition of societal norms. From a feminist viewpoint,

education is a vital tool for achieving gender equality and empowering women.

Education empowers women with knowledge, skills, and confidence, enabling them to
participate more actively in various social, economic, and political spheres (Weiner-

Levy, 2006).

Mothers who have access to various educational opportunities are more likely to instil
values of equality and critical thinking in their children, fostering an environment where
gender biases are questioned and dismantled (Tighe & Davis-Kean, 2021). This, in turn,
helps in building a more equitable society where both men and women can pursue their
dreams without being limited by traditional gender roles. Moreover, educated mothers
often become role models within their communities, inspiring other women to seek

education and challenge patriarchal norms.

12



From a feminist viewpoint, education is a fundamental right that should be accessible to
all women. Feminist theory argues that the empowerment of women through education
is essential for achieving gender equality and social justice (Yoder et al., 2012).
Educated mothers are better equipped to advocate for their rights and the rights of their

children, contributing to the overall well-being and progress of society.

Education also enables mothers to make informed decisions about their health, finances,
and family planning, leading to improved outcomes for themselves and their families
Feminists emphasise that educated mothers are crucial for breaking the cycle of poverty
and dependency, as they are more likely to seek employment and contribute to the
household income (Stone & O’Shea, 2013). This economic independence further

reinforces their agency and autonomy within the family and society.

The benefits of having educated mothers extend beyond individual families. Research
indicates that children of educated mothers are more likely to achieve higher
educational outcomes and exhibit better health and nutritional status (Alderman &
Headey, 2017). Educated mothers are more likely to engage in practices that promote
early childhood development, such as reading to their children and encouraging school

attendance (Adair et al, 2008).

Furthermore, educated mothers contribute to the social capital of their communities by
participating in social networks and community organisations. Their involvement in
these networks fosters a sense of community cohesion and collective action, which is
vital for addressing social issues and promoting ‘community development’ (Sen, 2001,

p.195).

Emotional and Cognitive Determinants of Educational Engagement
Among Mothers

One of the primary psychological motivations for mothers returning to education is the
pursuit of self-fulfilment and personal growth. Education offers an avenue for
intellectual stimulation and the satisfaction of lifelong learning. Many mothers
experience a strong intrinsic motivation to achieve individual goals and fulfil
aspirations that may have been postponed due to ‘familial responsibilities” (Deci &

Ryan, 2012, p.416). This drive for self-actualisation aligns with Maslow’s hierarchy of
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needs, where achieving one’s full potential is a significant motivating factor (Healy,

2016).

Returning to education can significantly enhance a mother’s self-esteem and
confidence. Education provides an opportunity to develop new skills and competencies,
which can lead to a greater sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1995). This boost in self-
confidence is particularly important for mothers who may have experienced a loss of
identity or self-worth while focusing primarily on their caregiving roles. Research
indicates that educational attainment is positively correlated with self-esteem,
suggesting that completing educational goals, can lead to a more positive self-concept

(Orth, 2017).

Many mothers are motivated to return to education by the desire to serve as positive
role models for their children. By pursuing further education, mothers demonstrate the
value of lifelong learning and the importance of perseverance and hard work. This
modelling behaviour can instil similar values in their children, fostering a culture of
educational aspiration within the family (Eccles, 2011). Mothers often express a desire
to inspire their children to pursue their own educational and professional goals, thus
contributing to the intergenerational transmission of educational values (Tighe & Davis-
Kean, 2021). In a longitudinal study, Mallman and Lee (2017) found that mature-aged
female students often spoke of education as a “legacy” they hoped to pass on to their
children, especially daughters. Education, in this sense, is seen not just as a personal

pursuit but as a family and intergenerational investment.

The pursuit of economic stability and better opportunities for their families is a
significant emotional motivator for many mothers. Higher educational attainment is
associated with better job prospects, higher salaries, and improved job security
(Carnevale et al., 2013). As the labour market increasingly demands higher
qualifications and digital skills, mothers may return to education to reskill, upskill, or
change professions (Dockery & Bawa, 2018). For others, returning to work after a
caregiving gap requires updated credentials or new competencies, especially in fields
affected by rapid technological change. For many mothers, the decision to return to
education is driven by the need to secure a better future for their children, providing

them with financial stability and access to more opportunities. Baker (2009) noted that
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returning to education is often framed as a strategic decision for mothers seeking
financial independence or more secure employment, particularly in single-parent
households. This economic motivation is often connected with a deep emotional

commitment to improving their family’s quality of life.

The support of family, friends, and educational institutions plays a crucial role in
motivating mothers to return to education. Social support can provide the necessary
encouragement and resources to pursue educational goals, helping mothers overcome
barriers and persist in their studies (Wilcox & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). Emotional support
from spouses, parents, and peers can alleviate the stress and challenges associated with
balancing educational pursuits with family responsibilities. Additionally, being part of a
community of learners can foster a sense of belonging and shared purpose, further

motivating mothers to succeed (Madden, 2018).

Returning to education can also mitigate the isolation some mothers feel during
extended periods of caregiving. The classroom becomes a space of social engagement,
intellectual stimulation, and connection to broader society (Tett, 2004). For some
women, especially those who have experienced postpartum depression or social
exclusion, education contributes positively to their mental health and self-efficacy.
Baxter and Britton (2001) point out that the social environment of education —
interactions with peers, tutors, and mentors — is particularly valued by returning
mothers. These networks not only provide emotional support but also enhance retention

and academic success.

For some mothers, returning to education is a way to overcome past regrets and
unfinished business. They may have interrupted their education due to early
motherhood, financial constraints, or other life circumstances. Life events such as
teenage pregnancy, economic hardship, family expectations, or social norms often push
young women out of education prematurely (Edwards, 1992). In some cases, education
was not prioritized within the family or community, especially for girls, leading to early
entry into the workforce or domestic roles. The opportunity to complete their education
can provide a sense of closure and accomplishment, helping to heal the emotional
wounds from the past (Mezirow, 1991). This transformative learning process allows

mothers to reframe their life stories and gain a renewed sense of agency and purpose.
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This is supported by O’Shea (2020), who emphasizes the transformative potential of
education in enabling mature women learners to "rewrite" their narratives, shift
internalized limitations, and develop new aspirations. Returning to education is thus

both an intellectual and emotional journey.

Navigating the Return: Challenges Encountered by Mothers in Pursuing
Education

Returning to education after several years or even decades, particularly for mothers who
paused their studies to focus on work or family responsibilities, presents numerous
challenges deeply rooted in social structures and gender norms. The difficulties mothers
face when returning to education are largely influenced by socially constructed roles

and expectations that have been ingrained throughout time.

One significant challenge is the prevailing cultural narrative that frames mothers
primarily as caregivers, responsible for children's upbringing and household
maintenance. This societal expectation often leads to a lack of support for mothers
pursuing education, as their efforts are viewed as secondary to their domestic
responsibilities (Allen, 2023). This can result in limited availability of flexible learning
options, childcare services, and institutional support tailored to the needs of studying

mothers.

Moreover, social constructionism highlights the internalisation of these societal norms
by mothers themselves, which can lead to feelings of guilt and inadequacy. The
pressure to conform to traditional maternal roles can cause mothers to forfeit their
educational aspirations, thereby limiting their opportunities for personal and

professional growth (Arendell, 2000).

From a feminist standpoint, the barriers mothers face in returning to education are
viewed through the lens of gender inequality and patriarchy. Feminist theory
emphasises that educational institutions and policies often reflect and reinforce gender
biases that place women at a disadvantage, particularly mothers (Rose, 2002). One key
difficulty is the structural inequality in access to education. Mothers often encounter
financial constraints, as they may need to balance the costs of tuition with household

expenses and childcare. Feminist scholars argue that the lack of financial aid and
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scholarships specifically targeted at mothers increases these challenges, hindering their

ability to pursue further education (Acker, 1992).

Additionally, the intersection of multiple identities, such as gender, race, and class,
further increases the difficulties for many mothers. Women of colour and those from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds often face greater obstacles due to systemic racism
and classism, which can limit their access to resources and support networks (Roksa et

al., 2017).

The inflexibility of educational institutions also poses a significant barrier. Traditional
academic schedules and program structures often do not accommodate the needs of
mothers, who may require part-time options, online courses, or childcare facilities on

campus (Sutton, 2022).

The difficulties encountered by mothers returning to education have far-reaching
implications. On an individual level, these barriers can lead to lower educational
attainment, reduced career prospects, and perpetuation of economic dependency (Houle
et al, 2006). This not only affects the mothers themselves but also has a ripple effect on

their families and communities.

From a societal perspective, the underrepresentation of educated mothers in the
workforce limits the diversity of perspectives and talents in various professional fields.
This, in turn, hampers social and economic development, as the potential contributions

of a significant portion of the population remain untapped (Morley, 2013).

Motherhood and Society: Examining the Cultural Narratives That Shape
Maternal Identity

Motherhood is often perceived as a natural and universal phenomenon, intrinsically
linked to biology and reproduction. However, social constructionist theory challenges
this essentialist view, emphasising that motherhood is a socially constructed role shaped
by cultural, historical, and political contexts. This perspective highlights how societal
norms, values, and power dynamics define what it means to be a mother, often
reinforcing gender hierarchies and marginalising those who do not conform to dominant
ideals. By exploring the concept of motherhood through a social constructionist lens, we
can uncover the underlying social processes that shape maternal roles and experiences.
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Social constructionism posits that reality is not inherent but created through social
interactions and shared meanings (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Applied to motherhood,
this perspective suggests that the meaning and expectations associated with being a
mother are not fixed but vary across cultures and historical periods. For instance, in
Western societies, the ideal of "intensive mothering" emerged in the late 20th century,
emphasising a child-centred, emotionally involved, and time-intensive approach to
parenting as coined by Hays (1996), cited in Sahlar et al. (2020). This model reflects
specific cultural and economic conditions, such as the rise of consumer capitalism and
the increased focus on child development as a marker of social status. In contrast, other
cultures may prioritise collective caregiving or emphasise different aspects of maternal

responsibility, illustrating the variability of maternal norms.

From a social constructionist perspective, motherhood is deeply intertwined with gender
norms. Traditional gender roles often portray women as inherently nurturing and self-
sacrificing, framing motherhood as a natural extension of femininity (Rich, 1976).
These norms are perpetuated through various social institutions, including media,
education, and religion, which reinforce the expectation that women should prioritise
caregiving over other pursuits. Such constructions not only limit women’s opportunities
for personal and professional growth but also marginalise those who deviate from these

norms, such as child-free women, working mothers, and non-heteronormative parents.

Social constructionist theory also emphasises the importance of intersectionality in
shaping maternal experiences. For example, the dominant ideal of motherhood in many
Western societies is often based on white, middle-class norms, marginalising mothers
from different racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Collins, 2009). African
American mothers, for instance, have historically been portrayed as either overly self-
sacrificing "matriarchs" or neglectful "welfare queens," reflecting racist and classist
stereotypes that stigmatise their parenting practices (Roberts, 2010). Such constructions
reveal how motherhood is not only shaped by gender but also by broader systems of

power and inequality.

Social constructionist theory also draws attention to the role of institutions in shaping
the concept of motherhood. Governments, for instance, influence maternal roles through

policies related to family leave, childcare, and reproductive rights. In many countries,
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limited parental leave and inadequate childcare support place disproportionate burdens
on mothers, reinforcing the expectation that they should bear primary responsibility for
child-rearing (Orloff, 1993). Additionally, legal and medical institutions play a
significant role in defining motherhood, from regulating reproductive technologies to
shaping discourses around "good" and "bad" parenting practices (Foucault, 1978).
These institutional influences underscore how motherhood is constructed and regulated

within specific power structures.

While dominant constructions of motherhood often perpetuate inequality, they are not
immutable. Social movements and alternative discourses have challenged traditional
maternal roles, advocating for more inclusive and equitable models. Feminist and
LGBTQ+ activists, for instance, have emphasised the diversity of maternal experiences,
rejecting the notion that motherhood is solely the domain of cisgender, heterosexual
women (Ryan-Flood, 2009). Similarly, global movements advocating for parental leave,
affordable childcare, and reproductive justice seek to redefine motherhood in ways that
prioritise autonomy and equity. These efforts illustrate the potential for social change to

reshape maternal roles and expectations.

Motherhood Through an Intersectional Lens: Exploring Diverse
Maternal Realities

Feminist perspectives on motherhood also emphasise the importance of
intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) to highlight how
overlapping systems of oppression—such as racism, sexism, and classism—shape
individual experiences. For example, the ideal of "intensive mothering," characterised
by constant emotional and physical availability to children (Hays, 1996), is often
unattainable for women of colour and working-class mothers who face structural
barriers such as low wages, lack of access to childcare, and systemic discrimination.
Scholars like Patricia Hill Collins (2009) have highlighted how African American
women have historically been denied the privileges associated with traditional notions
of motherhood, instead being forced into caregiving roles for white families during
slavery and beyond. Thus, the lived experiences of motherhood are deeply influenced

by race, class, and other intersecting identities.
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From a feminist political economy perspective, motherhood is closely tied to the unpaid
labour that sustains capitalist economies. Silvia Federici (2004) and other Marxist
feminists have argued that the reproductive labour of mothers, including childcare,
cooking, and housework, is devalued because it is performed outside the formal
economy. This "invisible labour" is essential to the functioning of capitalism but
remains uncompensated and unrecognised. Federici called for a revaluation of
reproductive labour and policies that redistribute caregiving responsibilities more
equitably across genders. In contemporary discussions, feminists advocate for parental
leave policies, affordable childcare, and universal basic income as measures to address

the economic exploitation of mothers.

Feminist scholars have long argued that motherhood is a socially constructed role that
reinforces patriarchal power structures. Simone de Beauvoir (1949/2011) famously
critiqued the notion that motherhood is a woman’s "natural destiny," asserting instead
that societal norms and expectations confine women to the domestic sphere. Adrienne
Rich (1976) further explored this idea in her seminal work Of Woman Born,
distinguishing between the experience of motherhood and the institution of motherhood.
While the experience of nurturing and caregiving can be fulfilling and empowering, the
institution of motherhood often imposes rigid expectations, such as self-sacrifice, moral
purity, and unconditional devotion to children. These expectations, Rich argued, serve
to maintain women’s subordination by limiting their opportunities for self-actualization

and economic independence.

Motherhood is a universal experience with significant social, cultural, and political
implications. It has often been romanticised and idealised as a cornerstone of
womanhood, yet this idealisation can mask the structural inequalities and restrictive
gender norms that it perpetuates. From a feminist perspective, motherhood is not merely
a biological or emotional experience but a socially constructed role that is shaped by
patriarchy, capitalism, and cultural norms. By examining motherhood through feminist
theory, we can better understand its complexities and advocate for a more equitable

society (Neyer and Bernardi, 2011).

The feminist critique of motherhood also includes a focus on bodily autonomy and

reproductive justice. Access to contraception, abortion, and healthcare is fundamental to
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women’s ability to choose whether, when, and how to become mothers. The lack of
reproductive autonomy disproportionately affects marginalised women, particularly
those in countries with restrictive abortion laws or inadequate healthcare systems
(Correa, 1995). Feminists argue that true empowerment requires recognising women’s
agency over their bodies and rejecting coercive policies that either force or prevent

motherhood.

While much feminist critique has focused on the oppressive aspects of motherhood,
there is also a growing movement to reconceptualise motherhood in empowering and
inclusive ways. Queer and trans-inclusive feminist perspectives challenge
heteronormative assumptions about who can be a mother, advocating for recognition of
diverse family structures and parenting roles (Ryan-Flood, 2009). Ecofeminists, such as
Vandana Shiva, have also linked motherhood to environmental activism, framing it as a
site of resistance to ecological degradation and corporate exploitation. These new
interpretations highlight that, when liberated from patriarchal limitations, motherhood

can become a powerful source of agency and solidarity.

Mothering in Malta: Identity, Expectations and Social Realities

Motherhood in Maltese culture is not only a personal experience but also a communal
one. Family plays a central role in Maltese society, and mothers are often seen as the
"heart" of the family, responsible for maintaining familial bonds and traditions. Maltese
mothers are celebrated for their resilience, sacrifice, and dedication to their children’s
well-being. Traditional sayings, such as "Ommi hija l1-qalb tad-dar" (My mother is the
heart of the home), underscore the cultural reverence for maternal figures (Cassar

Pullicino, 1992).

However, this idealization of motherhood also places significant pressure on Maltese
women to conform to societal expectations. Women are often expected to prioritize
their children’s needs above their own and to embody an image of unwavering strength
and selflessness. These cultural norms can perpetuate gender inequality by limiting

women’s opportunities for personal and professional development (Abela, 1994).

In recent decades, Malta has undergone rapid social and economic transformations,

leading to shifts in the concept of motherhood. The rise of dual-income households,
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increased access to higher education, and changing gender roles have challenged
traditional maternal norms. Maltese women are now more likely to pursue careers

alongside motherhood, reflecting broader global trends toward gender equality.

Policy changes have also influenced maternal experiences in Malta. The introduction of
paid maternity leave and free childcare services has supported women’s ability to
balance work and family responsibilities (European Commission, 2021). These
measures have helped to ease some of the burdens associated with traditional
motherhood, though challenges remain, such as the gender pay gap and societal

expectations around caregiving.

Moreover, attitudes toward motherhood are becoming more diverse, reflecting the
growing influence of multiculturalism and progressive social movements. Non-
traditional family structures, including single-parent households and LGBTQ+
parenting, are gradually gaining acceptance in Maltese society. These developments
highlight a shift away from rigid, one-size-fits-all definitions of motherhood toward

more inclusive and flexible models.

Despite these changes, religion continues to play a significant role in shaping
perceptions of motherhood in Malta. The Catholic Church remains a powerful
institution, and its teachings on family life and gender roles continue to influence
societal attitudes. For instance, debates around reproductive rights, such as access to
contraception and abortion, illustrate the tension between traditional religious values
and modern feminist perspectives (Dibben et al., 2023). While Maltese women have
made significant strides in asserting their autonomy, the influence of religious doctrine

often complicates efforts to redefine motherhood in more progressive terms.

Although Malta has made progress in supporting mothers through policy and social
change, challenges persist. The cultural expectation that mothers bear the primary
responsibility for caregiving can create significant stress and limit women’s
participation in the workforce. Additionally, the lack of comprehensive support for
fathers in caregiving roles reinforces traditional gender roles, placing an unequal burden

on mothers (Satariano and Curtis, 2018).
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The Gendered Economy of Care: Unpaid Domestic Labour, the Third
shift and emotional labour

Motherhood, often romanticised as a fulfilling and noble endeavour, comes with
significant costs that are frequently overlooked. Beyond the physical and emotional
investments, mothers bear an immense burden of unpaid labour, encompassing
childcare, household responsibilities, and the "third shift," which involves the mental
load, cognitive labour, and emotional labour associated with caregiving (Dean et al.,

2021).

Unpaid labour refers to the work performed without direct financial compensation,
including childcare, cooking, cleaning, and other household tasks. According to
feminist economists, this labour is essential to sustaining economies yet remains
undervalued and disproportionately performed by women (Folbre et al., 2014). Mothers,
in particular, bear the brunt of this work, dedicating countless hours to caregiving and

domestic duties.

Studies have shown that even in dual-income households, mothers perform most of the
unpaid labour. According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD, 2020), women globally spend on average, two to three times
more hours on unpaid work than men. In the United States, for example, women
perform an average of 4.1 hours of unpaid labour daily, compared to 2.7 hours for men
(Bianchi et al., 2012). This unequal distribution of labour reinforces traditional gender
roles, limits women’s participation in the workforce, and exacerbates economic

inequality.

In addition to the physical tasks associated with motherhood, many mothers also bear
the mental load of managing household responsibilities. The mental load, a term
popularised by sociologist Susan Walzer (1996), refers to the invisible cognitive labour
involved in planning, organising, and coordinating family life. This includes
remembering appointments, managing schedules, buying groceries, and ensuring that
children’s needs are met (Barada et al., 2024). Unlike physical tasks, the mental load is
often continuous, requiring constant attention and emotional investment.

The unequal distribution of cognitive labour contributes to gender inequality within

households. Studies have found that even in partnerships where physical tasks are shared
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more equitably, women often remain the primary managers of household logistics
(Daminger, 2019). This "third shift" of cognitive labour adds to the already significant
workload of mothers, leaving little time for rest or self-care. Emotional labour, a concept
introduced by Arlie Hochschild (1979), refers to the work of managing one’s own
emotions and the emotions of others to create a harmonious environment (Muller, 2019).
In the context of motherhood, emotional labour involves comforting children, resolving
conflicts, and providing emotional support to family members. Mothers are often expected
to absorb the emotional needs of their children and partners, a responsibility that can be

both rewarding and exhausting.

The societal expectation that mothers should always be nurturing and patient amplifies
the emotional labour they perform. This expectation is reinforced by cultural norms and
media representations that idealise motherhood as a selfless and joyful experience.
However, this idealisation can obscure the toll that emotional labour takes on mothers’

mental health, contributing to burnout, anxiety, and depression (Rizzo et al., 2013).

The hidden costs of motherhood have far-reaching implications for gender equality,
economic systems, and maternal well-being. Economically, the unpaid labour
performed by mothers contributes to the reproduction of the workforce, yet it is
excluded from formal measures of productivity, such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
(Federici, 2014). This exclusion perpetuates the undervaluation of caregiving and

reinforces the economic marginalisation of women.

Socially, the unequal burden of unpaid labour, mental load, and emotional labour
reinforces patriarchal structures that limit women’s opportunities for personal and
professional growth. It also perpetuates traditional gender roles, making it difficult for
men to participate fully in caregiving and household responsibilities. Psychologically,
the cumulative burden of unpaid labour and the third shift can have significant
consequences for mothers’ mental health. Research has linked the unequal distribution
of caregiving responsibilities to higher rates of stress, anxiety, and depression among

mothers (Craig & Mullan, 2011).
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Why is the Topic of Mothers and Education So Little Researched?

Systemic Biases in Research

One of the primary reasons for the lack of research on mothers and education is systemic
bias within academia. Historically, much of educational and sociological research has
centred on male-dominated experiences or broader societal trends, sidelining issues
specific to women and mothers. According to Ridgeway (2011), gender biases shape
what is considered a “legitimate” area of study, often relegating women’s issues to

secondary importance.

Additionally, motherhood is often viewed through a lens of traditional roles, which
frames mothers primarily as caregivers rather than as individuals with aspirations beyond
the home. This cultural stereotype contributes to the lack of attention paid to how

motherhood intersects with other areas, such as education (Arendell, 2000).

Methodological Challenges

Researching mothers in education also presents unique methodological challenges.
Mothers who return to education often navigate complex schedules that involve
parenting, work, and study, making them a difficult population to recruit and retain for
studies. Furthermore, data collection can be skewed by self-selection bias, as mothers
facing significant barriers may not participate in research, leaving an incomplete picture

of the population’s experiences (Stone & O’Shea, 2019).

The diversity of mothers’ experiences—shaped by factors such as socioeconomic status,
ethnicity, and marital status—adds another layer of complexity. Researchers must adopt
intersectional frameworks to fully capture the nuances of these experiences, but such

approaches require extensive time and resources (Crenshaw, 1989).

Lack of Policy Focus and Funding

Another significant factor is the lack of prioritization of mothers’ education in
policymaking and research funding. Policymakers often focus on broad educational

reforms or workforce development, neglecting the unique barriers that mothers face.
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According to UNESCO (2021), global education initiatives frequently overlook adult

learners, particularly women with caregiving responsibilities.

Without adequate funding or institutional support, researchers may avoid exploring
topics that require complex longitudinal studies or interdisciplinary collaboration. This
results in a scarcity of evidence to inform policy and practice, perpetuating the cycle of

neglect.

Implications of the Research Gap

The lack of research on mothers and education has significant societal consequences. It
limits our understanding of how educational opportunities can empower mothers and
improve outcomes for their families. Research shows that educated mothers are more
likely to prioritize education for their children, breaking cycles of poverty and inequality
(UNICEF, 2019). Addressing the research gap could therefore have a multiplier effect,

benefiting not only mothers but also their families and communities.

Conclusion

The literature on mothers returning to education reveals a complex interplay of
psychological, emotional, social, and economic factors that influence their decisions
and experiences. This chapter explored the multifaceted experiences of mothers
returning to education, showing how their identities as mothers intersect with
emotional, social, and economic factors. Motivations such as personal growth, role
modelling, and financial stability are often counterbalanced by structural barriers like
gendered expectations, lack of childcare, and limited institutional support.
Understanding these overlapping dynamics is key to addressing the real needs of

mothers pursuing education.

The next chapter outlines the methodological approach used to explore these dynamics

in greater detail through empirical research.
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY

This chapter outlines the research methodology used to investigate the experiences,
opportunities, and challenges faced by mothers returning to education in Malta. A robust
and well-structured methodological framework was essential to ensure the study produced
credible and relevant findings. The chapter presents the research design, data collection
methods, and procedures implemented throughout the study. It includes an explanation of
the sampling strategy and recruitment process, aimed at achieving a diverse representation

of mothers from various educational institutions and life circumstances.

Ethical considerations, including confidentiality, informed consent, and participant
protection, are also addressed to uphold research integrity and adhere to established ethical
guidelines (American Psychological Association, 2020). The chapter further explains the
data analysis process, specifically the use of thematic analysis, to demonstrate how insights

were systematically derived from participants' narratives.

Qualitative methods, particularly semi-structured interviews, facilitated an in-depth
exploration of personal experiences, allowing for the identification of key themes related to
educational barriers, support systems, and strategies for balancing academic and caregiving
responsibilities (Silverman, 2020). This approach reflects the study’s commitment to
capturing the complexity of participants’ lived realities while producing findings that are

both trustworthy and relevant to informing policy and practice.

Philosophical foundations: Epistemology and Ontology

The ontological and epistemological foundations of this research are closely aligned with
social constructionism and feminist theory. Ontology, which concerns the nature of reality
and what constitutes the social world, plays a central role in this study. It involves
examining assumptions about the existence and structure of gender relations and societal
norms (Hyde & Lindberg, 2014). In this context, ontology helps to explore how dominant
cultural narratives, and social structures shape the experiences of mothers in education.
Societal expectations surrounding motherhood often impose constraints on women’s
ability to pursue personal development opportunities such as higher education, which may

manifest as internalised beliefs, stigma, or external structural barriers.
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Feminist ontology challenges the notion that gender relations are natural or fixed, instead
viewing them as socially constructed and historically contingent. These constructions
influence the roles and responsibilities assigned to women and men, often positioning
mothers within rigid caregiving expectations (O’Reilly, 2010). This research therefore
adopts a social constructionist ontology informed by feminist theory, positing that the
realities of motherhood, gender, and education are not inherent truths but are continually
shaped, maintained, and resisted through social and cultural processes. Understanding
these foundations is essential for examining how gendered expectations influence the

motivations, challenges, and aspirations of mothers returning to education.

Epistemology, which addresses the nature and production of knowledge, is similarly
shaped by feminist thought. This research aligns with feminist epistemology, which
critiques dominant knowledge systems for marginalising women's experiences and
privileging patriarchal perspectives (Haraway, 1988). Drawing on Haraway’s (1988)
concept of ‘situated knowledges’, the study recognises that all knowledge is partial and
context bound. By centring the voices of mothers, the research does not aim to produce a
singular truth, but rather seeks to offer rich, contextualised understandings that challenge

universal or detached accounts of education and gender.

Standpoint feminist epistemology further reinforces this approach by emphasising the
epistemic authority of marginalised groups. It argues that women, by virtue of their social
positioning, possess insights that can expose dimensions of social life often obscured from
more privileged perspectives (Harding, 2004; Hartsock, 1983; Collins, 2000). Rather than
aiming for objectivity, standpoint theory values the knowledge that emerges from lived

experience, particularly when it challenges dominant narratives and structures of power.

Social constructionism also underpins the study’s epistemological stance by asserting that
knowledge is produced through interaction and shared meaning (Berger & Luckmann,
2023). This lens emphasises the influence of social and cultural context on what is known
and how it is understood. For instance, in societies that place a high value on education,
mothers may view returning to study as a form of empowerment and a means of improving
their family’s future. This co-constructed understanding of knowledge aligns with feminist
commitments to valuing experience and social location, highlighting how individual

meaning is shaped by broader cultural and institutional forces.
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These ontological and epistemological foundations naturally led the study towards a
qualitative phenomenological approach. Rooted in the belief that reality is multiple and
constructed through lived experience, the research adopted a constructivist perspective,
viewing knowledge as co-created through the researcher—participant relationship. This
philosophical orientation recognises the complexity of human experience and favours
deep, interpretive engagement over objective measurement. Consequently, a qualitative
phenomenological methodology was chosen to explore the richness of participants’

narratives in a way that is both descriptive and interpretive.

This philosophical stance informed the design of the study, as detailed in the methodology
chapter. The primary method of data collection was in-depth, semi-structured interviews,
which enabled participants to express their experiences in their own words, aligning with
the principles of phenomenological research. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to
interpret the data, reflecting the epistemological view that themes are not simply
discovered but are actively constructed through the researcher’s analytical engagement.
Each stage of the research process—from recruitment to analysis—was grounded in the
belief that meaning is shaped through lived, contextualised experience. Thus, the
ontological and epistemological foundations were not abstract considerations but served as
a coherent framework guiding both the theoretical orientation and practical execution of

the research.

Research Design

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore the opportunities and
challenges faced by mothers returning to education in Malta. A qualitative approach was
chosen to gain an in-depth understanding of participants' lived experiences, motivations,
and perceptions. Specifically, a phenomenological methodology was deemed appropriate,
as it focuses on how individuals interpret and make sense of their personal experiences
within a particular social and cultural context (Poth, 2019). By prioritising participants’
subjective realities, phenomenology enables a rich and nuanced exploration of their
thoughts, emotions, and perspectives in relation to the topic under investigation.

This approach is particularly valuable in studies where the goal is not to generalise findings
but to illuminate the essence of a phenomenon through detailed, contextualised

descriptions. In the case of this research, it facilitates a deeper understanding of how
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mothers experience their return to formal education, including both their internal
motivations and the external barriers they encounter. Semi-structured interviews facilitated
the collection of rich narratives, allowing participants to convey their experiences freely
while enabling the researcher to explore emergent themes..

The data collected were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, a method that involves
coding the data to identify recurring patterns and themes (Braun & Clarke, 2012). This
process supported the development of key insights into the experiences of mothers
navigating educational pathways. In-depth interviews helped reveal specific challenges
such as financial pressures, the difficulty of balancing childcare with academic demands,
and the experience of stigma or discrimination. At the same time, the qualitative approach
also highlighted opportunities mothers identified through their educational journeys,

including access to improved career prospects, skill development, and personal growth.

Sampling Strategy and Participant Recruitment

This study utilized a purposive sampling approach to select participants based on specific
characteristics relevant to the research question (Patton, 2015). In this case, participants
were mothers who were either currently engaged in or had completed a return to formal
education. This focus aligned with the study’s objective: to explore the experiences,
challenges, and motivations of mothers navigating education while balancing other life
responsibilities. Purposive sampling allowed the researcher to gather targeted insights that
may not have been accessible through random sampling methods and is especially
appropriate in qualitative research, where the aim is to explore phenomena in depth rather
than to generalize findings (Poth, 2019).

To complement this approach, snowball sampling was used for participant recruitment.
Snowball sampling involves asking initial participants or contacts to refer others who meet
the study’s inclusion criteria (Goodman, 2011). This method was particularly effective in
reaching mothers who may be underrepresented or difficult to access through formal
recruitment channels. Given the time constraints and limited visibility of this demographic,
snowball sampling proved a practical and efficient method for building the sample.
Recruitment was conducted primarily through social media platforms, particularly
Facebook, which enabled broad and rapid dissemination of information. A post outlining

the study’s purpose, eligibility criteria, and participation details was shared, and responses
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were received shortly thereafter. Initially, I was concerned about potential recruitment
difficulties. However, it quickly became evident that mothers who had returned to
education were both eager to share their experiences and viewed the topic as important and
underexplored. Many expressed a desire to contribute to research that acknowledges the
realities of balancing motherhood and education. Previous research supports the
effectiveness of social media in qualitative participant recruitment, particularly when
targeting specific groups (Paulus, Lester, & Dempster, 2014).

The use of digital platforms also helped overcome logistical challenges such as geographic
dispersion and limited access to in-person networks. Moreover, it aligned with the
communication habits of many modern mothers, who frequently engage with online
communities for support and information (Madge & O’Connor, 2005). Recruitment
materials clearly stated the voluntary nature of participation, assured confidentiality, and
highlighted the potential value of sharing personal experiences.

The study aimed for a sample size of 6 to 8 participants; I was fortunate to have nine
participants. In qualitative research, especially when using in-depth interviews, smaller
samples are appropriate and often necessary for achieving depth. Guest, Bunce, and
Johnson (2006) propose that data saturation—when no new information or themes are
observed—can be achieved with as few as six participants, depending on the level of group
homogeneity and the complexity of the subject matter.

Saturation served as a guiding principle in this study to ensure both completeness and
focus on data collection (Fusch & Ness, 2015).

A smaller sample also enabled deeper engagement with each participant's narrative, which
was essential for exploring the complex and multifaceted experiences of mothers in
education. It facilitated the development of trust and rapport, encouraging more open and
honest discussions (Seidman, 2006). Additionally, the smaller dataset allowed for
manageable and rigorous qualitative data analysis, particularly through iterative coding and
thematic development (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

Practical considerations also influenced the sample size. Conducting, transcribing, and
analysing in-depth interviews is time-intensive, and a limited sample allowed the
researcher to maintain quality and depth without being overwhelmed. This approach
supported the study’s commitment to prioritising depth over breadth in understanding

participant experiences.
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To ensure the relevance and richness of the data, specific inclusion criteria were
established. Participants had to be mothers who were currently engaged in or had recently
returned to formal education—defined here as structured learning within an educational
institution such as a university, college, or vocational training centre. This criterion
ensured alignment between participants’ experiences and the study’s aims.

The rationale for this selection was twofold. First, it enabled an exploration of the unique
challenges and opportunities mothers encounter in educational settings, including time
pressures, financial strain, and societal expectations related to caregiving (Hinton-Smith,
2016). Second, the study aimed to identify strategies and resources that support educational
success. Mothers who had recently navigated this path were well-positioned to reflect on
both the barriers they faced and the ways they overcame them (Palinkas et al., 2005).

The combination of purposive sampling and well-defined inclusion criteria enhanced the
relevance and quality of the data. Participants brought rich, experience-based insights that
contributed to a deeper understanding of the research questions. As Palinkas et al. (2015)
emphasize, purposive sampling is particularly valuable when seeking the perspectives of

individuals with specialised knowledge or lived experience central to the study’s focus.

Method of Data Collection

Interviews followed a semi-structured format, allowing flexibility to explore participants’
stories in detail while ensuring that key topics are covered. A semi-structured interview
format strikes a balance between having a pre-defined structure and allowing space for
spontaneous insights, which is crucial for qualitative research that seeks to understand
personal experiences and perceptions. Kvale (2007) emphasized that this approach helps in
capturing both anticipated and emergent themes, as participants are not constrained by
rigid questioning. Semi-structured interviews are widely used in social research because
they offer the adaptability needed to pursue unexpected but relevant avenues of inquiry

while still addressing core research objectives.

Flexibility within this method is a significant advantage. The interviews are structured
around an interview guide but allow for deviations based on participants' responses. This
structure ensures that the research remains focused on the primary themes of inquiry while

encouraging participants to share their unique perspectives. As a result, unanticipated
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themes may emerge, which can provide fresh insights or highlight critical areas that may
not have been considered in the study’s initial design. Flexibility enhances the richness and
complexity of the data, as participants are more likely to speak freely and reflect on their

experiences without feeling restricted by rigid questioning (Foley et al., 2021).

The interview guide (Appendix) includes open-ended questions designed to elicit detailed
narratives about participants’ educational journeys. These questions aim to encourage
participants to share both descriptive and reflective accounts of their experiences. By using
open-ended questions, I was able to gather comprehensive data on various aspects of the
participants' experiences, including their support systems, the barriers they encountered,
and their personal reflections on overcoming those challenges. Open-ended questions are a
fundamental tool in qualitative research because they enable participants to express
themselves in their own words, leading to authentic and in-depth responses. As noted by
Patton (2015), the richness of qualitative data often stems from the ability of participants to

narrate their stories without the constraints of predefined response options.

In addition to focusing on the content of the questions, the interview guide was also
designed to facilitate a conversational flow. Building rapport with participants is essential
to encourage openness and trust. When participants feel comfortable, they are more likely

to provide candid and meaningful responses.

Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and was conducted in a setting that was
comfortable and convenient for the participant. Providing a conducive environment is
crucial for facilitating open and honest dialogue, as participants are more likely to feel at
ease when they are in a familiar or comfortable space. According to Seidman (2006), the
physical or virtual setting of an interview can significantly influence the quality of the data
collected. When participants feel relaxed and secure, they are more likely to engage deeply
with the questions and provide rich, detailed responses. For this reason, interviews were

conducted in person, in a location of the participant’s choosing.

Data analysis

Reflexive thematic analysis was used to identify, analyse, and interpret patterns within the
data. This method was well-suited to the qualitative nature of the study, as it allowed for a
detailed and nuanced exploration of the participants lived experiences. Belotto (2018)

described reflexive thematic analysis as a multi-stage process involving familiarization
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with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing and refining
themes, and finally, defining and naming them. Each stage was iterative and required
continuous reflection, with the researcher engaging deeply with the data and critically
examining their interpretations throughout the process.

The first stage involved familiarization with the data. This included reading and re-reading
the interview transcripts to develop a thorough understanding of the content. Preliminary
notes were taken to document initial impressions, emerging ideas, and areas of potential
interest. This immersion in the data was essential for identifying patterns and preparing for
the subsequent stages of analysis.

In the next stage, initial codes were generated. Coding involved systematically organizing
the data into meaningful units that reflected recurring ideas or concepts. These codes were
both descriptive—capturing explicit content—and interpretive—highlighting underlying
meanings and contextual nuances. As Braun and Clarke (2012) explained, coding is a
foundational step in thematic analysis, providing a framework to manage and interpret
complex qualitative data. The initial codes were then reviewed and refined to ensure
consistency and alignment with the research questions.

Following coding, related codes were grouped together to identify potential themes.
Themes represented broader patterns of meaning that captured significant insights across
the dataset. This phase involved analysing the relationships between codes and how they
connected to the study’s objectives. Themes reflected both shared experiences among
participants and individual perspectives that added depth to the findings.

Once themes were identified, they were reviewed and refined to ensure they were coherent,
meaningful, and firmly grounded in the data. This process included revisiting the coded
extracts to verify that each theme accurately reflected participants’ narratives. Themes
were also compared across participants to identify both commonalities and differences.
This step was crucial for ensuring that the themes provided a comprehensive and
trustworthy representation of the data.

The final stage involved defining and naming the themes. At this point, the core of each
theme was clearly articulated, and detailed descriptions were developed, supported by
illustrative excerpts from participants’ accounts. These final themes formed the basis for
presenting the study’s findings and demonstrated how participants’ experiences related to

the central research questions.
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Limitations and strengths of the study

Limitations

The small, purposive sample size limits the generalisability of the findings to the broader
population of mothers returning to education. The experiences shared by participants may
not fully represent those of all mothers in similar circumstances (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson,
2006). Additionally, due to the qualitative nature of the study, the findings are shaped by
the researcher’s interpretation and are therefore subject to potential bias.

Given the study’s constructivist and interpretivist foundations, objectivity was not a
primary aim. Instead, the research embraced subjectivity and reflexivity as essential for
understanding the participants’ lived experiences. From this epistemological and
ontological standpoint, knowledge is viewed as co-constructed and context-dependent,
rather than as an objective truth. While this approach offers rich, in-depth insights, it also
presents inherent limitations.

A key challenge was the difficulty in recruiting a more diverse sample. Despite efforts to
reach a broad demographic through social media and snowball sampling, the final
participant group lacked representation from certain segments, such as single mothers,
mothers from minority ethnic backgrounds, and those experiencing significant financial
hardship. These voices could have added valuable dimensions to the data. Furthermore, as
participation was voluntary, those who chose to engage may have had particularly strong
or reflective views, or more time and willingness to share their experiences. In contrast,
those who might have faced more intense challenges may not have had the resources or

inclination to participate.

These limitations do not diminish the value of the study but do affect its scope and
transferability. Rather than attempting to eliminate bias, this research acknowledged and
actively engaged with it through continuous reflexivity and transparent reporting.
Conducting and analysing in-depth interviews was also time-consuming and resource
intensive. The processes of transcription, coding, and thematic analysis required significant
effort and necessarily constrained the scale of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Moreover, while the diversity among participants enriched the data, it also introduced
complexity to the analysis. Synthesising a wide range of individual experiences into

coherent themes was challenging, as variation in context, background, and personal
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circumstance required careful interpretation (Palinkas et al., 2015). Nonetheless, this
diversity also served as a strength, offering a more holistic and layered understanding of

the phenomenon under investigation.

Strengths

The rich and detailed data enabled an in-depth examination of the personal experiences,
challenges, and motivations of mothers re-entering education. This method provided
nuanced insights that may have been overlooked by quantitative approaches (Brinkman &
Kvale, 2018). Capturing personal narratives illuminated both individual and contextual
factors shaping mothers’ educational journeys, offering a holistic view of their
experiences. The flexibility of semi-structured interviews allowed on follow up of
unexpected but relevant topics as they emerged, thereby enhancing the depth and quality of
the data (Smith, 2022).

The qualitative approach prioritised participants’ voices, allowing them to articulate their
experiences in their own words. By foregrounding their experiences, the study aligned with
feminist research aims of highlighting gendered inequalities and promoting empowerment
(Harding, 1991). Moreover, qualitative methods were particularly well-suited for
examining how cultural, social, and institutional contexts influenced these women's
educational pathways. This contextual understanding was essential for identifying and

addressing systemic barriers (Burr, 1998).

Ethical Considerations

This study adhered to the ethical principles set out by the University of Malta (UoM).
Ethical considerations were prioritised throughout the research study.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants before data collection began. As part
of the consent process, participants received a detailed explanation of the study’s purpose,
procedures, potential risks and benefits, and the measures taken to ensure confidentiality
and data protection. They were also informed of their right to withdraw from the study at

any time, without providing a reason or facing any negative consequences. Participants
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were encouraged to ask questions and seek clarification prior to signing the consent form

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

To safeguard participants’ identities, all data were anonymised by removing or coding any
personally identifiable information. Anonymisation involved assigning pseudonyms and
securely storing raw data to prevent unauthorised access (Babbie, 2020). Any data
presented in the final report was carefully reviewed to ensure that no identifying details
were disclosed, thereby maintaining participant privacy throughout the study (Saunders et

al., 2015).

Confidentiality was further maintained through the implementation of strict data protection
protocols, in line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and UoM’s ethical
guidelines. These protocols included limiting data access and storing all files on encrypted,

password-protected systems.

Participants were regularly reminded of their autonomy, including their right to voluntary
participation and withdrawal at any point. This aligns with the ethical principle of respect
for autonomy, which highlights the importance of informed, voluntary decision-making

(Beauchamp & Childress, 2019).

Interviews were conducted with empathy, respect, and sensitivity, consistent with best

practices in ethical qualitative research (Tracy, 2010).

These ethical measures were implemented to protect participants’ rights and dignity and to
foster trust between the researcher and participants. By emphasising informed consent,
confidentiality, and autonomy, the study aimed to uphold the highest standards of ethical

research practice.

Reflexivity was a central element of the research, following Creswell (2013) and Patton
(2015), involving ongoing reflection on the researcher’s positionality, assumptions, and
their influence on data collection and interpretation. Recent scholars such as Nowell et al.
(2017) and Tracy (2010) have emphasised the importance of methodological clarity and
ethical integrity in qualitative research—principles that were consistently upheld

throughout this study.

This chapter outlined the study’s methodological framework, rooted in a constructivist—

interpretivist paradigm. A qualitative, phenomenological approach was used to examine
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the lived experiences of mothers returning to education, with purposive and snowball
sampling employed for participant recruitment. Ethical principles—such as informed
consent, confidentiality, and reflexivity—were integral throughout. By upholding
trustworthiness, transparency, and rigour, the study sought to generate meaningful insights
grounded in the participants' lived realities. The next chapter presents the thematic

findings, highlighting key experiences, challenges, and coping strategies.
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Chapter 4: FINDINGS, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Findings and Analysis

This chapter presents a thematic analysis of the lived experiences of mothers returning to
higher education, based on in-depth interviews with multiple participants. Using Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model of thematic analysis, narratives were coded inductively
and later organised into six major themes that reflect the gendered, emotional, institutional,
and relational dimensions of this journey. These themes do not emerge in isolation; rather,
they intersect to offer a nuanced portrait of how caregiving women negotiate education,

identity, and structural barriers.

Returning to education as a mature student is a complex, multifaceted journey influenced
by personal motivations, external support systems, and structural challenges. The sections
below explore nine participants’ experiences across several key dimensions: motivation,
support such as familial and institutional, emotional and psychological strain, time
management, career aspirations, financial considerations, impacts on family life, and
recommendations for policymakers. The findings provide valuable insights into the lived
experiences of mature learners, particularly women balancing education with caregiving

and employment.

Participant Profile

The final sample consisted of nine participants, all of whom were working professionals
pursuing further education while also managing parenting responsibilities. The participants
ranged in age from their 30s to 50s and had between one and three children. This diverse
group provided valuable insights into the lived experiences of working parents who are
also students. The table below offers an overview of each participant’s demographic
profile, including their name (pseudonym), age range, number of children, occupation, and

their dual roles as parents and students.
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Name Age Children | Occupation Roles

Rosa Late 30s 1 professional Working parent, student
Sofia Early 40s 2 professional Working parent, student
Frida In her 30s 2 professional Working parent, student
Simone Early 40s 1 professional Working parent, student
Maya Early 50s 2 professional Working parent, student
Agatha In her 30s 2 professional Working parent, student
Ramona Early 50s 2 professional Working parent, student
Helena In her 30s 1 professional Working parent, student
Natalie In her 40s 3 professional Working parent, student

While a rich range of recurrent themes emerged from the participant interviews (See
Appendix1), this chapter focuses on six themes that were determined to be of analytical
significance. These themes were selected due to their prominence across multiple
narratives, their conceptual richness, and their direct relevance to the central research
questions. Although other insights surfaced throughout the data, the six themes explored
herein offer the most compelling lens through which to examine the complex interplay of
caregiving, identity, institutional structures, and educational aspiration. Their selection
enables a focused and in-depth analysis aligned with the study’s theoretical and

methodological framework.

Motivations for Returning to Education

The decision to return to education was deeply meaningful for participants, driven by a
constellation of personal, familial, and economic factors. Across the narratives of Rosa,
Frida, Ramona, Maya, Simone, and Natalie, four interconnected motivational strands
emerged: the desire to act as role models for their children, to reclaim suppressed or
postponed identities, to attain economic independence, and to seek personal growth and

fulfilment.
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Participants identified their return to education as a deliberate act of intergenerational
transformation. Education was framed not only as personal development but as a legacy for

their children — a message about perseverance, possibility, and the value of learning.

Across diverse narratives, motivations for returning to education were grounded in deeply
personal, relational, and political logics. Whether framed as role modelling, self-
restoration, financial autonomy, or personal meaning, each woman’s decision was both an
individual act and a collective gesture — a move toward reclaiming voice, agency, and
space in systems not built for caregiving mothers. This thematic lens reveals that returning
to education is far more than a career strategy; it is a feminist act of resistance, renewal,

and hope.

Rosa articulated the importance of educational role modeling, stating, "I wanted... for him
to have a role model... what it means to sort of have the education that you really wish
for." Similarly, Agatha highlighted the motivational impact of maternal persistence: "The
fact that their mother continued to study... I think it would act as motivation for them not
to give up." Ramona extended this idea to a broader societal context, noting that "it sets a
good example to their own children and their network... when you see a mother who has

the guts to return to education, it inspires others."

Such reflections resonate with feminist theories that understand mothering as pedagogical,
where women consciously use their experiences to shape the social and intellectual futures

of the next generation (Luttrell, 1997).

Beyond pragmatic goals, many women described returning to education as a reclaiming of
self — an act of personal restoration after years of prioritizing caregiving or conforming to

externally imposed roles.

Maya reflected on this internal shift, stating that "something was lacking... this course was
really for me," highlighting how the learning experience addressed a previously unmet
need. Similarly, Natalie described education as a source of fulfilment, noting, "I wanted to
do something that really fulfilled me... something that gave me meaning." For Simone, the
experience went beyond fulfilment to a redefinition of self: despite initially fearing
academic challenges, she explained, "a dissertation was my biggest fear... but I learned
that when there’s a problem, you break it into pieces." Her words illustrate how

educational engagement fostered resilience and a new self-perception.
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These narratives support the view that adult education can serve as a site for identity
reconstruction, especially for women whose earlier ambitions were deferred due to social

or familial obligations (McLeod & Yates, 2006).

For some participants, education was not solely a vehicle for personal development but a
deliberate strategy for achieving economic independence and breaking cycles of
dependency. Ramona and Frida emphasized pragmatic motivations rooted in financial
autonomy. Frida described her decision as grounded in flexibility and foresight: "I wanted
something I could do independently... at my own time and according to my own schedule,
especially considering that [ was becoming a mother." Her words illustrate the intersection
of motherhood and economic strategy, where education served both personal and practical

needs.

Ramona was more direct in articulating education as a means of financial empowerment,
asserting, "you can stand on your own two feet... not out of need, but out of want." This
reflects a conscious reframing of education as a form of agency, where financial
independence is not only necessary but desired. Simone also connected her educational
return to career advancement, noting, "I noticed that at work I was capable... but I didn’t
have the educational certificate that I could list on my CV." Her reflection underscores the
structural barriers women face in the workforce without formal credentials, even when

competence is evident.

These narratives echo feminist economic theories that conceptualize education as a critical
lever for structural mobility and self-sufficiency among women (Fraser, 2007). In this
context, education becomes more than a personal achievement—it is a form of resistance

to economic vulnerability and social constraint.

Several participants framed their return to education as a quest to (re)discover purpose
after years in roles that felt stifling or mechanical. Natalie exemplified this tension when
she recalled accepting a stable position in finance because “it was the logical next step...
but not because I had any particular passion for it.” Her subsequent decision to re-enter
formal study became, in her own words, an act of liberation that transcended career
calculus: “If we’re looking towards the future of the country, wouldn’t it make sense to
invest in people?”” Natalie’s rhetorical question signals a shift from individual advancement

to a broader, civic-minded vision of learning.
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Maya echoed this theme of intellectual renewal. Reflecting on her studies after
motherhood, she remarked, “It was the best thing that I did after having the children.” Her
statement highlights how education can reignite curiosity and affirm identity beyond
caregiving roles. Together, these accounts challenge narrowly instrumental views of
education as merely a conduit to employment; instead, they position learning as a space for
existential inquiry, creativity, and self-reconnection. This perspective aligns with
transformative learning theory, which argues that adult education can prompt critical
reflection and meaning making (Mezirow, 2000), thereby reshaping both personal

trajectories and collective futures.

Challenges and Guilt - the Cost of “Having It All”

While returning to education was often described as empowering, participants also
revealed the profound emotional, physical, and cognitive toll of balancing motherhood,
academic commitments, and, in many cases, employment. This section explores the
intersecting challenges these women faced, centring the themes of maternal guilt, mental
and emotional exhaustion, the invisible domestic workload, and the persistent scarcity of

time.

The decision to return to education placed participants in a high-stake balancing act
between their academic, familial, and emotional responsibilities. Rather than being an
empowering journey alone, it was also a site of emotional conflict, physical depletion, and
internalized guilt — all intensified by gendered norms and structural expectations. These
challenges were not signs of personal failure but reflections of broader societal
contradictions, where women are expected to aspire, achieve, and care simultaneously,

without compromising any of these roles.

A recurring theme across the interviews was the pervasive sense of guilt many participants
experienced when devoting time to their education instead of caregiving. This emotional
conflict was shaped by dominant cultural narratives around “intensive mothering” (Hays,
1996), which position the “good mother” as one who places her children’s needs above all
else. For many women, returning to education meant transgressing these expectations—

often quietly, and with internal struggle.

Rosa articulated this tension vividly: “He would end up coming to university with me... |

could have taken him to the swings or to a day by the pool.” Her words suggest an ongoing
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negotiation between personal ambition and maternal duty. Agatha shared a similar
experience, admitting, “There are times when you feel guilty... maybe instead of doing an
assignment, I should be at the playground.” These reflections demonstrate how educational

engagement, while empowering, is accompanied by a heavy emotional toll.

Helena was especially candid: “Guilt was the most prominent factor... I felt that they were
more important.” Her statement highlights the deep psychological impact of deviating from
traditional caregiving roles. This form of emotional labour—intangible yet intense—often
remained invisible to others but shaped the women’s educational experiences in profound
ways. Ultimately, these narratives reveal that the return to education is not only a logistical
or academic undertaking, but also a psychologically fraught act of identity renegotiation

within entrenched gender norms.

Beyond feelings of guilt, many participants described acute burnout that arose from
simultaneously meeting academic deadlines, caregiving demands, and employment
responsibilities. Their narratives expose the embodied cost of the cultural “super-woman”
ideal (Hochschild & Machung, 1989), in which women are expected to excel at home, at

work, and in study without visible strain.

Natalie’s recollection was stark: “That time broke me... if I knew before what I was going
in for, I definitely would not have done it.” Here, the language of “breaking” underscores
how chronic overload can reach a breaking point rather than a manageable equilibrium.
Frida’s experience while still in the maternity ward adds a temporal dimension to this
precarity: “While I was in the maternity ward, I was worrying because I had to submit the
last two assignments... time which I will never get.” Her reflection reveals how the
postpartum period—typically framed as recovery—was re-colonised by academic

obligations, leaving no space for rest.

Sofia broadened the critique, pointing to the impossibility of compartmentalising roles:
“You cannot fraction the person... we are expected to parent like we don’t have a job and
study like we have no other responsibilities.” This statement captures the structural
contradiction women face: each sphere demands total commitment, yet none acknowledges
the others. Collectively, these accounts highlight that the emotional labour identified
earlier is accompanied by real physical and psychological depletion. Burnout, therefore, is

not merely an individual weakness but a predictable outcome of conflicting social
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expectations that render women’s labour—paid, domestic, and academic—simultaneously

indispensable and invisible.

In addition to the visible demands of academic work and caregiving, participants
consistently described the unrelenting mental load they carried—an often-invisible layer of
cognitive labour involved in managing household logistics, emotional needs, and daily
routines. This “thinking work,” as Daminger (2019) defines it, includes anticipating needs,
planning meals, managing schedules, and problem-solving—tasks that remain largely

unacknowledged yet are essential to the smooth functioning of family life.

Maya captured this invisible burden succinctly: “No one thought about dinner... they
expected me to think about it.” Her comment underscores the default assumption that
women are responsible not only for doing but for thinking about what needs doing. Rosa
named the phenomenon explicitly: “To keep a house running, to keep a family running...
that mental load.” The repetition in her phrasing signals the relentlessness and breadth of
this hidden work. Natalie illustrated the cumulative effect: “We would get home all
together, finding the house as we had left it in the morning... then it would be a rush to get
food on the table.” The lack of shared responsibility transformed even routine tasks into a

source of evening stress.

Together, these accounts reinforce Daminger’s (2019) argument that cognitive labour is
gendered and structurally embedded. Despite their roles as students and professionals,
participants were still expected to carry the mental architecture of home life. This constant
cognitive engagement—unrewarded and unrelieved—adds to the emotional and physical
toll of “doing it all,” revealing how deeply gendered expectations persist even in ostensibly

egalitarian households.

For most participants, time emerged as their most scarce and precious resource. The daily
balancing act of study, work, and caregiving required constant trade-offs—often at the
expense of rest, leisure, and personal well-being. This chronic time poverty, as described
by Hochschild and Machung (1989), reflects a broader societal expectation that women
will seamlessly absorb additional roles without corresponding structural support or

institutional flexibility.

Helena captured the emotional weight of these trade-offs: “Time, it was the most difficult...

I didn’t want to miss certain milestones.” Her words reflect the deep tension between
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pursuing personal growth and being present for family moments she deemed irreplaceable.
Simone described the highly structured routines she created to manage competing
demands: “I had to prepare a menu and stick to it... I had to calculate everything so it
could fit in the routine.” Her language reveals the intense mental discipline required to

make space for educational goals within an already saturated schedule.

Ramona, with raw honesty, laid bare the consequences of this juggling act: “Time is very
limited... You take away from something to give to something else. If you look at my
house, it's like a pigsty. But I've given up. You can't do it all.” Her reflection powerfully
resists the myth of effortless multitasking and underscores the emotional cost of attempting

to meet impossible standards across multiple domains.

Together, these narratives illustrate how time poverty is not a result of poor planning or
lack of motivation, but a systemic issue rooted in gendered assumptions about care,
productivity, and sacrifice. Despite their determination, the women’s stories reflect the
profound exhaustion and continual compromise required to “do it all” in a system that

offers little accommodation for their realities.

Support Systems

While institutional structures often failed to accommodate caregiving mothers, participants
consistently pointed to informal support networks — partners, family members, peers, and
especially other women — as critical to their educational persistence. This section explores
how these support systems operated emotionally, practically, and politically, often

embodying a feminist ethic of care and solidarity.

This section demonstrates that support systems — particularly those grounded in feminine
solidarity and intergenerational care — were indispensable in enabling mothers to navigate
academic life. Far from being ancillary, these informal networks were often more
dependable and empathetic than institutional supports. They offered emotional strength,
practical relief, and a sense of belonging in a system that too often treated caregiving
women as invisible. As such, these stories are not only about support — they are about

resistance, collective wisdom, and the radical potential of care.

Participants consistently emphasized the indispensable role of family and close friends in
enabling their educational journeys. These support systems were not simply helpful add-
ons—they were structural lifelines. Without them, many women suggested they would not
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have been able to continue their studies at all. This reflects Tronto’s (1998) concept of
distributed care, wherein caregiving is shared across a network—often disproportionately

among women—to support the flourishing of others.

Frida underscored her dependence on intergenerational care: “I had to leave my children a
lot under my parents’ care.” Her reliance on her parents was not optional but essential—a
redistribution of caregiving labour to make space for academic engagement. Helena
described a similar dynamic, noting how both her husband and mother provided vital
practical support: “My husband... used to take care of our sons... My mother... prepared
me dishes.” Her account illustrates how care was shared across generations and within her

immediate household.

Simone pointed to the emotional dimensions of this support, crediting her sister for
psychological resilience during difficult moments: “Every time I felt overwhelmed, my
sister helped me see the light at the end of the tunnel.” In this way, care was not only

logistical but also deeply emotional—anchoring participants amid stress and self-doubt.

These narratives reveal how women’s capacity to pursue education was often contingent
on a web of relational care, much of which remained informal and gendered. While
distributed care made academic progress possible, it also highlighted broader structural
gaps in institutional support—gaps that were filled not by policy, but by the quiet,

everyday labour of loved ones.

Alongside family support, many participants described informal alliances with other
student-mothers as vital emotional lifelines. These peer networks operated as self-
organised “mutual aid,” countering isolation, self-doubt, and overwhelm. Rosa recalled the
collective resilience that emerged in shared spaces of study: “We all had our own baggage,
and we used to support each other ... a strong female support system... with support, you
can overcome it.” Her words underscore how reciprocity—rather than one-directional

help—fostered a sense of collective capability.

Natalie envisioned formalising such networks so future cohorts would not have to
improvise: “Someone who’s been through it, to explain how it works, what helps, what to
look out for.” Her suggestion points to the potential of peer mentoring as an institutional

resource rather than an accidental benefit.
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These dynamics resonate with feminist theories of relational empowerment (Noddings,
2010), which position care as a reciprocal process that strengthens all parties involved.
Shared experience became the basis for emotional resilience and practical survival: by
pooling strategies, normalising hardship, and celebrating small victories, student-mothers
transformed individual struggle into collective strength. In doing so, they created counter-
spaces where the demands of academic life and motherhood could be acknowledged—and

actively resisted—through solidarity.

Across participants’ accounts, care surfaced not as a charitable, top-down gesture but as a
reciprocal strategy for collective survival. This aligns with feminist ethics of care (Tronto,
1993) that foreground mutual responsibility over individual self-sufficiency, challenging

neoliberal ideals of autonomy.

Agatha articulated this ethos when advising other student-mothers: “Being able to accept
any help offered, that’s one of the skills you need to strengthen.” Her framing positions
receptivity—not stoic independence—as an acquired competence, essential to navigating
overlapping roles. Frida echoed this stance, describing care as a means of prioritising what
mattered most: “It helped me to balance what was really important... my priority were
always the children.” For her, accepting and offering support was less a convenience than a

prerequisite for maintaining core values amid competing demands.

In these narratives, care is strategic, reciprocal, and political. By pooling resources and
acknowledging interdependence, women resisted the cultural script that equates
competence with self-reliance. Instead, they enacted a collective model of resilience in
which each act of giving or receiving support strengthened the group’s capacity to persist

in academic spaces historically structured without mothers in mind.

Several participants relied heavily on their own mothers to bridge the care gap while they
pursued their studies, illustrating both women’s resourcefulness and the systemic shortfall
in institutional support. Helena highlighted this intergenerational exchange of labour: “My
mother... prepared me dishes.” Frida’s account echoed the pattern of downward

delegation: “I had to leave my children a lot under my parents’ care.”

Although this familial elasticity enabled participants to continue their education, it also
reinforced gendered cycles: grandmothers absorbed the unpaid care work, and the burden

of reciprocity remained squarely on women. These narratives therefore expose a tension
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between private ingenuity and public failure, underscoring the need for structural reforms

rather than continued reliance on intergenerational goodwill.

Institutional Support

While informal support networks often provided crucial aid, most participants encountered
significant institutional neglect. Universities and professional programs were frequently
described as indifferent — or even hostile — to the complex realities of caregiving
students. This section explores how education systems, still built on assumptions of the
“unencumbered” learner, create structural obstacles for mothers returning to education.
Participants also offered clear critiques and policy suggestions aimed at making education

more inclusive, equitable, and humane.

Despite the diversity of institutions and programs represented, participants told a
remarkably consistent story: educational systems are not designed for mothers. They are
built around outdated assumptions of students as full-time, unencumbered individuals with
no competing obligations. While a few women encountered supportive faculty or online
formats, most were left to self-navigate inflexible systems, absorb the cost of care, and
manage hurdles on their own. Their stories are a call to action — for policy change, for
feminist pedagogical redesign, and for a fundamental rethinking of who the “ideal student”

really is.

Rosa critiqued this inflexibility directly, highlighting both poor communication and
scheduling incompatibility: “Lectures from 5:30 to 7:30... you’re informed either at the
last minute or on the day.” She added, “If you're not a full-time student with nothing else
on your plate, it's quite difficult,” exposing the exclusionary nature of systems built around

a narrow, one-size-fits-all model of participation.

Frida offered an even more jarring account from her international program: “I had food
poisoning... they said that if I don’t go the following day, I would be cut off.” Her
experience illustrates the punitive consequences of failing to adhere to institutional

norms—norms that disregard health, care, and unpredictability as legitimate parts of life.

These experiences exemplify what Lynch (2009) calls “care-less” systems—institutions
designed around a disembodied, masculinist model of linear progression, uninterrupted
availability, and emotional detachment. Parenting, within such systems, is rendered

invisible or incompatible with student identity. The rigidity of these structures does not
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simply inconvenience—it systematically excludes, reinforcing inequality by privileging

those who can conform to idealised, care-free models of participation.

Participants repeatedly pointed to the absence of formal policies that acknowledged their
dual roles as students and caregivers. While some flexibility was occasionally extended, it
was often ad hoc, discretionary, and unevenly applied—dependent on the goodwill of
individual educators rather than embedded in institutional frameworks. This lack of
structural recognition left student-mothers navigating their responsibilities in environments

that rendered caregiving invisible and unaccounted for.

Helena’s experience reflected this ambiguity: “They gave me time to take breaks... other
than that, I don’t know.” Her uncertainty signals the informal nature of accommodations,
which were not guaranteed nor clearly communicated. Sofia identified the deeper cultural
logic behind this absence: “We are expected to parent like we don’t have a job and study
like we have no other responsibilities.” Her comment points to the internalised expectation
of self-sacrifice, where success is measured by the ability to seamlessly juggle without

complaint.

Natalie articulated this exclusion bluntly: “They didn’t distinguish between who was a
mother and who wasn’t... no accommodation, no flexibility.” Her frustration underscores a
system that treats all students as if they exist in a vacuum, untouched by care

responsibilities.

These narratives reinforce the idea that caregiving, while essential and ever-present, is
institutionally erased. In the absence of clear policies, the burden of adaptation falls
squarely on the shoulders of student-mothers. Rather than reconfiguring systems to reflect
diverse student realities, institutions expect individuals to bend themselves around

inflexible norms, perpetuating structural inequity under the guise of neutrality.

Several participants moved beyond describing personal struggles to articulating calls for
structural reform, positioning their lived experiences as the basis for policy critique and
transformation. Their narratives echo the work of feminist policy theorists such as
Hankivsky and Jordan-Zachery (2019), who argue that without embedding care as a central

principle in policy design, institutions will continue to reproduce exclusion and inequity.

Rosa called for a paradigm shift in how institutions support women navigating multiple

roles: “You shouldn't have to choose between your career, your education, or your family.”
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Her statement rejects the false binary between ambition and caregiving, and points toward

a model of education that embraces rather than penalizes complexity.

Frida highlighted the cumulative sacrifices student-mothers make—of time, finances, and
presence—and underscored the inaccessibility of many academic programs: “As a mother,
you would be sacrificing a lot... time away from the family... finances... and all the
educational courses are very, very expensive.” Her critique points to the economic barriers

that disproportionately affect women, especially those balancing unpaid care work.

Natalie broadened this critique into a vision of public investment, asking: “If we’re looking
towards the future of the country, wouldn’t it make sense to invest in people?”” Her
comment reframes education as a collective good, rather than a private endeavour, aligning

with intersectional feminist calls for inclusive, care-centred public policy.

Together, these women act as advocates as well as narrators. Their insights demand not
minor adjustments, but fundamental changes in how educational institutions conceptualize
participation, equity, and care—urging a move from individual accommodation to systemic

transformation.

A few participants did describe positive experiences with more inclusive learning
environments, especially where flexibility was institutionalized — for example, through

asynchronous content, online delivery, or small class sizes.

Simone, for example, emphasized the adult-learner orientation of her program, noting that
“they offered classes online... and we were in small groups... it helped, because as a
mother, you don’t have the mentality of a young person who has fewer responsibilities.”
Similarly, Agatha appreciated specific accommodations that supported her caregiving role,
stating that “some lectures were asynchronous, so I could watch them after the kids went to
bed... that really helped.” These accounts suggest that institutional design choices can
significantly shape the experiences of caregiving students. Even small adjustments may

influence whether these students succeed or face burnout.

Impact on Family and Children
The participants’ return to education was not experienced in isolation — it reverberated
through their families, particularly affecting their relationships with children, partners, and

extended kin. This section explores the complex impact of education on family life,
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highlighting intergenerational influence, shifting domestic roles, cultural resistance, and
emotional tensions. For many, pursuing education was not only a personal act but a
transformative one that challenged traditional family expectations and reshaped household

dynamics.

For the women in this study, education did not occur apart from family — it was a family-
altering event. While some struggled with guilt and domestic overload, many found that
their educational efforts inspired their children, disrupted inherited gender norms, and
catalysed emotional and structural shifts within the household. Yet these positive changes
were hard-won, often accompanied by cultural pushback and the emotional weight of
constantly having to justify one’s ambition. Their experiences reinforce the idea that
maternal education is not just a private journey — it is a generational investment and a

social intervention.

Returning to education required significant adjustments within the household. Participants
often had to renegotiate their roles as mothers and partners, balancing academic
responsibilities with traditional expectations of caregiving and homemaking. Natalie
described the strain of managing a shared domestic routine without external support,
recalling that “we would get home all together, finding the house as we had left it in the
morning... then it would be a rush to get food on the table.” Similarly, Maya reflected on
the internal tension between her familial obligations and personal goals: “I had to really
organize my time and make good use of it, not to feel guilty that ’'m being less of a parent
or wife.” These reflections highlight the persistent cultural expectation that women remain
the primary emotional and logistical coordinators of family life, even while pursuing
educational or professional advancement. Despite the strain, many participants viewed
their educational pursuit as beneficial to their children. They positioned themselves as
active role models, using their journeys to instil values of resilience, ambition, and lifelong
learning. Sofia expressed this desire clearly, stating, “I want to be an example for my
children.” Agatha echoed this sentiment, linking her own persistence to her children’s
outlook: “The fact that their mother continued to study... I think it would act as motivation
for them not to give up.” Ramona expanded this perspective beyond her immediate family,
suggesting that “it sets a good example to their own children and their network... when
you see a mother who has the guts to return to education, it inspires others.” These

narratives reflect a pedagogical model of mothering, in which education becomes both a
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legacy and an embodied value system passed on to the next generation (Luttrell, 2000). For
many participants, education was not solely a path of individual transformation but a
means of disrupting intergenerational cycles of gendered limitation. Their choices were
often shaped by childhood experiences of missed opportunities or restrictive gender
socialization. Sofia recalled, “I was literally trained to become a good wife,” highlighting
how early expectations constrained her aspirations. Maya, in contrast, described her efforts
to reshape her children’s understanding of gender dynamics: “I tell my husband, the way
you treat me is setting the model for our children.” These narratives affirm education as a
generational intervention—a means of rewriting family scripts surrounding gender,
ambition, and emotional labour. While immediate family members were often supportive,
several participants encountered resistance or judgment from extended family, particularly
older relatives who upheld more traditional views of gender roles. Natalie described the
lack of encouragement from her mother-in-law, stating, “My mother-in-law didn’t support
me... we didn’t really talk about it. It was frowned upon.” Agatha noted a double standard
within her household: “When my husband was studying, the family was all for it. But
when the mother does it, it’s ‘is food ready?’” These reflections highlight the cultural
friction between patriarchal expectations and women’s efforts to redefine their roles
through education. The contradiction is not only emotional but structural women are
expected to aspire and serve simultaneously, with little cultural scaffolding for how to

navigate both.

Personal Growth and Empowerment

The final theme that emerged across narratives is perhaps the most affirming: education
transformed these women. Despite being exhausted, overextended, and systemically
unsupported, they emerged with greater clarity, confidence, and conviction. For many, the
journey was not just about degrees or jobs — it was about reclaiming dignity, modelling
strength, and asserting that motherhood and ambition need not be mutually exclusive. In
this sense, the act of returning to education was both personal and political — an

intervention into narratives of what women, and especially mothers, are allowed to be.

For all the emotional strain, time poverty, and structural obstacles described in earlier
sections, the participants' return to education was overwhelmingly framed as a journey of
personal transformation. Through education, they reclaimed confidence, challenged

internalized limitations, and redefined success on their own terms. This section explores
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how education served as a catalyst for self-actualization, emotional healing, and feminist

resistance, allowing participants to rediscover their voice, purpose, and capacity.

Education was frequently described as a turning point, particularly against a backdrop of
prior adversity—burnout, self-doubt, and the long-term emotional consequences of
caregiving. Frida acknowledged both the challenge and the payoff, admitting, “I wouldn’t
have gone into it had I known what I would be going through... but I wouldn’t change a
thing.” She likened her own resilience to that of a teabag, noting that “you only discover its
strength in hot water.” Helena shared a similar realization: “I thought I wasn’t resilient...
but I really did manage it quite well.” These reflections resonate with transformative
learning theory, which posits that personal change often emerges through the struggle to
make meaning from hardship (Mezirow, 1991). Several participants spoke of emerging
from a sense of invisibility—of regaining confidence in their intellect, their voice, and their
ability to influence change. Ramona described this transformation as a form of intellectual
validation, stating, “You realize you’re smart... confident of your capabilities... it
validates that.” Natalie similarly articulated how surviving the academic process reshaped
her self-perception: “If I managed that, I must be able to manage this. It changed my
perspective... [ am capable if | put my mind to it.” These statements represent more than
academic pride; they are acts of feminist reclamation, in which women affirm their right to
occupy space, to pursue ambition, and to embrace their full complexity. Many participants
resisted dominant, linear narratives of success—those based on productivity, wealth, or
conventional career trajectories—and, instead, articulated success in relational, emotional,
and explicitly feminist terms such as resilience, integrity, impact, and growth. Maya
illustrated this reframing by acknowledging, “It’s okay to feel a bit of guilt in the
moment... but I will be a better mother as a result.” Likewise, Frida redefined achievement
through her caregiving priorities: “My priority were always the children. That way, it
helped me to balance what was really important.” Such redefinitions challenge patriarchal
standards and align with feminist epistemologies that privilege lived experience, care, and
embodied knowledge over institutional recognition alone (hooks, 1994). For several
participants, education served not only as a site of personal healing from invisibility but
also as a platform from which to contest structural norms. Ramona framed education as
liberatory, asserting that “education gives you awareness... and awareness gives you
power... maybe that’s why it’s not encouraged.” Natalie’s view was likewise overtly

political: “We don’t want people who rock the boat—we want sheep.” These reflections
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position education as a feminist act of resistance, aimed at challenging both personal
limitations and the broader systems that sustain inequality. In this sense, learning becomes

a tool for survival and subversion alike.

Discussion — Motherhood and Education Through a Feminist Lens

The findings consistently highlight a fundamental misalignment between the realities of
caregiving mothers and the structures of higher education. Educational institutions, as
described by participants, remain premised on the figure of the "unencumbered student" —
someone who can attend rigidly scheduled lectures, meet tight deadlines, and engage in
academic life without competing emotional or physical obligations. This aligns with
Lynch's (2009) and Tronto's (1998) critiques of institutional structures as inherently "care-
less," privileging rationality, autonomy, and linear progression over relational

interdependence and care responsibilities.

The women in this study resist these assumptions not through protest alone, but through
their continued participation. Their presence in academia, despite inflexible structures,
challenges the legitimacy of the unencumbered learner model. Their experiences call for a
reframing of what constitutes an "ideal student" — not as someone free from care but as
someone managing care with resilience, strategic planning, and emotional labour. This
insight aligns with Fraser's (2007) call for educational justice that accounts for both

redistribution and recognition.

For many participants, returning to education was not merely a personal ambition but an
act of mothering that carried pedagogical intent. The decision to re-enter education was
framed as a way to model resilience, perseverance, and intellectual growth to their
children. This supports Luttrell's (1997, 2000) framing of mothering as pedagogical,

wherein caregiving becomes a method of social and moral instruction.

However, these narratives also politicize mothering. By stepping into academic spaces
often designed without them in mind, these women enact a form of resistance to gendered
expectations. Hays' (1996) ideology of intensive mothering — that "good mothers" must
be ever-present and self-sacrificing — is both internalized and strategically resisted by
participants. Their stories show that mothering can be redefined as a public, visible, and

intellectually engaged act.
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The emotional toll of balancing caregiving, education, and employment emerged as a
central and painful reality. Participants described pervasive guilt, exhaustion, and the
internalization of impossible standards. These findings mirror Hochschild and Machung's
(1989) concept of the "second shift" and extend it into the realm of higher education.
Women are not only working and parenting, but also studying, often late at night or during

stolen moments of rest.

Despite these challenges, participants consistently articulated how education allowed them
to reclaim a sense of agency. Many described the process as transformative, aligning with
Mezirow's (1991) theory that adult learning can reshape identities and worldviews. These
women spoke of discovering their intellectual strength, reframing their self-worth, and

breaking free from narratives of dependency and inadequacy.

Their critiques of institutional rigidity, and their calls for policy change, reflect Hankivsky
and Jordan-Zachery's (2019) advocacy for intersectional, care-aware policy reform. These
women are not passive recipients of educational services; they are active agents pushing

for systems to recognize and accommodate caregiving realities.

Conclusion

The thematic analysis of participant narratives reveals that the return to education for
caregiving mothers is neither a linear success story nor a purely personal endeavour — it is
a deeply politicized, emotional, and relational act. Across the six core themes examined in
this chapter, a complex portrait emerges of women navigating multiple, often conflicting

domains: self and society, care and ambition, tradition and transformation.

The next and final chapter will bring the study to a close by summarizing its key findings
and reflecting on how they address the initial research objectives. It will also consider the
broader implications of the work, acknowledge its limitations, and suggest avenues for

future research and provide recommendations for policy and research.

The concluding chapter aims to consolidate the main contributions and provide a final

perspective on the significance of the study.
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Chapter 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Conclusion

This final chapter summarises the key findings of the study and reflects on its broader
implications. It revisits the original research aim—to explore the lived experiences of
Maltese mothers returning to formal education—and situates the findings within a feminist
and social constructionist framework. The study contributes to an understanding of how
personal motivation, institutional structures, and cultural expectations intersect to shape
these women’s educational journeys and will provide recommendation for policy and

research.

Motivations for returning to education were rich and multifaceted — driven by the desire
to act as role models, to achieve economic independence, and to reclaim a long-deferred
sense of self. These were not instrumental decisions alone, but expressions of feminist

agency, intergenerational vision, and self-worth.

In sharp contrast, participants encountered immense challenges, from institutional rigidity
to maternal guilt, emotional exhaustion, and time scarcity. These difficulties were not
framed as personal failings, but as products of systemic neglect — evidence that higher

education remains structured around male-normative, care-less assumptions.

Amid these constraints, women relied on support systems, families, peers, and especially
other women to survive and thrive. These networks embodied a feminist ethic of care,
serving as counterweights to the isolating and depersonalized structures of formal

education.

Yet institutional support was largely absent or inconsistent. Participants called for more
inclusive, flexible, and care-aware educational models, advocating not just for themselves,

but for future learners whose lives are shaped by caregiving responsibilities.

The impact on family and children was profound: children became both the reason for
sacrifice and the source of strength, while family dynamics were reshaped by the
redistribution of roles, the modelling of resilience, and the challenging of patriarchal

expectations.
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This thesis provides a nuanced understanding of Maltese mothers' experiences in
education, situated at the intersection of gender, family, and institutional structures. While
education offers a route to empowerment, it is navigated within a terrain shaped by cultural
norms, economic pressures, and institutional rigidity. These findings confirm that
educational inequality is not simply a matter of access but of structural adaptation and

cultural recognition.

Contributions of the study

This research makes several significant contributions to the field of educational and
feminist studies. First, it amplifies the voices of caregiving mothers in Malta—a
demographic frequently marginalized or rendered invisible in both policy discourse and
academic research. By foregrounding their lived experiences, the study not only fills a
critical gap in the literature but also validates the unique challenges and strengths of these

women.

Second, the study offers an innovative integration of feminist theory with practical, policy-
oriented insights. It moves beyond abstract theorizing to propose actionable
recommendations that can inform educational institutions, social services, and policy
makers. This bridging of theory and practice strengthens the relevance and applicability of

feminist frameworks in real-world contexts.

Third, the research challenges dominant and often stereotypical narratives surrounding
motherhood and education. Rather than portraying caregiving mothers as passive or
constrained by their roles, the study highlights their agency, adaptability, and resilience. It
brings to light the strategies these women employ to balance caregiving with educational
aspirations, thereby contributing to a more nuanced and empowering understanding of

maternal identity in academic settings.

Lastly, by situating these findings within the cultural and socio-political context of Malta,
the study adds a valuable, localized perspective to global conversations on gender, care,
and education. This contextual grounding enhances the study’s contribution to comparative

education and feminist scholarship.
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Limitations of the Study

While this study offers important insights into the experiences of caregiving mothers in
Malta, it is not without limitations. One key limitation is the socio-economic profile of the
participants. The mothers who took part in the research, while balancing caregiving and
educational responsibilities, were relatively privileged in terms of access to resources,
education, and support systems. As a result, the study does not adequately capture the
voices and experiences of mothers from lower-income backgrounds who may face
additional barriers, such as financial insecurity, precarious employment, or limited access

to childcare.

This exclusion may have led to a partial picture of the caregiving experience, potentially
underrepresenting the structural inequalities that disproportionately affect poorer mothers.
Their absence limits the generalizability of the findings and calls for further research that

includes a broader socio-economic spectrum.

Additionally, the qualitative nature of the study, while valuable for capturing depth and
nuance, also limits the scope in terms of scale. The findings, therefore, should not be
interpreted as representative of all caregiving mothers in Malta, but rather as indicative of

specific experiences within a particular demographic.

Future research should aim to address these gaps by incorporating more diverse participant
profiles and exploring intersectional factors such as income, ethnicity, and disability,

which may further shape the caregiving and educational experiences of mothers.

Recommendations and Reflections

Based on the findings of this study, several practical and policy-oriented recommendations

can be made to enhance support for caregiving mothers in higher education:

Expand Access to Affordable and On-Campus Childcare

Higher education institutions should prioritize the provision of accessible and affordable
childcare services, ideally located on or near campus. By offering subsidised childcare,

universities and colleges can better support student-parents, many of whom face significant
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challenges in balancing academic responsibilities with parenting. Scandinavian countries
provide effective models for this approach, where institutional childcare is integrated into
the educational infrastructure. In these nations, universities offer well-funded, high-quality
childcare programs that are not only financially accessible but also operate during hours
that align with academic schedules. By adopting similar practices, institutions can create
more inclusive learning environments, promote equity, and ensure that parenting does not

become a barrier to higher education.

Implement Flexible Academic Policies

To better support a diverse student body, universities should adopt flexible academic
policies that accommodate various life circumstances and learning preferences. Offering
part-time enrolment allows students who are balancing work, family, or health challenges
to continue their education at a manageable pace. Asynchronous learning options, such as
recorded lectures and self-paced modules, those with irregular schedules, or those who
benefit from reviewing material multiple times. In addition, extended deadlines can reduce
stress and support academic success by recognizing that unexpected life events can disrupt
study plans. Finally, policies allowing for compassionate leave demonstrate an institution’s
commitment to student well-being by providing structured support during times of crisis or
personal difficulty. These measures collectively promote inclusivity, retention, and
academic success, particularly for non-traditional and underrepresented student

populations.

Train Academic Staff in Inclusive Practices

It is essential to provide academic staff with continuous and comprehensive professional
development focused on inclusivity, particularly in relation to students with caregiving
responsibilities. Training should go beyond general awareness and actively equip educators

with the skills to recognize and respond to the unique challenges caregiving students face.

This includes developing an understanding of how caregiving can impact academic
performance, attendance, and mental health. Staff should be trained to identify signs of

burnout or distress specific to this group and respond with empathy and appropriate
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support. Recognising caregiving as a legitimate and often invisible identity is key to

validating students' experiences and fostering an environment of respect and belonging.

Establish Peer Mentoring and Support Networks

Creating structured peer mentoring and support networks within educational institutions
can significantly enhance student well-being and success. These networks foster a sense of
belonging and community, which is especially important for students who may feel
marginalized, overwhelmed, or isolated — such as first-generation college students,

parents, international students, or those from underrepresented backgrounds.

Through shared experiences, students can connect on a personal level, normalize common
struggles, and encourage one another through challenges. For instance, mentoring
relationships can help new students adjust to campus life, navigate academic expectations,

or manage personal responsibilities like work or childcare.

Additionally, informal support mechanisms — such as peer-organized study groups,
wellness check-ins, and resource-sharing platforms — create low-barrier opportunities for
students to engage with one another. These interactions often lead to increased confidence,

reduced anxiety, and better academic outcomes.

To institutionalize these benefits, colleges and universities should integrate peer mentoring
and networking opportunities into their orientation programs, student services, and campus
life initiatives. Training peer mentors, offering incentives, and creating safe spaces for
interaction are key strategies for sustaining these networks long-term. By embedding peer
support into the fabric of the student experience, institutions can build a more inclusive,

resilient, and empowered student community.

Provide Targeted Financial Assistance

To effectively support student caregivers, it is crucial to implement scholarships and grants
specifically designed to address their unique financial challenges. This might include

evaluating the number of hours spent on caregiving, the nature of the care provided be that
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for a child, elderly relative, or disabled family member, and how these responsibilities
impact a student’s ability to maintain employment or engage fully in academic life. By
incorporating caregiving load as a key eligibility criterion, institutions can more equitably
distribute financial support and reduce dropout risk among this vulnerable population.
Moreover, consistent funding opportunities can empower student caregivers to remain in
school and achieve academic success without sacrificing the quality of care they provide at

home.

Recognise Care Work in Institutional Planning

Universities should formally acknowledge caregiving responsibilities—such as caring for
children, elderly family members, or relatives with disabilities—as a legitimate and
significant aspect of many students' lives. This recognition should be embedded within

institutional equity, diversity, and inclusion policies and planning frameworks.

Caregiving often intersects with other marginalized identities and can present substantial
barriers to academic participation and success. Institutions should collect data on student
carers, provide targeted support services, and integrate their needs into campus planning,
timetabling, and resource allocation. Flexible attendance policies, accessible course
materials, priority access to childcare services, and dedicated financial or academic support

can help level the playing field.

Reconceptualising the Learner Identity

One of the most salient findings of this study is the urgent need to reconceptualise who the
"typical" student is. In prevailing academic cultures, particularly in Malta, the ideal learner
is imagined as a young, unencumbered individual able to fully devote time and emotional
energy to their studies. This vision implicitly excludes caregiving students, especially
mothers, whose educational journeys are shaped by competing demands. Redefining
student identity to include diverse life circumstances is not merely a gesture of inclusion

but a critical step toward educational justice.

This calls for a paradigm shift from viewing caregiving students as needing "special

arrangements" to recognising caregiving as a legitimate, complex identity that deserves
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systemic accommodation. Institutions must challenge assumptions that position academic

rigour and flexibility as mutually exclusive.

The Role of Policy and Advocacy

Policy has a vital role to play in transforming these findings into action. National education
strategies should incorporate caregiving students as a distinct demographic with specific
needs. Funding bodies can support this shift by offering grants that prioritise inclusive
pedagogical innovation or subsidise childcare for student parents. Additionally,
frameworks such as gender mainstreaming can ensure that caregiving responsibilities are

considered in all aspects of institutional planning.

Advocacy must also extend beyond the academy. Public discourse in Malta around gender
and education still tends to frame motherhood and professional ambition in oppositional
terms. Media, NGOs, and feminist organisations have an important role in reshaping
narratives to celebrate caregiving mothers as active contributors to societal progress. Policy
changes, when combined with cultural advocacy, can generate momentum for broader

societal transformation.

Cultural Change and the Future of Higher Education

Ultimately, the implications of this research extend beyond improving student retention or
satisfaction. They invite a broader reflection on the kind of society higher education seeks
to serve. If universities are to remain relevant and socially responsible, they must move
beyond meritocratic ideals that ignore structural inequalities. The future of higher
education lies in its capacity to adapt—to embrace flexibility, nurture care, and honour the

multiplicity of student identities.

In the Maltese context, where traditional family roles remain influential, this adaptation
may be especially challenging. Yet, it is also where change can be most meaningful. By
supporting mothers who choose to pursue education, institutions signal a commitment to

gender equity not only within their own walls but across the wider social fabric.
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Future Research

While this study offers insight into the educational experiences of Maltese mothers, several

areas warrant further investigation:

Implement comprehensive longitudinal studies to systematically track and analyse the
long-term effects of caregiving responsibilities on student caregivers. These studies should
examine how caregiving influences academic performance such as graduation rates, and
time to degree, professional development including career trajectories, employment
stability, and income levels, and personal well-being like mental health, social
relationships, and overall life satisfaction. Data should be collected at multiple intervals
during their academic careers and into their post-graduation lives — to identify both
immediate and evolving challenges and strengths. The findings can guide policy reforms,
institutional support systems, and targeted interventions to better accommodate and

empower student caregivers throughout their educational and professional journeys.

To enrich the understanding and generalizability of findings, future comparative studies
should intentionally include a broader range of participants. This may encompass fathers,
whose parenting experiences and perspectives can differ significantly from those of
mothers, particularly in terms of caregiving roles and societal expectations. Additionally,
including non-caregiving students or individuals who are not directly responsible for
caregiving tasks can provide a valuable contrast to caregiving participants, helping to
isolate the specific impacts of caregiving responsibilities. Finally, recruiting participants
from diverse cultural backgrounds is essential for identifying how cultural norms, values,
and support systems influence caregiving experiences and outcomes. Such inclusivity can
enhance the cultural sensitivity and relevance of the research, ensuring that findings are not

limited to a single demographic or sociocultural context.

Actively involve mothers as key stakeholders in the design, development, and execution of
research projects and institutional reforms. This model emphasizes collaborative
engagement, where mothers are not merely subjects of study but co-researchers and co-
creators of knowledge. Their lived experiences, insights, and priorities shape research

questions, methodologies, and outcomes. By fostering equal partnerships between
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researchers and mothers, institutions can ensure that reforms are grounded in the realities
of those directly affected, leading to more relevant, effective, and sustainable changes.
Caregiving is a complex and often undervalued responsibility that impacts individuals
differently depending on their social identities and circumstances. When examined through
an intersectional lens, it becomes clear that caregiving is not experienced uniformly; rather,
it is shaped by factors such as socioeconomic status, race, disability, and marital status.
These dimensions interact to create varying levels of privilege or disadvantage, influencing
who becomes a caregiver, the resources available to them, and the outcomes of their

caregiving experience.

Socioeconomic status plays a significant role in shaping the caregiving experience.
Individuals from lower-income backgrounds often face greater burdens as caregivers
because they have limited access to supportive workplace policies such as paid leave or
flexible schedules. Many low-income caregivers cannot afford formal assistance like home
health aides or residential care, forcing them to shoulder the responsibility largely on their

owin.

Disability introduces another layer of complexity to caregiving. Caregivers may be
supporting someone with a disability or may be disabled themselves. In either case, they
often face unique challenges navigating fragmented healthcare systems and limited social
services. Caregivers of individuals with disabilities frequently encounter bureaucratic
obstacles and a lack of guidance, while disabled caregivers may be underestimated or

excluded from caregiving support systems due to ableist assumptions.

Marital status also influences caregiving dynamics. Single caregivers—whether never
married, divorced, or widowed—often shoulder the entire burden of caregiving on their
own, with minimal emotional or practical support. This can lead to significant strain and
isolation. In contrast, married individuals may have a partner to assist with caregiving
duties, but traditional gender roles often dictate that women take on most of the caregiving
work, even when they are also working outside the home. In LGBTQ+ communities,
caregiving often involves chosen family members, whose contributions may go
unrecognized by legal or institutional frameworks. This lack of recognition can hinder
access to crucial resources like family leave or decision-making authority in healthcare

settings.
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Caregiving must be understood as an intersectional issue that reflects broader social
inequalities. Socioeconomic status, race, disability, and marital status each play a role in
shaping the caregiving experience, often compounding one another in ways that amplify
disadvantage. A nuanced, intersectional approach is essential for developing inclusive
policies and practices that genuinely support all caregivers, particularly those who are most

marginalized.

Final Thoughts

This thesis began with a simple question: what is it like to be a mother returning to
education in Malta? The answer, as it turns out, is anything but simple. It is a story of
struggle and strength, exclusion and empowerment, invisibility and recognition. It is a

story that reflects broader tensions in how society values care, gender, and knowledge.

The hope is that this research contributes, even in a small way, to the reimagining of
education as a space where all learners—regardless of their caregiving roles—can belong,
succeed, and flourish. In this vision, care is not a burden to be managed but a resource to
be centred. Inclusion is not an afterthought but a guiding principle. And education is not
merely a path to individual achievement, but a collective endeavour rooted in justice,

empathy, and transformation.
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APPENDIX 1: Table with themes

Theme

Common Threads

Unique Insights / Quotes

Motivations for
Returning to Education

Desire for personal
growth, career change,
independence, fulfilment,
and curiosity

“I needed something just
for myself” / “I wanted to
find meaning again”

Expectations from

Career backup plans,

“If I was going to do

Education personal empowerment, something, it had to make
job satisfaction, and me proud”
improved opportunities

Opportunities Arising Career progression, “Word of mouth brought
increased confidence, me clients” / “The MBA
some promotions, and new | helped me apply for a
job offers managerial role”

Benefits to Family / Role modelling, increased | “My kids saw me studying

Children income, helping kids with | when they were in my

homework, and valuing
education

tummy” / “They know
now they can do it to0”

Support Systems

Mostly family (spouses,
mothers, in-laws), a few
peer communities,
occasional institutional
support

“My mom used to cook for
me during thesis” / “My
husband took over grocery
shopping”

Challenges Faced

Time poverty, burnout,
sick children, lack of
institutional flexibility,
balancing
work/study/parenting

“I studied while
breastfeeding” / “My son
got sick every other week
in childcare”

Coping Strategies

Working/studying at night
or early morning,
scheduling, emotional
regulation, taking study
breaks

“Took breaks between
modules to recharge” /
“Worked in the car outside
ballet practice”

Quilt and tension

Almost universal maternal
guilt, fear of neglecting
children, conflict with
societal expectations

“I still feel guilty today
when I think of those
missed moments” / “My
home was a pigsty, but it
was worth it”

Institutional Support

Mixed responses: some
praised flexibility (online
learning), others reported
no accommodations

“No difference in
treatment between mothers
and child-free students” /
“No stipend”

Social Perceptions /
Awareness

Very low visibility of
campaigns, emphasis is on
return to work rather than
education

“Returning to work is
supported, not education” /
“Education might make us
too aware”
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Personal Growth /

Increased confidence,

“I’m more confident now.

Empowerment sense of achievement, I know I can face any
resilience, and change in challenge.”
self-perception

Advice to Other Be realistic, build support | “No one tells you how

Mothers systems, don’t be afraid, heavy it is” / “Make sure

but know it’s hard, timing
matters

you have at least one
person to count on”

Messages to
Policymakers

Financial aid, extra leave
for mothers, more
awareness campaigns, peer
mentorships

“Extra leave for mothers” /
“Why is undergrad free
and postgrad not?” /
“Mentorship would help a
lot”

93




APPENDIX 2: UREC Approval

5/10/25, 5:07 PM University of Malta Mail - The status of your REDP form (SWB-2024-01027) has been updated to Acknowledged

L-Universita ) )
ta' Malta Elvira Zerafa <elvira.zerafa.13@um.edu.mt>

The status of your REDP form (SWB-2024-01027) has been updated to
Acknowledged

3 messages

form.urec@um.edu.mt <form.urec@um.edu.mt> 20 January 2025 at 12:02
To: elvira.zerafa. 13@um.edu.mt

Dear Elvira Zerafa,

Please note that the status of your REDP form (SWB-2024-01027) has been set to Acknowledged.

This status change was accompanied by the following explanation/justification: Dear Elvira Zerafa, Your research
ethics application has been received. As indicated in the Research Ethics Review Procedures, REDP forms which
have no self-assessment issues are kept for record and audit purposes only. Hence, research may commence. Kindly
note that FREC will not issue any form of approval as the responsibility for the self-assessment part lies exclusively
with the researcher. Regards, SWB FREC

You can keep track of your applications by visiting: https:/fiwww.um.edu.mt/research/ethics/redp-form/frontEnd/.

**This email has been automatically generated by URECA. Please do not reply. If you wish to communicate
with your F/REC please use the respective email address.*
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APPENDIX 3: Facebook post

10:07 Bl 45%=

—

& Q elvira zerafa in Women for Women (M

*; FILTERS POSTSYOUVESEEN MOSTRECENT k. G &

. Women for Women (Malta)
o , Elvira Zerafa - 1h - ©

“Balancing Dreams and Duties: Exploring the
Educational Journeys of Mothers in Malta

Are you a mother in Malta who has returned to
education? Join Elvira Zerafa, a master’s student at the
University of Malta, in her study titled “Balancing
Dreams and Duties: A Qualitative Exploration of
Opportunities and Challenges for Mothers Returning to
Education in Malta.”

This study aims to uncover the motivations, barriers,
and support systems shaping mothers' educational
paths and inform policy recommendations to better
support them. Participation involves a 30 to 45-minute
in-depth in-person or online interview whenever
possible.

Your story can help create a more supportive
environment for mothers pursuing their educational
aspirations.

Participants: mothers who returned to study after
motherhood.

For more details or to participate, reach out and be
part of this important exploration
elvira.zerafa.13@um.edu.mt.”

gb Like Q Comment @ Send

< @) 11
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APPENDIX 4: Information letter

L-Universita
ta' Malta

Information letter

03/12/2024

Dear Participant,

My name is Elvira Zerafa, and I am a student at the University of Malta, presently reading
for a Master’s Degree in Gender Society and Culture. I am conducting a research study for
my dissertation titled "Balancing Dreams and Duties: A Qualitative Exploration of
Opportunities and Challenges for Mothers Returning to Education in Malta"; this is being
supervised by Dr Andreana Dibben.

This letter is an invitation to participate in this study. Below you will find information
about the study and about what your involvement would entail, should you decide to take
part.

The aim of my study is to explore the opportunities and challenges faced by mothers in Malta
who return to education and provide an in-depth understanding of the motivations, barriers,
and support systems influencing their educational journeys. Your participation in this study
would help contribute to a better understanding of what policy recommendations could be
made to better support mothers in achieving their educational aspirations while balancing
familial responsibilities.
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Any data collected from this research will be used solely for purposes of this study.

Should you choose to participate, you will be asked to participate in an in-depth interview
in person or online at a time and place chosen and convenient for you This will take you
approximately 30 to 45 minutes to complete.

Data collected will be treated confidentially, anonymized, it will be stored on my personal
laptop and only myself and my supervisor will have access to it.

The findings which emerge from this research may be published (e.g., in a dissertation,
academic journals) and/or presented (e.g., during conferences, meetings). Your name (or
any other identifying information) will not appear when the findings are reported.

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary; in other words, you are free to accept or
refuse to participate, without needing to give a reason. You are also free to withdraw from
the study at any time, without needing to provide any explanation and without any negative
repercussions for you. Should you choose to withdraw, any data collected from your
interview will be erased if this is technically possible (for example, before it is anonymised
or published), unless erasure of data would render impossible or seriously impair
achievement of the research objectives, in which case it shall be retained in an anonymised
form.

If you choose to participate, please note that there are no direct benefits to you.

Your participation does not entail any known or anticipated risks.

Please note also that, as a participant, you have the right under the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) and national legislation to access, rectify and where applicable ask for
the data concerning you to be erased.

All data collected will be voice-recorded and stored in an anonymised form. On completion
of the study, all information will be erased within 12 months.

A copy of this information sheet is being provided for you to keep and for future reference.
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Thank you for your time and consideration. Should you have any questions or concerns, you
may contact me, or my supervisor on the details provided below.

Yours Sincerely,

Elvira Zerafa Dr Andreana Dibben

Senior Lecturer
elvira.zerafa.13(@um.edu.mt andreana.dibben@um.edu.mt
+35699830751 +356 2340 3347
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APPENDIX 5: Interview questions

"Balancing Dreams and Duties: A Qualitative Exploration of Opportunities and
Challenges for Mothers Returning to Education in Malta"

Can you share a bit about yourself and your background (e.g., family, work, educational

journey)?

1. What motivated you to return to education after becoming a mother?

2. What were your expectations when you decided to pursue further education?

4. What opportunities have arisen for you as a result of returning to education?

5. In what ways do you believe your educational journey benefits your family or
children?

6. What kind of support systems (e.g., family, friends, institutions) have helped you in
this process?

7. What are the biggest challenges you’ve faced in balancing motherhood and
returning to education?

8. Can you describe a time when you felt overwhelmed or questioned your decision to
return to education? How did you overcome it?

9. How do you manage your time between studying, parenting, and other
responsibilities?

10. What strategies or habits have you developed to maintain balance in your life?

11. Have you experienced any guilt or tension in balancing your roles as a mother and
a student? How do you address it?

12. How have educational institutions in Malta accommodated or supported mothers
returning to education?

13. Do you feel that there is enough awareness or encouragement for mothers in Malta
to return to education? Why or why not?

14. How has this journey changed your perspective on your capabilities or ambitions?
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15.

16.

17.

18.

What are your long-term goals, and how does education play a role in achieving
them?

If you could advise other mothers considering returning to education, what would
you tell them?

Is there anything else you’d like to share about your experiences or insights that we
haven’t covered?

What message would you like to convey to policymakers, educators, or other
stakeholders about supporting mothers returning to education?
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APPENDIX 6: Participant Consent Form

L-Universita
ta' Malta

Participant’s Consent Form

“Balancing Dreams and Duties: A Qualitative Exploration of Opportunities and
Challenges for Mothers Returning to Education in Malta”

I, the undersigned, give my consent to take part in the study conducted by Elvira Zerafa.

This consent form specifies the terms of my participation in this research study.

1.

I have been given written and verbal information about the purpose of the study; I
have had the opportunity to ask questions and any questions that [ had were answered
fully and to my satisfaction.

I also understand that I am free to accept to participate or to refuse or stop
participation at any time without giving any reason and without any penalty. Should
I choose to participate, I may choose to decline to answer any questions asked. If I
choose to withdraw from the study, any data collected from me will be erased as long
as this is technically possible (for example, before it is anonymized or published),
unless the erasure of data would render it impossible or seriously impair the
achievement of the research objectives, in which case it shall be retained in an
anonymized form.

I understand that I have been invited to participate in an interview in which the
researcher will aim to explore the opportunities and challenges faced by mothers in
Malta who return to education. I am aware that the interview will take approximately
30 to 45 minutes. I understand that the interview is to be conducted in a place and at
a time that is convenient for me.
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I understand that my participation does not entail any known or anticipated risks.

I understand that there are no direct benefits to me from participating in this study. I
also understand that this research may benefit others by contributing to a better
understanding of what policy recommendations could be made to better support
mothers in achieving their educational aspirations while balancing familial
responsibilities.

I understand that, under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and national
legislation, I have the right to access, rectify, and where applicable, ask for the data
concerning me to be erased.

I understand that all data collected will be stored in an anonymized form and erased
on the completion of the study and following publication of results within 12 months
of completion of the study.

I am aware that my identity and personal information will not be revealed in any
publications, reports, or presentations arising from this research.

I have been provided with a copy of the information letter and understand that I will
also be given a copy of this consent form.

I have read and understood the above statements and agree to participate in this study.

Name of participant:

Signature:

Date:
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