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Abstract

Background: The increasing social, cultural, and economic changes, alongside the multiplicity of roles, evolving
educational methods, shifts in the types of participation for women—particularly mothers—and many other
factors, have led to a diversity of identity-forming sources for mothers. This underscores the importance of
analyzing their transformative learning pathways within the process of identity formation. Through her
experiences in motherhood and education, a mother encounters situations where the way she learns from these
lived experiences can support her growth, transformation, and ultimately, the construction of her identity.

Aim: The present study was designed and conducted to analyze the transformative learning pathway of mothers
during their university education, focusing on the role of motherhood and its interaction in reconstructing their
identity.

Method: This research was conducted qualitatively using a descriptive phenomenological approach and purposive
sampling. The study population consisted of 20 Iranian student-mothers who were pursuing degrees ranging from
associate’s to doctorate levels at the time of the study. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth
interviews. The interview transcripts were reviewed and analyzed using qualitative content analysis and thematic
analysis, with interviews continuing until data saturation was reached. The validity of the research was ensured
through prolonged engagement and peer debriefing, while reliability was confirmed using participant review.

Results: The findings of this research resulted in the development of 51 basic themes, 6 organizing themes, and
2 overarching themes. The overarching themes included continuous learning and re-evaluation of roles,
experiences, and relationships. The findings indicated that mother-students with high enthusiasm for learning, a
continuous search for knowledge, review of challenges and obstacles, access to external support, re-evaluation of
the mothering role, and acquisition of new and meaningful experiences can play an active and effective role in
reconstructing their identity.

Conclusions: The results of this research provide insights for educators and policymakers to create a suitable
platform for identity formation among Iranian mothers. Mothers with a self-constructed identity can play an
impactful role within society and family, contributing to the effective upbringing of their children.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The increase in social, cultural, and economic transformations, along with shifts in roles,
changes in educational approaches, variations in mothers' participation, and many other factors,
has brought special attention to the sources that shape mothers' identities. This underscores the
importance of examining their transformative learning pathways in the process of identity
formation (Fadjukoff, 2007; Mezirow, 2003). Motherhood signifies a significant transition for
a woman, a period during which various substantial personal, social, and biological changes
emerge simultaneously. While having a child is a joyful experience for parents, it can also be
challenging, as it entails a shift that requires a mother to adapt her role and responsibilities
(Laney et al., 2015; Mayes et al., 2011). A mother, through her experiences in the process of
motherhood, encounters situations in which learning from these lived experiences can
contribute to her growth and transformation. The practice of motherhood aids in identity
changes, particularly because women confront the realities of motherhood alongside the ideals
of motherhood (Choi et al., 2005). The creation of maternal identity requires integrating
internalized ideals about how women believe they should mother with the lived reality of
motherhood. Studies indicate that mothers' epistemological beliefs and transformative learning
pathways play a significant role in their intellectual growth as well as in learning specific
subjects (Choi et al., 2005). The present research was designed and conducted with the aim of
exploring the transformative learning pathways of mothers during their university studies,
examining the interaction of their motherhood role and how it influences the reconstruction of
their identities. The present study aims to address the following questions by listening to the
narratives of student-mothers and analyzing and interpreting them: What challenges and
opportunities does the simultaneous experience of motherhood and returning to education offer
a mother in terms of reconstructing her identity through transformative learning? How does a
mother’s perspective evolve with the addition of student experiences, further education, and
increased learning about herself, motherhood, and the world? And what interaction does this
have with the reconstruction of her identity? How does the process of acquiring transformative
learning unfold for a student-mother, and how does she engage with her experiences and
learning? What role does this play in shaping her identity as a mother?

Method

This research employed a qualitative approach using a phenomenological method with
purposive sampling. The study population consisted of 20 Iranian student- mothers who, at the
time of the research, were enrolled in educational programs ranging from associate degrees to
doctoral studies. Data collection was conducted through in-depth, semi-structured interviews.
The interview texts were analyzed using qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis,
with interviews continuing until data saturation was achieved. To ensure research validity, peer
and participant reviews were utilized. For peer review, consultations were conducted with
individuals experienced in qualitative research methods to gather feedback on the research
design, data collection, and analysis. In participant review, the interview transcripts, coding,
and analyses were shared with a subset of interviewees who reviewed them and suggested
revisions where necessary; most participants expressed satisfaction with the research process.
To assess reliability, three independent individuals outside the research team coded three
interview transcripts. This resulted in an 85% agreement rate among coders, confirming
relative consistency in the responses.
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Results

In response to the research questions, 95 initial codes, including repeated ones, were extracted
from the student-mothers' responses. Through further analysis, these codes were refined into
51 basic themes, 6 organizing themes, and 2 overarching themes. The findings indicate that
student-mothers, with a high motivation for learning, continuous knowledge-seeking,
reassessment of challenges and obstacles, access to external support, re-evaluation of their
maternal role, and the acquisition of new and meaningful experiences, can play an active and
impactful role in reconstructing their identities. A summary of the findings is presented in the
table below:

Table 1. Data analysis results

Overarching Themes Organizing Themes Basic Themes No.
Continuous Learning Enthusiasm for Learning Prioritizing Education 1
Continuous Learning Enthusiasm for Learning Interest in Reading 2
Continuous Learning Enthusiasm for Learning Intrinsic Motl_vatlon for 3
Education
. . Pursuit of Knowledge and Increased Curiosity and
Continuous Learning - . 4
Experience Research Drive
. . Pursuit of Knowledge and  Encouragement toward Research
Continuous Learning - o 5
Experience Activities
Continuous Learning Pursuit of Knpwledge and Seeking Pra(_:tlcal_ Ap_pllcatlon of 6
Experience sceince in Life
Continuous Leaming Pursuit of Knpwledge and Application of K_nowledge in 7
Experience Parenting
Continuous Learning Pursuit of Knpwledge and Need for more Knowledge 8
Experience
Continuous Learning Pursuit of Knpwledge and Continuous Skill Development 9
Experience
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges Not being understood by the
. . 10
and Relationships and Obstacles professors
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges Inadequate University Resources 11
and Relationships and Obstacles a Y
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges The increase in stress by the
. . 12
and Relationships and Obstacles professors
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges y s
. . Professors’ Strictness 13
and Relationships and Obstacles
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges
. - Irrelevance of Courses to Goals 14
and Relationships and Obstacles
Reflection on Exp_enenpes, Roles, Re-evaluation of Challenges Conflicts with Spouse 15
and Relationships and Obstacles
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges .
and Relationships and Obstacles Lack of Family Support 16
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges . Lo
: : Overcoming Limitations 17
and Relationships and Obstacles
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges . S
and Relationships and Obstacles High Household Responsibilities 18
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges Imoroved Crisis Management 19
and Relationships and Obstacles P g
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,  Re-evaluation of Challenges Changed Perspective on 20
and Relationships and Obstacles Hardships
Reflection on Experlen_ces, Roles, Access to External Support Affirmation and Ent_:ouragement 21
and Relationships from Family
Reflection on Experiences, Roles,
and Relationships Access to External Support Spousal Support 22
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Access to External Support Parental Support 23

and Relationships
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Table 1. Data analysis results

Overarching Themes Organizing Themes Basic Themes No.
Reflection on Experlen_ces, Roles, Access to External Support from Children 24
and Relationships Support
Reflection on Experlen_ces, Roles, Access to External Pride of Children in Active Mother 25
and Relationships Support
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Access to External Positive Family View on Educated
. - 26
and Relationships Support Mother
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of Improved Relationship with 27
and Relationships Maternal Role Children
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of . e
and Relationships Maternal Role Children’s Priority 28
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of Challenge with Pre-Education 29
and Relationships Maternal Role Mothering
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of Increased Satisfaction in 30
and Relationships Maternal Role Motherhood
Reflection on Exp_erlen_ces, Roles, Re-evaluation of Enhanced Definition of Motherhood 31
and Relationships Maternal Role
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of .
and Relationships Maternal Role Becoming a Better Mother 32
Reflection on Experlen_ces, Roles, Re-evaluation of Dissatisfaction with Housework 33
and Relationships Maternal Role
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of . . .
and Relationships Maternal Role Delay in Studies Due to Children 34
Reflection on Experiences, Roles, Re-evaluation of — L .
and Relationships Maternal Role Application of Studies in Parenting 35
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Increased Life Motivation 36
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Achieving Life Meaning 37
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meaningful and Successful Increased Life Positive Feeling of Becoming a 38
Experiences Motivation doctor
Gaining Meaningful and Successful Increased Life Enhancing Human Qualities and 39
Experiences Motivation Self-Improvement
Gaining Meaningful and Successful Increased Life . .
Experiences Motivation Gaining Social Approval 40
Gaining Meaningful and Successful Increased Life
. S Inner Peace 41
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Financial Independence 42
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Finding Career Path 43
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Finding Real Position 44
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Increased Curiosity 45
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meaningful and Successful Increased Life Reduction in Depression and 16
Experiences Motivation Mental Issues
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Focus on Self 47
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Becoming a Better Mother 48
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Confidence and Efficiency 49
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Individual Independence 50
Experiences Motivation
Gaining Meanlngful and Successful Increa_sed_Llfe Planning Skills 51
Experiences Motivation
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Discussion

In the present study, according to the findings, mothers who are pursuing their education gave
new meaning to their lives through continuous study. They shared that the university
experience provided them with an opportunity to maintain their engagement in study and
research, allowing them to feel that they were still exploring and participating in meaningful
activities. In fact, various selves exist within an individual that may conflict with each other.
However, continuous transformative learning aids mothers in gaining knowledge and insight,
enabling them to integrate their conflicting identities into a cohesive whole. (Motulsky et al.,
2021). Numerous studies support the theme discovered in the present research (re-examining
experiences, roles, and relationships), which suggests that adulthood, compared to other life
stages, holds greater potential for re-evaluation, re-meaning-making, and effective identity
construction. It appears that post-adolescence represents a significant domain for identity
development (Kroger, 2007).

Conclusion

The student-mothers in the present study, based on the principle of continuous and lifelong
learning, view the learning process and progress as ongoing and insightful. In this process, they
strive to achieve effective motherhood from both their own perspective and that of society, by
reflecting on their experiences, roles, and relationships, making the most of their transformative
learning.

Limitations

In the present study, the researcher faced certain limitations, which can be summarized as
follows: The interviews were conducted remotely, which undoubtedly posed limitations, such
as the inability to fully perceive participants' body language and emotions. In such studies,
participants' fear of sharing personal experiences and discussing family-related issues due to
the presence of negative beliefs from their spouse or family members also served as a
constraint. Finally, the researcher’s own experience as a student-mother could have introduced
some bias; however, considerable effort was made to minimize this effect.

Future Studies

Conducting longitudinal studies aimed at examining the identity formation of mothers before,
during, and after their educational journeys, as well as investigating the reconstruction of their
identities in roles beyond education—such as employment, participation in various social
organizations, or other activities—would be beneficial.
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