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Abstract:

This exploratory research explores the multifaceted experiences of Asian Mothers who
are International Doctoral Students (AMIDS) living in the United States during the COVID-19
pandemic, examining the intricate interplay between motherhood, doctoral student life, and the
challenges of living as Asian foreigners in the United States. Employing intersectionality as a
grounding framework to analyze the data, the findings are structured around three central
themes: Academic dreams and maternal realities during the COVID-19 pandemic, pandemic-
induced challenges and opportunities adapting to the virtual shift, and the pandemic’s unveiling

of anti-Asian racism and xenophobia.



In the first theme, AMIDS faced the pandemic's initial shock, prioritizing family safety
and adopting meticulous safety measures, leading to emotional distress and increased domestic
duties. Transitioning to virtual learning added to their burden, with unfamiliar curricula and
ongoing childcare challenges causing guilt and societal pressures.

The second theme examines AMIDS' adaptation to remote work and learning, presenting
both challenges and opportunities. While flexibility was afforded, managing home distractions
and virtual advisor interactions posed new hurdles. Despite this, virtual platforms facilitated
balancing family responsibilities with academic pursuits.

The third theme delves into the impact of immigration policy changes and rising anti-
Asian sentiment, exacerbating AMIDS' fears of deportation and vulnerability to hate crimes.
These experiences led some to reconsider their long-term plans, highlighting the need to address
systemic biases.

Overall, the study highlights the need for universities to prioritize the foundational needs
of AMIDS, recognizing the irreplaceable nature of some non-academic life aspects of the
students. Furthermore, it calls for greater awareness and advocacy at both institutional and
governmental levels to address the unique challenges faced by this overlooked student
population. In conclusion, this study illuminates the resilience and determination of AMIDS in

overcoming diverse challenges during the pandemic.
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CHAPTER 1. BACKGROUND, PURPOSE, AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

Why Did I Do This Research?

As a Korean immigrant woman, I arrived in the United States in 2009 to pursue a
master's degree in education at the University of Virginia, graduating in 2011 as an international
student. Now, as a Korean American, married, and a mother of two children, I am in the process
of completing a doctoral degree at the University of Washington. I have encountered numerous
turning points as a doctoral student who became a mother while in the doctoral program, but the
pandemic significantly heightened the difficulty in balancing my pre-pandemic roles and
responsibilities with the newly added worries and cautions brought about by the mysterious
nature of the pandemic. The pandemic itself, as well as the secondary consequences stemming
from it, has made it nearly impossible to pursue anything solely for my own interest, including
my doctoral education.

I observed a significant surge in research examining the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on various aspects of human life worldwide, spanning across different disciplines. This
trend extended to the pandemic's effect on doctoral student mothers (Beal et al., 2021; Feinauer
et al., 2021; Manze & Fleary, 2021; Oldham & Bradley, 2021; O'Reilly, 2019; Pascale et al.,
2021; Willey, 2020), individuals of Asian heritage (Chiu, 2020; Hong, 2020; Gover et al., 2020),
and international students (Bonistall Postel, 2020; Dong et al., 2023; Koo, 2021). However, a
prevailing limitation across many of these studies is their tendency to offer fragmented
perspectives, often focusing narrowly on specific facets. The complexity of my own pandemic
experience defied such compartmentalization, shaped by countless variables, including my
children's education, encounters with racism and xenophobia, pandemic politics, presidential

elections, wildfires in California, and numerous interconnected factors (Figure 1).
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Figure 1

Self-Reflection as Asian Doctoral Student Mother Living Through the COVID-19 Pandemic
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To the best of my knowledge, there has not been a study that delves into the lived
experiences of Asian Mothers who are International Doctoral Students (hereafter referred to as
AMIDS) during the pandemic. This exploration began as a deeply personal journey to
comprehend how fellow AMIDS, much like myself, navigated the challenges of the pandemic. I
wanted to uncover whether their journey was as intricate and demanding as my own. Right from
the inception of this project, I experienced a profound sense of relief when listening to stories
that resonated deeply with my own experiences — we understood each other. Beyond fulfilling
my academic aspirations of earning a Ph.D., this aligns with my quest to find solidarity among
peers who share similar experiences and do research that matters to me.

While positivists and quantitative researchers have traditionally aimed to minimize the
researcher's influence in empirical inquiry, it is recognized that all research inherently carries an
element of subjectivity (Strauss & Corbin, 2014). This consideration is especially crucial in
qualitative inquiries. In fact, Zinn (1979) highlighted that researchers from marginalized groups
may have an "insider" advantage, obtaining more candid responses and grasping cultural
subtleties. The current research project's agenda is self-exploratory and dialectical. Like many
participants, I am one of the AMIDS.

The researcher serves as a vital instrument in qualitative research. The participants felt at
ease with me, and I am confident they also felt comfortable conversing with me. We shared a
unique understanding that could not be shared by other peers. While my story may differ from
those of the study participants, my knowledge of American doctoral education, life of Asian
doctoral student mothers, and qualitative research methods played a pivotal role in shaping the

research design, interview protocol, data analysis, interpretation, identifying connections in the



data, and providing implications. Therefore, my own experiences and perceptions of AMIDS
will inevitably shape my interpretation of the acquired data in this inquiry.

While some qualitative researchers aim to minimize researcher subjectivity, others
embrace a constructivist approach emphasizing researcher reflexivity — acknowledging biases
and assumptions that can impact decisions and interpretations. My approach enables me to
embrace my own subjectivity and incorporate it into the research process with care and respect
(Charmaz, 2014) as I was not an arbitrary researcher. I lived through the experiences shared by
the AMIDS in the study, and we faced and lived the challenges together. After all, I aim to instill
a sense of courage in those who are walking a similar path as I am. [ was inspired by and
encouraged to continue this arduous journey of AMIDS through conversations with fellow
AMIDS. I am just beginning to realize that it is from those who are in a similar situation that we

can encourage each other. Therefore, it is even more important to share and record our stories.

A Day in the Life of Asian Mothers Who Are International Doctoral Students

Mina, a 33-year-old married international doctoral student from South Korea, found
herself in a unique situation as she pursued her Ph.D. at an R1 university in the United States.
Mina had heard that once you secure a tenure-track faculty position, the relentless demands of
academia often leave little room for starting a family. However, she also knew that waiting until
after achieving tenure could pose risks to her biological clock. As a Korean female, she felt
compelled to fulfill societal expectations of becoming a mother in her late 20s or early 30s. It
was important for her to achieve her career goals while also meeting these societal gender roles,
as she could not afford to be seen as "the one who succeeded in her career but failed to fulfill her

role as a grown woman."
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Determined to ensure she had at least one child, Mina and her husband decided to try for
a baby after her first year in the doctoral program. They eagerly anticipated the arrival of their
first child, due in mid-March 2020. However, her pregnancy journey was far from smooth
sailing. In the first trimester, Mina experienced severe morning sickness, causing her to lose 20
pounds in weight.

In the early days of January 2020, Mina began to hear unsettling reports about a
mysterious virus wreaking havoc in her homeland, Korea. As she observed the situation unfold,
Mina could not help but notice the stark contrast in responses between the United States and
Korea. While her current home in the United States continued with a seemingly normal lifestyle,
her family, and friends back in Korea insisted she start wearing masks, especially given her
advanced pregnancy. They feared for her health and the health of her unborn child.

Mina's desire to protect herself and her baby was undeniable, but she faced a dilemma.
Sourcing high-quality masks, proved to be a challenge. More importantly, she hesitated, acutely
aware of the troubling news reports detailing physical and verbal harassment directed at Asians
who dared to wear masks in public. Fearing for her safety and the safety of her baby, she chose
to remain indoors, venturing out only when essential medical needs arose. With just a week
remaining until her estimated due date, Mina had an important doctor's appointment to assess her
pregnancy progress. This time, her husband could not accompany her to the hospital due to
pandemic restrictions. She felt a deep sense of unease about entering a medical facility that
appeared overwhelmed by COVID-19 cases.

Mina parked her car and began the walk towards the hospital building, as always. As she
approached the entrance, her path was abruptly blocked by three young men. An eerie feeling

washed over her, but she tried to ignore it and continued toward the entrance. However, the three
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men persisted, forming an imposing barrier. They taunted her with offensive remarks, repeatedly
shouting, "Go back to China! China! China!" Fear gripped Mina's heart, and she worried about
getting her pregnant belly kicked. She chose not to respond to the provocation, instead focusing
on reaching the hospital entrance. It was a shock to her system to experience such verbal
harassment at a university hospital, a place where she had felt the safest for the past 9 months.
Though she tried to brush off the incident, its impact lingered, deeply unsettling her.

In mid-March, as the United States began to shut down due to the pandemic, Mina found
herself in the delivery room, alone as her husband was not permitted to join her due to safety
precautions. She had to wear a mask throughout the entire birthing process. Despite the
challenging circumstances, she successfully gave birth to a perfectly healthy daughter. However,
after the birth, Mina faced a unique situation. In contrast to the traditional postpartum care rituals
in Korea, which limit physical activities to support full postpartum recovery, she had no
extended family or support network in the United States to enable her to focus on postpartum
recovery. Her initial plan had been to have her parents come to the United States to assist with
postpartum care, but travel bans made that impossible.

The pandemic had transformed everything into virtual experiences, allowing her to stay
home and breastfeed her newborn in the comfort of her own environment while continuing to
fulfill her academic responsibilities. While her research progress slowed, Mina could attend
courses and work via Zoom, a flexibility that likely would not have been granted in a pre-
pandemic world.

As time passed, Mina and her husband embarked on a steep learning curve in raising a

newborn. Their roles and responsibilities in caring for their child gradually became clearer.
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However, with the baby growing, they soon realized that their current apartment was no longer
sufficient. Mina needed a “room of one’s own” where she could work without distractions.

Additionally, Mina became acutely aware of the need to secure additional healthcare
insurance for their newborn, which came at an increased cost. They were surprised to find that
even her husband's insurance premiums saw a significant hike due to the pandemic. To cope with
rising expenses, including diapers, hospital fees, insurance, inflated living costs, and the
impending apartment move, Mina decided to take on extra work hours as a grader. With roles as
a Teaching Assistant (TA), Research Assistant (RA), and grader, she worked the maximum
allowable hours of 20 per week, as permitted for F-1 visa holders in the United States. However,
the income generated was barely enough to cover their essential expenses. Faced with this
financial strain, Mina reached out to both her family and her in-laws for loans to bridge the gap.
Regrettably, the demands of her various roles left little time for Mina to dedicate to her own
research, a challenge she keenly felt.

Mina and her family continued to reside in their one-bedroom apartment. Most days, she
would hunker down in the bedroom, closed off from the rest of the apartment, attending Zoom
meetings and working. However, as their baby's cries grew more frequent and noise control
became increasingly challenging, Mina's husband would often bring their newborn out of the
bedroom during her important meetings, ensuring she could participate without interruptions. In
normal times, he might have taken the baby on playdates or to the playground, but the pandemic
had closed off those options. Instead, he would opt for a less crowded and relatively quiet
place—the local grocery store. There, he would leisurely walk the aisles with the baby, allowing

Mina to focus on her work.
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Mina eagerly awaited the reopening of her university's facilities—the lab, school
libraries, and campus—so that she could work outside the apartment. However, it took at least 10
months for her campus to start open while a new challenge arose when she needed to take a
lengthy exam for one of her courses. The exam, lasting a daunting 3 to 4 hours, required all
students to keep their microphones and cameras on to deter cheating. Mina knew her baby would
likely cry or whine at some point during this extended period, and she did not want to disrupt her
peers. Also, she felt uncomfortable breastfeeding her child with a camera on. She also felt
uncomfortable asking the instructor if she could be excused to breastfeed her child, broadcasting
to the entire class. After much contemplation, she reached out to her church pastor, seeking a
quiet room within the church where she could take the exam. Gratefully, the pastor granted her
request. Yet, the ordeal of securing a suitable space to complete her exam seemed almost
comical, a testament to the extraordinary lengths she went to balance her academic commitments
with the demands of motherhood.

As Mina continued to navigate the challenging balancing act of being a new mother, the
family's breadwinner, and a dedicated doctoral student, she began to experience a heavy burden
of self-doubt. She carried an immense sense of guilt, feeling that she was falling short in every
role she played. Mina longed to be more available for her daughter, to savor those precious early
moments, and to be there for her every need. The demands of her academic pursuits and the
necessity of being the family's financial support sometimes made her feel like she was missing
out on those crucial bonding experiences. During these emotional challenges, Mina also believed
that her academic performance had taken a hit since becoming a mother. The pressure to excel in
her doctoral program remained, but the juggling act of parenthood, work, and studies often left

her feeling like she was falling short. The weight of these combined pressures had Mina feeling

17



as though she was not doing anything right, a sentiment that loomed over her daily life and cast a
shadow on her aspirations.

As the pandemic continued to unfold, and racial tensions surged with the increased racial
crimes against Asians, Mina found herself genuinely fearful of living in the United States as an
Asian. A pivotal moment arrived when she saw her daughter’s American passport. The question
weighed heavily on her mind: Was it worth it to try so hard to remain in the United States,
especially when her child would grow up in a nation as an Asian American female? The spa
shooting in Georgia and the shocking incident of an Asian female being stabbed in her New
York apartment building only served to deepen her concerns.

Mina recognized the validity of her questions and began to contemplate deeply. She knew
that if her daughter grew up in Korea, she would never face mistreatment due to her race and
ethnicity. Mina herself had always strived to be a law-abiding and contributing member of the
United States. She produced high-quality research that contributed to the scholarly community,
paid taxes, and adhered to the law, not only because she was a lawful citizen but also out of a
desire to avoid any misconduct that might jeopardize her chances of obtaining a Green Card in
the future. Nevertheless, as she reflected on her daughter's future and the increasing racial
tensions and incidents, she could not help but question whether all her efforts were worth it. This
realization weighed heavily on her.

As the world slowly began returning to a semblance of normalcy, Mina and her husband
made plans to enroll their now 2-year-old daughter in a daycare. In fact, Mina had placed herself
on the waitlist for an early childcare center on campus as soon as she learned about her
pregnancy. Yet, when her daughter turned 2, she could not help but wonder why they had not

received an offer for a spot at the daycare. Concerned about the delay, Mina reached out to the
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childcare center on campus. The administrator explained that there had been a significant surge
in requests for infant care due to what they called a "COVID baby boom." However, the larger
issue was that the early childcare centers struggled to operate at full capacity due to secondary
outcomes such as difficulties in hiring staff members. Many childcare workers hesitated to return
to work, especially when no children had been vaccinated.

As Mina looked back on all the events that had transpired during the COVID-19
pandemic, she could not help but feel that she had “barely been living”. She understood that
everyone had their own struggles during the pandemic, but she often wondered if her own
experiences had to be so arduous and challenging. Reflecting on her journey, Mina recognized
that many of the difficulties she encountered existed before the pandemic because the American
higher education system had never fully accepted her personal life in doctoral studies. The
pandemic exacerbated every challenge she faced before the pandemic. The pandemic unveiled
these semi-invisible obstacles, until then, to be obnoxiously visible, pushing her to question the
incompatible nature of her doctoral endeavor as a doctoral student mother.

The preceding anecdote about Mina is a composite of AMIDS in the current study which
investigated the intricate interplay between the COVID-19 pandemic and the roles of AMIDS in
terms of their motherhood, doctoral students, and their status as Asian foreigners. It reflects the
very real struggles and challenges that many AMIDS faced during the COVID-19 pandemic.
These women navigated a delicate balance between fulfilling their various roles while grappling
with isolation, both due to the pandemic itself, the lack of visibility of others like them on

campus, and the lack of recognition about them.
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Statement of the Research Problem

While acknowledging the recognized challenges faced by doctoral student mothers,
individuals of Asian descent, and international students amid the COVID-19 pandemic, no study
to date has delved into the experiences of those navigating the intersections of all these aspects,
namely AMIDS. This study adopts an intersectional perspective to interpret the data, recognizing
that identities cannot be comprehended in isolation or in a mere additive manner but must be
scrutinized collectively, as depicted in Figure 2. The present study not only acknowledges the
individual components of AMIDS (i.e., mother, doctoral student, and Asian foreigner) but also
scrutinizes the intertwined facets between these individual identities (e.g., doctoral student
mother, international student, and Asian mother), along with the intersectional identity of

AMIDS in the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Figure 2
Intersectional Nature of AMIDS
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Living as Doctoral Student Mothers

Over the past decade, the landscape of doctorate recipients has undergone a significant
shift, with a notable increase in the number of female research doctorate recipients. This shift is
reflective of evolving student demographics. Women achieved a milestone by accounting for
58% of all doctorate degrees earned in 2021 within non-science and engineering fields (National
Science Foundation, 2023). However, existing literature fails to acknowledge student mothers as
integral members of the higher education population, both figuratively and statistically (Noll,
Reichlin, & Gault, 2017). This oversight is a crucial limitation that hinders a comprehensive
understanding of the challenges and unique perspectives of student mothers within academic
settings.

Notably, within the United States context, it is pertinent to note that around one-third of
couples with women aged over 35 face challenges in fertility, while only approximately 20 % of
women embark on motherhood after reaching the age of 35 (Department of Health and Human
Services, 2022). These insights spotlight a significant intersection that numerous female doctoral
students grapple with the juncture between their doctoral pursuits and their fertility timeline. The
impetus behind this intersection rests upon the looming biological clock, which aligns with
Kuperberg's (2009) findings indicating that women enrolled in graduate school are increasingly
likely to be mothers of young children.

However, extensive research underscores a concerning trend that women with children
exhibit a lower likelihood of completing doctoral programs compared to their male or childless
counterparts (National Science Foundation, 2023). This fact underscores the criticality of
acknowledging and providing support for the distinct challenges doctoral mothers encounter in

their pursuit of academic and career aspirations. As the demands of academic pursuits burgeon,
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doctoral student mothers face the intricate challenge of equilibrium. Juggling roles as a full-time
graduate student, a graduate assistant, a partner, and a mother, among others, becomes an
intricate feat. (Armenti, 2004; Mirick & Wladkowski, 2018; Catalano & Radin, 2021).

The landscape of student mothers is distinct, as they undertake the intricate balancing act
of family responsibilities alongside academic commitments. This unique demographic sets them
apart from the standard audience catered to by general university student policies, warranting a
more tailored and comprehensive support system. As illuminated by Bodkin and Fleming's
recent study (2021), the call for family-friendly policies for doctoral students takes on added
significance in fostering gender equality and aiding female student parents.

However, the academic realm has long been recognized as an arena that is not inherently
conducive to the demands of motherhood. Female scholars often find themselves encountering
substantial obstacles upon embracing motherhood (Correll, Benard, & Paik, 2007; Crittenden,
2001; Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2004; Hays, 1996; Mason, Wolfinger, & Goulden, 2013; Ward,
2014). The concept of "academic motherhood" encompasses the juxtaposition of two seemingly
divergent roles: that of an academic and a mother. This interplay was aptly articulated by
Springer, Parker, & Reid (2009), who highlighted that academia historically champions an
unrelenting pursuit of knowledge. Yet, for women academics who assume the mantle of
motherhood, the expectations are radically different, entailing adherence to the demanding
practice of intensive mothering (Hays, 1996). This practice, which entails a complete emotional
and physical commitment to their children, underscores the intricate challenge faced by
academic mothers.

The realm of academic motherhood ushers forth a complex interplay between academic

responsibilities and the demanding requirements of intensive mothering. This juxtaposition
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necessitates a meticulous allocation of attention, time, energy, and resources on the part of
women (Springer, Parker, & Reid, 2009). The amalgamation of academic pursuits with
motherhood has been likened to "greedy institutions" (Coser, 1974), embodying their insatiable
consumption of a woman's resources. However, the challenge extends beyond merely inadequate
institutional policies; this marks the preliminary hurdle in a succession of challenges faced by
doctoral student mothers after childbirth. Upon the arrival of their children, these mothers
encounter a shortage of accessible, high-quality, and affordable childcare options. As noted by
Springer et al. (2009), the absence of dedicated child-free time poses a significant impediment to
progress on degree completion for doctoral student mothers (p. 337).

Furthermore, doctoral student mothers grapple with a more nuanced predicament,
particularly when they lack comprehensive mentorship support from their academic institution
(Mason et al., 2013; Pierce, 2005; Rogers, 2018). Numerous research underscores the pivotal
role that a positive mentor-mentee relationship plays in students' academic achievements
(Grenier & Burke, 2008; Holm, Prosek, & Weisberger, 2015; National Student Union, 2009;
Springer et al., 2009; Tillman, 2015). Paradoxically, mentors equipped with a comprehensive
understanding of campus motherhood resources remain a rarity within doctoral programs, as
underscored by Springer et al. (2009). Moreover, the significance of female mentors for doctoral
student mothers cannot be overstated, as they assist in navigating male-dominated academic
environments, as highlighted by Grenier and Burke (2008, p. 598). Armenti (2004) even
unveiled the scarcity of successful academic mother role models, a factor that previously led
generations of academic women to forego motherhood. The dearth of support from experienced
faculty who have experienced childbirth and child-rearing potentially reflects the broader

inadequacy of institutional support.
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Mason et al. (2013) also unearthed a prevailing sentiment among female doctoral
students that parenthood is at odds with the academic milieu of their doctoral programs and
future career trajectories. Although bolstering institutional support for graduate parents has the
potential to enrich universities by attracting and retaining a diverse student body characterized by
accomplished mothers (Springer et al., 2009), the reality remains that only a select few
universities offer substantive institutional and departmental assistance tailored to this
demographic.

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the latest scholarship regarding doctoral student
mothers in the United States accentuates the magnification of preexisting challenges faced by
these mothers, coupled with the scarcity of institutional backing extended to them (Beal et al.,
2021; Feinauer et al., 2021; Manze & Fleary, 2021; Oldham & Bradley, 2021; O'Reilly, 2019;
Pascale, Ehrlich, & Hicks-Roof, 2020; Willey, 2020). However, it is noteworthy that most recent
literature overlooks the experiences of doctoral student mothers of color or international graduate
student mothers.

Unpacking the Difficulties Encountered by International Students

Over the past few decades, there has been an exponential yet steady increase in the total
number of international students in the United States, reaching a count of 763,760 during the
2021-2022 academic year (Open Doors, 2022). Among these students, approximately 35% are
enrolled in doctoral studies. While specific data for individual degree types is unavailable, more
than half of these international students originate from Asian countries. Notably, about 61% of
Asian international graduate students come from East Asian nations, including China, South
Korea, Taiwan, Japan, Hong Kong, Mongolia, and Macau (Open Doors, 2022). In a broader

context, international students encounter a variety of challenges arising from cultural disparities
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(Meloni, 1986; Mori, 2000; Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2015), limited proficiency in English (Dao,
Lee, & Chang, 2007; Siimer, Poyrazli, & Grahame, 2008), and differing learning styles (Coward,
2002; Gebhard, 2010; Godwin, 2009; Zhou, Frey, & Bang, 2010).

Legally, all international students in the United States are bound by student visa
regulations that require them to maintain their status in the country. Unlike domestic students,
they are not permitted to be part-time students or engage in off-campus employment. Paige
(1990) critiqued these regulations as intrinsically discriminatory, contending that international
students lack the same flexibility as local students to adjust their enrollment status, reduce
coursework, or seek off-campus employment to support themselves (p. 166). Paige (1990)
concluded that these restrictions subject international students to significant stress, as any
violation of visa terms could potentially lead them to becoming "wards of the state" (p. 166).
Numerous other studies, such as Labi, Birchard, and Overland (2008) and Koehl (2007), have
also found that the intricate legal navigation of the U.S. visa system plays a substantial role in the
stress and depression experienced by many international students.

Moreover, during the tenure of former President Trump, when he declared a national
emergency in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and campuses across the country initiated
shutdowns, his administration stipulated that international students would not be allowed to
remain in the United States if their studies were conducted entirely online. This decision
triggered a series of updates to student visa policies in the United States over the subsequent
months (Jordan & Hartocollis, 2021). As a result, it is highly plausible that AMIDS experienced
escalated stress due to the challenges posed by their international student status while pursuing

doctoral education in the United States.
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Living as Asian Descent in the United States

As the entire American population adapted to a "new normal" characterized by practices
such as social distancing and stay-at-home orders, the Asian American community bore an
additional burden of heightened racial tensions. An observable uptick in violence targeting
individuals of Asian descent has been noted across the United States since the onset of the
COVID-19 crisis (Cabanatuan, 2020; Chiu, 2020; Mallin & Margolin, 2020; Vachuska, 2020).
During the pandemic, former President Trump and other prominent politicians further
exacerbated the situation by stigmatizing Chinese and other Asians, associating COVID-19 with
terms like the "Wuhan virus," "Chinese virus," and "Kung Flu." These actions aligned with a
well-established political strategy of portraying Asians as threatening and perilous (Boyer, 2020;
Fallows, 2020; Jeung, 2020; Kang, 2020; Rogers, 2020).

Interestingly, despite COVID-19 affecting individuals of all races and ethnicities, Asian
Americans were disproportionately targeted by a second epidemic of discrimination (Chiu,
2020). Between March 19, 2020, and April 24, 2020, the Asian Pacific Policy & Planning
Council (APPPC), an advocacy group for Asian Americans in the United States, documented
1,500 discrimination cases across 45 states. These incidents encompassed a broad range of
behaviors, spanning from verbal harassment and public shunning to physical attacks.
Predominantly, complaints centered on verbal harassment, with even children and the elderly
experiencing such mistreatment (Hong, 2020). A notable portion of reports, approximately 10%,
involved fundamental civil rights violations, including instances of denied service at businesses,
exclusion from transportation services, and even workplace harassment (Hong, 2020).

Additionally, Asian international students have encountered a unique set of challenges

during the COVID-19 pandemic, including racial discrimination and even physical attacks. This
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has been particularly pronounced among individuals of Chinese origin or those from Asian
countries who share physical similarities with Chinese people (Gover, Harper, & Langton, 2020;
Koo, 2021). Taking a comprehensive view, the COVID-19 outbreak has led to a disconcerting
surge in racial discrimination and xenophobic violence against Asian international students, both
on and off-campus in the United States (Koo, Yao, & Gong, 2021). As a result, it is highly
plausible that AMIDS experienced heightened stress due to the prevalent racism and xenophobia

in the United States during the pandemic.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The present study aims to delve into the intricate interplay between the COVID-19 pandemic
and the roles of AMIDS in terms of their motherhood, their professional identity as doctoral
students, and their status as Asian foreigners. The focal point of this research rests upon a
foundational query: What were the lived experiences of AMIDS in the United States during the
COVID-19 pandemic?
To comprehensively address this query, the study further delved into three supporting
research questions:
1. How did AMIDS navigate the challenges of fulfilling their maternal responsibilities
amidst the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. In what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic impact the progression of AMIDS' doctoral
education?
3. What were the experiences of AMIDS as they confronted the COVID-19 pandemic as

Asian foreigners residing in the United States?
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Significance of the Study

This study holds significant importance for both current and prospective AMIDS. It is
distinguished by its unique focus on investigating the specific experiences of AMIDS within the
United States, a realm that has received limited attention in research. The mere existence of this
study provides validation to these student mothers, reassuring them that their often-isolated
experiences are not only recognized but shared by others. Notably, during the interviews,
participants expressed a profound sense of relief upon discovering that their experiences were
being acknowledged and explored by a dedicated researcher. Their enthusiastic engagement
underscores the pivotal role of this research as a reference point, for student mothers themselves.

Furthermore, this study stands out as one of the few projects that comprehensively
examines the experiences of AMIDS across a wide range of academic disciplines and diverse
institutions within the United States. It takes a unique approach by delving into the multifaceted
lived experiences of these individuals through an intersectional lens. In contrast to many existing
research endeavors that focus primarily on autoethnographic approaches (Chung, 2015; Phan,
2022; Phu, 2020; Zhang, 2021), the findings presented here contribute a complex mosaic of
diverse and intricate perspectives on the lived experiences of AMIDS.

Additionally, the findings of this research carry significant implications for university
administrators, policymakers, and advising faculty committed to facilitating institutional
transformation during and after the pandemic recovery phase. By comprehending and embracing
the experiences of a diverse range of student mothers on college campuses, this study offers
insights that can guide the development of effective strategies for fostering inclusivity and

supporting students with dependents.
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Specifically, the study sheds light on the unique challenges faced by AMIDS, offering an
opportunity to elevate the visibility of them and address the complex intersectional needs of this
diverse demographic within the university environment.

While the current study specifically investigates the lived experiences of AMIDS during
the pandemic, the qualitative insights gleaned from their narratives possess a transferable quality.
While not statistically representative, the depth and richness of these experiences allow for the
identification of common themes and challenges that resonate with a wider population such as

doctoral student mothers, Ant-Asian violence for all Asians, and other international students.

Organization of the Dissertation

Chapter Two of this dissertation provides an extensive literature review spanning
multiple academic disciplines relevant to the present study. In Chapter Three, I describe the
methodology, research design, and procedures for data collection and analysis. The study
findings are structured into three distinct chapters. Chapter Four explores how AMIDS navigated
the challenges of fulfilling their maternal responsibilities amidst the COVID-19 pandemic.
Chapter Five examines how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the progression of AMIDS’
doctoral education. Chapter Six delves into what it was like to live through the pandemic as
Asian foreigners in the United States. Finally, in Chapter Seven, I offer a comprehensive study
summary, discuss the findings in relation to prior empirical literature, and present a series of

recommendations tailored toward policy, practice, and future research endeavors.
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CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Changing Student Demographics of American Doctoral Education

In recent decades, doctoral education in the United States has undergone a noteworthy
shift, marked by increased gender diversity and substantial growth in the number of international
doctoral recipients. This trend is particularly evident in the significant rise of female international
research doctorate recipients, with the most pronounced increase observed among those from
East Asia. Despite over 50% of Asian female doctoral recipients in the United States being
international students, and with their numbers experiencing significant growth, it is surprising to
note the limited research conducted on this specific student group.
Research Doctorate Recipients in the United States

The United States has experienced a substantial increase in the number of research
doctorate recipients, with a remarkable 59% surge from 1976 to 2021 (Figure 3) (NSF, 2022).
Governments globally recognize knowledge as a vital national resource for driving economic
growth, fostering innovation, ensuring prosperity, and enhancing international competitiveness
(Carnoy et al., 2013; Dill & Van Vught, 2010; Godin, 2009; Kehm & Teichler, 2016; Maheu et
al., 2014; Nerad, 2020). Consequently, they leverage doctoral and postdoctoral research
education to cultivate innovators capable of contributing to the knowledge economy (Chien &
Chapman, 2014; Nerad & Heggelund, 2011). Notably, R1 universities, institutions that prioritize
research activities, awarded over 80% of these doctorate degrees, as indicated by the Carnegie

Classification (Figure 4) (NSF, 2022).
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Figure 3

U.S. Research Doctorate Recipients from 1958 to 2021
60,000

50,000

ipients

Number of Doctorate Rec

40,000

30,000

20,000

10,000

Figure 4

0

S IR A A A O R NN Y ORI SNV N NI A SN SRR
FEFFFFFIT TIPS 3 ¥

Year

Research Doctorate Recipients by U.S. Doctorate Institutions from 2011 to 2021

Percentage (%)

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Year

m R1: doctoral universities - very high research m R2: doctoral universities - high research

m Doctoral/ professional universities Other universities

31



International Students in U.S. Higher Education

In the United States, universities have experienced a continual increase in the enrollment
of international students, defined as students who have crossed national borders for educational
purposes and are now studying outside their countries of origin (U.S. Department of Homeland
Security, 2023). The U.S. government designates individuals admitted into the United States
temporarily for educational purposes as international students. These students are considered
nonimmigrant, as their sole reason for being in the United States is to complete a program of
study at a Student Exchange Visitor Program (SEVP)-certified school. Therefore, international
students in the United States pursue a full course of academic or professional study at an SEVP-
certified school with an F-1 visa (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2023).

Figure 5

Research Doctorate Recipients by Citizenship Status
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Significantly, the number of international doctoral recipients has surged by 418%, while
U.S. citizens or permanent residents have experienced a more modest increase of only 9.8%
between 1976 and 2021, as illustrated in Figure 5. This substantial gap underscores the evolving
landscape of doctoral education, with international students playing a crucial role in enhancing
the diversity and research productivity of American universities. The influx of international
students into American graduate schools not only contributes economically but also involves
them in cutting-edge research, thereby enhancing the innovation and research output of
American universities and potentially leading to scientific and scholarly advancements (Nerad,
2004; Bhandari, 2007; de Wit, 2008).

Figure 6

International Students Enrollment in the U.S. Universities from 2012 to 2020
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While the proportion of undergraduate international students has historically exceeded
that of international graduate students (NSF, 2022), it is essential to acknowledge that the
percentage of international graduate students has consistently grown over recent years (Figure 6).
For the past 20 years or so, international graduate students have constituted a significant

demographic within American universities, particularly those arriving from Asian countries
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(Figure 7) (NSF, 2022). More than half of these Asian international graduate students come from
East Asian countries, such as China, South Korea, and Taiwan, as demonstrated in Figure 8 and
further elaborated in Figure 9 (NSF, 2022).

Figure 7

International Graduate Students by Places of Origin from 2001 to 2021
300,000

250,000
200,000
150,000

100,000

Number of Doctorate Recipients

50,000

0
PP PLEFEELEFEII I OO LN XD NP
@D D D A D D DR R P

RN
Year
——ASIA ——EUROPE
—— LATIN AMERICA & CARIBBEAN ——MIDDLE EAST & NORTH AFRICA
AFRICA, SUB-SAHARAN ——NORTH AMERICA

——OCEANIA

34



Figure 8

Asian International Graduate Students from 2000-2021
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Female Asian Doctorate Recipients in the U.S.

In the 2021-22 academic year, women earned a total of 43,027 doctoral degrees,
constituting 54.5 % of all doctoral degrees awarded. Among various fields, women achieved
73 % of doctoral degrees in health sciences and 71 % in education. However, in mathematics and
computer science, as well as engineering, women earned only 27 % and 26 % of doctoral degrees
(Council of Graduate Schools, 2023). Across different fields, the number of doctorates earned by
women increased, with the most significant growth observed in mathematics and computer
sciences (10.4 %), social and behavioral sciences (10.3 %), and physical and earth sciences
(9.8 %) (Council of Graduate Schools, 2023). The analysis of female research doctorate
recipients by race reveals a modest 0.7 % increase among U.S. citizen recipients, whereas the
most remarkable growth is observed among female international doctoral recipients,
experiencing an impressive 23.4 % increase (Figure 10). This data indicates a rising global
appeal of American institutions to female scholars. The evolving demographics of doctoral
education in the United States are evident in this notable shift in the academic landscape.
However, it is surprising to see how the field has not paid attention to this fast-growing student

population in doctoral education in the United States.
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Figure 10

Female Research Doctorate Recipients by Citizenship Status from 2011 to 2021
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Analyzing the dataset by race, female Asian doctorate recipients in the United States have
consistently grown, as shown in Figure 10 (NSF, 2023). While White females are the largest
group, the second-largest comprises Asian females. The percent change from 2011 to 2021
indicates a roughly 16 % increase among Asian females, whereas White female doctorate
recipients decreased by 5 %. Over 50 % of Asian doctorate recipients were international students
for at least a decade (Figure 11). In the past decade, the percentage change marked a 22 %
increase among Asian international doctorate recipients, while the increase among U.S. citizens

was only 0.7 % (Figure 12).
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Figure 11

Female Research Doctorate Recipients by Race from 2011 to 2021
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Academic Motherhood and Female Doctoral Students

The term "academic motherhood" encapsulates the juxtaposition of academia and
motherhood, two seemingly incompatible scenarios, as noted by Springer et al (2009):
“Academics are trained to be monkish in their devotion and slavish in their pursuit of
knowledge” (p. 438). Women academics entering motherhood are confronted with the
expectation of achieving the perfect or idealized practice of intensive mothering (Hays, 1996),
demanding their complete dedication both physically and emotionally to their children.

Academic motherhood sets the stage for a competition between academic work and
intensive mothering for women's attention, energy, time, and resources, leading to the
characterization of academic work and motherhood as "greedy institutions" (Coser, 1974). Coser
(1974) defines greedy institutions as various organized groups or institutions vying for an
individual's full attention and commitment (p. 1). This struggle is particularly pronounced during
the years of graduate training, a challenge reflected in statistics revealing that the median age for
women earning their degrees in the United States is 31.7 years old (NSF, 2023). Notably, 42.8%
of research doctorate recipients fall between the ages of 26 and 30, with an additional 29.7%

falling within the 31 to 35 age range (Figure 13).
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Figure 13

Age Distribution of Female Research Doctorate Recipients
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Often, for women, the years of graduate training overlap with pregnancy and parenting
young children, presenting mothers in academia with unique challenges (Mason et al., 2013;
Castefieda & Isgro, 2013; Langin, 2021). Therefore, it is safe to infer that many female doctoral
students have experienced the intersection of their doctoral education and family planning. New
federal data published in April reveals that in 2022, the average age of first-time mothers was
slightly over 27, marking a record high for the country and indicating a significant demographic
shift (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2024). Some may have even faced the
dilemma of choosing between having children and completing their doctoral degrees. The
"ticking" biological clock may explain this phenomenon, as revealed in the study by Kuperberg
(2009), indicating that more female students are opting to give birth while still enrolled in
doctoral programs. Consequently, many female doctoral students find themselves grappling with
the decision of whether to prioritize starting a family or completing their doctoral degrees

(Mason et al., 2013; Castefieda & Isgro, 201; Langin, 2021).
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Researchers have shown interest in exploring the motherhood experience of doctoral
students in U.S. institutions (Cohen Miller, 2013; Grenier & Burke, 2008; Lynch, 2008;
Onwuegbuzie, Rosli, Ingram, & Frels, 2014; Perkins, 2011; Tiu Wu, 2013). Similarly, others
have delved into the general experience of female graduate students and how they balance their
multiple life roles (Dyk, 1987; Kibelloh & Bao, 2014; Lynch, 2002; Shafir, 2005; Younes &
Asay, 1998). As numerous studies have suggested (Correll et al., 2007; Crittenden, 2001; Cuddy
et al., 2004; Hays, 1996; Mason et al., 2013; Ward, 2014), academia is not considered
motherhood-friendly, and academically oriented women often face penalties when they become
mothers.

The term "motherhood penalty" denotes the disadvantages and challenges faced by
mothers, particularly in the workforce, due to societal expectations and biases. This is evident in
various aspects, including, but not limited to, lower pay (Correll et al., 2007), fewer allocated
institutional resources (Spalter-Roth, Kennelly & Erskine, 2004), reduced productivity due to
gender disparity (McCutcheon & Morrison, 2016), and employment in lower-ranking positions
(Armstrong, 2015; United States Census Bureau, 2018, July). The conflicting nature between
motherhood and academia results in many women who strive to excel in both roles experiencing
the "motherhood penalty" (Armstrong, 2015; Correll et al., 2007; Malone, 1998; McCutcheon &
Morrison, 2016; Spalter-Roth et al., 2004; Tiu Wu, 2013). Academics have long felt compelled
to conceal or downplay their roles as mothers.

Guilt is a recurring theme among student mothers in doctoral programs, as indicated by
various research studies investigating the balance between motherhood and doctoral studies
(Malone, 1998; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2014; Brown & Watson, 2010; Perkins, 2011; Tiu Wu,

2013; Giles, 1983; Younes & Asay, 1998). Malone (1998) highlighted conflicts arising when
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class and family functions coincided, forcing student mothers to prioritize one role over the
other, leading to feelings of guilt and stress. Onwuegbuzie et al (2014) noted negative emotions,
including guilt, panic, and disappointment, when participants struggled to meet the expectations
of both motherhood and doctoral studies. Brown and Watson (2010) found that female doctoral
students experienced guilt when unable to dedicate time to fulfill both family and academic
demands, contributing to stress and tension.

Perkins (2011) emphasized the heavy workload and study responsibilities of doctoral
student mothers, leading them to miss significant events in their children's lives, fostering
feelings of guilt. Grenier and Burke (2008) identified internal and external stressors, such as
anxiety, fear, and decision-making pressures related to the dual roles of motherhood and doctoral
studies. Tiu Wu (2013) highlighted the increased external and internal burdens experienced by
doctoral student mothers, resulting in feelings of guilt and stress. Similarly, Younes and Asay's
(1998) study uncovered discomfort, guilt, and loneliness among graduate student mothers,

stemming from the demands of academic study on family time.

Inadequate Support for Doctoral Student Mothers
Much literature identifies factors that hinder doctoral student mothers from performing at
the same level as their male counterparts. These can be summarized into five perspectives:
unofficial maternity leave policies, insufficient financial resources, lack of childcare support,
inadequate faculty mentor support, and unrealistic social expectations.
Unofficial Maternity Leave Policies
Most studies in this section focused on graduate student parents. Kuperberg (2009)

examined maternity policies for graduate students in the top 20 research universities, as defined

by the 2008 report from U.S. News and World Reports. She found that 13 out of 20 research
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schools had official school-wide maternity or parental leave policies for their graduate students.
In this study, 11 out of 20 schools offered maternity leave to their graduate students, and 4 out of
20 schools extended funding to the graduate students. The statistics indicated that, although 13 of
the 20 schools had established maternity leave, less than half provided any financial assistance,
such as paid leave, funding, or childcare subsidies.

Similarly, Springer et al (2008) conducted an online survey of graduate program directors
from the top 63 sociology departments, as ranked by the U.S. News and World Reports (2007),
to investigate the available support for graduate student parents. Their study revealed that most
sociology departments have adopted "flexible approaches" to support the needs of graduate
student parents in birthing and raising young children. However, this practice was problematic as
decisions were subject to individual professors and were implicitly viewed as a "favor" to the
students. They found that very few policies existed for graduate student parents, and most
accommodations were made on an individual basis.

Some studies explored whether graduate students were covered by the Family and
Medical Leave (FMLA) policy. However, a further review of this policy's description led to the
belief that it failed to cover graduate student mothers because the majority of graduate or
teaching assistants worked only 20 hours per week or less, making most of them ineligible for
the FMLA policy (Kuperberg, 2009; Springer et al., 2009).

Insufficient Financial Resources

The availability of financial resources for graduate students has been frequently cited as a
critical factor affecting degree completion time (Abedi & Benkin, 1987; Baird, 1993; Bowen &
Rudenstine, 1992; Tuckman, Coyle, & Bae, 1990; Wilson, 1965). Research exploring financial

aid options available to doctoral students consistently finds that students who must rely on
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personal earnings, such as savings accounts or income from off-campus employment, take longer
to complete their degrees than students with significant financial assistance, such as fellowships,
research assistantships, or teaching assistantships (Abedi & Benkin, 1987; Bowen & Rudenstine,
1992). This finding has serious implications since, in 2000, over 30% of all doctoral recipients
reported primarily relying on their own resources to fund their doctoral studies. Furthermore,
women were more likely than men to be dependent on personal resources (40.5% versus 25.7%)
(Hoffer, Dugoni, Sanderson, Sederstrom, & Ghadialy, 2001).

One significant concern for any parent is healthcare coverage for their children. This
concern may be even more pronounced for graduate student parents earning a limited salary. If
student health coverage is not readily extendable to dependents for a nominal fee, students may
seek paid employment outside of school, which international students are not legally able to do,
potentially slowing down or completely derailing degree completion. Therefore, it is essential
that dependent health insurance be affordable on the graduate student budget (Doyle, Loveridge,
& faamanatu-Eteuati, 2016; Springer et al., 2009).

Lack of Childcare Support

Springer et al (2009) emphasized the critical role of reliable childcare for doctoral student
mothers in achieving degree completion, stating, "It is next to impossible to make any progress
on degree completion without child-free time to work" (p. 337). While some universities offer
need-based financial support for childcare services, the assistance is often insufficient to cover
full-time childcare needs. Financial aid for on-campus childcare centers may be limited, and if
parents opt for home-based childcare or cannot secure a spot on campus, they may not be eligible

for such support.
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Certain universities provide childcare subsidies through the U.S. Department of
Education's Childcare Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) program. However, a closer
examination of CCAMPIS requirements reveals that doctoral student parents are ineligible for
this program. CCAMPIS is designed for undergraduate students with financial need who have
not earned their bachelor's or professional degrees. The program's restrictions raise questions
about whether it allows student parents to choose their preferred type of childcare, such as in-
home off-campus or other forms. The lack of adequate childcare support from institutions
underscores the challenges faced by student parents, indicating an unfriendly environment within
academic institutions. Importantly, international and graduate students may not qualify for
CCAMPIS program funds, as the program is specifically tailored to low-income students eligible
for Federal Pell Grants (Reichlin Cruse, Richburg-Hayes, Hare, & Contreras-Mendez, 2021).
Subpar Faculty Mentor Support

Numerous studies highlight the pivotal role of a positive mentor relationship in ensuring
the academic success of doctoral students (Grenier & Burke, 2008; Holm et al., 2015; National
Student Union, 2009; Springeret al., 2009; Tillman, 2015). In their examination of 10 female
doctoral students transitioning into motherhood within counseling education, Holm et al(2015)
discovered that mentors play a crucial role in creating a supportive environment for these
students. However, doctoral programs often lack mentors who are well-versed in campus
resources for student mothers, as highlighted by Springer et al (2009). Additionally, Grenier and
Burke (2008) underscore the significance of female mentors for doctoral student mothers, aiding
them in navigating a predominantly male-dominated environment (p. 598). Armenti (2004) even
observed that the scarcity of role models among successful academic mothers led women in

previous generations to opt against having children. The insufficient support from
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knowledgeable faculty members who have experienced childbirth and child-rearing while
pursuing academic careers may be indicative of a broader lack of institutional support.
Unrealistic Social Expectations

Insufficient support from academic institutions and established caregiving policies
compels many doctoral student mothers to address the challenge of balancing diverse roles and
responsibilities without substantial assistance (Leviten-Reid et al., 2009; Maher, Ford, &
Thompson, 2004; Mirick, & Wladkowski, 2018; Pement, 2013; Trepal, Stinchfield, &
Haiyasoso, 2014).

The tension between academic work and motherhood is encapsulated as the struggle
between "idealized academics and self-sacrificing mother," subjecting women to the conflicting
and powerful ideologies and social expectations surrounding their careers and identities as
mothers (Springer et al., 2009). Motherhood, for female doctoral student mothers, becomes a
phenomenon of competing demands, labeled as "greedy institutions" where energy, attention,
time, and other resources are contested between academic work and motherhood responsibilities
(Coser, 1974; Spalter-Roth et al., 2004; Leviten-Reid et al., 2008; Trepal et al., 2014). This
phenomenon is commonly referred to as "intensive mothering" or "new momism" (Crittenden,
2002; Douglas & Michael, 2005; Hays, 1996).

For doctoral student mothers, deciding to take time away from school or leave graduate
school altogether is not always a matter of choice; it is often driven by various constraints,
including childcare, financial limitations, a "ticking" biological clock, and personal health
considerations (Crittenden, 2002; Douglas & Michael, 2005).

In summary, the challenges faced by doctoral student mothers stem from a combination

of unrealistic social expectations and inadequate institutional support, placing them in an
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exceptionally daunting and complex situation. Consequently, many doctoral student mothers
navigate a series of seemingly insurmountable barriers, making their academic and personal
journey exceptionally challenging.

International Graduate Student Mothers’ Experiences

International graduate students face distinctive academic and cultural challenges while
pursuing their studies abroad (KarKar-Esperat, 2018; Rawlings & Sue, 2013). Beyond the
inherent difficulties of being in a foreign country, these students grapple with feelings of
isolation, alienation, intense pressure to write and publish, and difficulties in communication
with advisors and colleagues (Byram & Feng, 2006; Erichsen & Bolliger, 2011; Rawlings &
Sue, 2013). Such challenges contribute to depression and mental health issues among
international graduate students (Hyun, Quinn, Madon, & Lustig, 2007; Rawlings & Sue, 2013).

In the realm of scholarship addressing international education and the mobility of
international students, gendered identity has received comparatively less attention than topics
such as intercultural relations, the acculturation of international students, and their sociocultural
adaptations to the host country (Murphy-Lejeune, 2003; Presbitero, 2016).).

Similarly, the emphasis in existing literature has often been on academic transitions to a
new learning environment (Heng, 2019; Phan, 2022; Tran, 2008; Wu, 2015) rather than delving
into gender-related aspects. Despite the depth and breadth in the analysis of international
students’ experiences, the unique situations and experiences of international graduate student
mothers remain under-researched. As argued by Myers-Walls, Frias, Kwon, Ko, & Lu (2011),
the role of graduate students tends to be the sole identity assumed for student mothers,

overlooking their other roles as wives/partners, mothers, and daughters.
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In fact, “the boundaries separating the home and the workplace, along with the general
isolation of international student families” (Zhang, Smith, Swisher, Fu, & Fogarty, 2011, p. 523)
keep their parenthood experiences “off the radar screen of higher education and mainstream
academic research” (Zhang, 2020, p. 315).

Myers-Walls et al. (2011) found that Asian international student graduate student parents,
including student mothers, usually face feelings of isolation, language barriers, and financial and
marital difficulties. Being the researcher and the researcher herself, Chung (2015) described her
transformation from a “passive, fragile Confucian woman to an active strong mother” (p.26),
revealing how the Confucian discourse and ideologies of gender roles and values impacted her
life as a student mother in the United States. Phan (2022) contributed to this research area by
offering an autoethnographic description of her own transnational maternity performances that
were influenced by the values, norms, and traditions of both worlds, meaning her home and host
countries.

Alhajjuj’s (2016) doctoral dissertation centered on doctoral student mothers from Saudi
Arabia, shedding light on unique stressors they face. These stressors include concerns about
raising children in a foreign country, disagreements with spouses on parenting, and the challenge
of fitting in with U.S. peers while also struggling to connect with local ethnic communities
(Alhajjuj, 2016). Immigration policies, such as the requirement to be a full-time student and the
restriction on taking online courses, were identified as incompatible with parenting
responsibilities (Alhajjuj, 2016). Moreover, challenges like the inability to find a babysitter who
speaks their native language, limited daycare options, and financial stressors added burdens that

hindered students’ focus on their doctoral education (Alhajjuj, 2016).
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Asian international doctoral student mothers exist at the intersection of multiple social
identities, potentially placing them at an increased risk for overall well-being. While various
studies have delved into the experiences of Asian international students (Hegiins & Jackson,
2003; Liu, 2009), Asian international graduate students (Lin & Scherz, 2014), or doctoral student
mothers (Trepal et al., 2014), only a limited number of studies have explored the experiences at
the intersections of all these identities - being a mother, a doctoral student, and an Asian
foreigner.

Graduate Students’ Academic Experiences During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Research on graduate students' academic experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic
has predominantly focused on individual-level impacts. Studies have investigated how students
navigated abrupt lab shutdowns (Suart, Nowlan Suart, Graham, & Truant 2021), coped with
reduced opportunities for exchanging research work and building networks (Wang & Delaquil,
2020), adapted to the distinctive shift in research design or data collection methods (Barroga &
Matanguihan, 2020), and addressed concerns related to scientific misconduct arising from the
pressure to produce quick results under time constraints (Dinis-Oliveira, 2020).

Some studies have explored the opportunities that the pandemic presented for graduate
students, such as increased funding for COVID-19 related research, additional time for
producing and developing research and grants due to more flexible schedules resulting from
remote work (Omary, Eswaraka, Kimball, Moghe, Panettieri, & Scotto, 2020), and positive
experiences with online learning (Agarwal & Kaushik, 2020). Moreover, there is recognition that
the shift to virtual learning and communication during the pandemic has expanded opportunities
to recruit participants who were previously hard to reach (Archer-Kuhn, Beltrano, Hughes, Saini,

& Tam, 2021; Dodds & Hess, 2020; Noonan & Simmons, 2021; Saberi, 2020).
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For international doctoral students, Donohue, Lee, Simpson, & Vacek (2021) identified
challenges for those at the thesis writing stage of their candidacy. These challenges encompass
difficulties in research design, limited access to resources, increased workload, mental health
concerns, and financial strains. Other studies have reported that doctoral students had to navigate
disruptions to their dissertation progress, compounded by university cost-cutting measures,
graduation postponements, delayed feedback from advisors, reduced communication with peers,
and a lack of opportunities to build essential networks for future employment. Deep budget cuts
have further hindered doctoral students' employability due to hiring freezes and disruptions in
scholarly operations (Le, 2021).

The Social-Political Pandemic in the United States

While most students have undergone academic adaptations during the pandemic, Asian
international graduate students have faced an additional social-political pandemic amid the
COVID-109 crisis. Since the early days of the pandemic, Asians worldwide have been wrongly
blamed for carrying and spreading the COVID-19 virus. This has led to a pervasive culture of
anti-Asian racism globally, ranging from verbal insults to hate crimes, particularly against
Chinese individuals (Stop AAPI Hate Reporting Center, 2020). In the United States, for instance,
anti-Asian hate crimes surged by 164% across 16 of the country's largest cities and counties in
the first quarter of 2021 alone (Center for Study of Hate & Extremism, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic has created additional barriers and challenges for international
students in the United States (Koo et al., 2021; Sahu, 2020). Notably, the United States, along
with several other countries, implemented travel bans (Chinazzi, Davis, Ajelli, Gioannini,
Litvinova, Merler, Pastore y Piontti, Mu, Rossi, Sun, Viboud, Xiong, Yu, Halloran, Longini, &

Vespignani, 2020). While these restrictions likely contributed to slowing the spread of the virus,
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international students faced uncertainty about their ability to travel to their home countries and, if
they did, whether they could return to the United States to resume their studies.

Looking at U.S. higher education specifically, the discourse surrounding several
immigration policies threatened international students throughout the 2020 academic year. For
example, U.S. Homeland Security issued a policy banning international students who were
enrolling in schools or programs that were fully online from entering the U.S. (United States
Immigration and Customers Enforcements, 2020). A presidential proclamation (PP 10043, 2020)
specifically targeted Chinese graduate students and researchers from obtaining visas due to their
ties (real or perceived) to Chinese military schools (Anderson, 2021; Wong & Barnes, 2020).
There was also a tightening of the H-1B visa, as well as threats to cancel the Optional Practical
Training (OPT) permit under the Trump Administration (Anderson, 2020, 2021; National
Association of Foreign Student Affairs, 2020).

Immigration and visa policies introduced additional stressors, with international students
initially restricted from taking a full load of online courses. While the Student and Exchange
Visitor Program initially announced an exception to this policy in March 2020, an announcement
in July 2020 stated that this exception would not apply to the 2020/2021 academic year (NAFSA,
2020). Although this announcement was later rescinded, allowing international students to stay
in the United States even with a full load of online courses (NAFSA, 2020), the uncertainties
surrounding immigration policies created additional stress for international students. Overall,
irrespective of policy implementation, these measures have generated a discourse of fear and
anxiety related to immigration, travel, and visa acquisition, particularly impacting Chinese

international students (Tang & Flint, 2022).
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The temporary residence and non-citizen status of international students position them
outside the traditional framing of migrant populations (Fouron & Schiller, 2001) and may even
"marginalize them in a different way from settled migrants" (Durance, 2016, p. 3). In her study,
Firang (2020) argued for the inclusion of international students as a vulnerable population during
the pandemic due to their temporary immigration status. According to Bilecen’s (2020) list of
issues that international students, particularly those from China and other parts of Asia, had to
cope with, the most prominent ones include disrupted education, financial situations, healthcare
concerns, social exclusion, and xenophobic attitudes resulting in racial discrimination and verbal
assaults.

However, existing literature has not adequately addressed the challenges posed by
vanishing routes and reinforced borders that hindered international students from returning home
for education. Many found themselves stranded in locked-down cities, not only worrying about
their own safety but also about their family and significant others who lived far away. Their
vulnerability didn't solely arise from their non-citizen status in the host country but also from
concurrent disadvantaged conditions, such as being alone without family, possibly ineligible for
health insurance coverage of COVID-19, and unable to work part-time due to reduced or
suspended RAships during the pandemic. These factors magnified their existing problems as
international graduate students, including cultural issues, language differences, ethnic minority
status, and geographical distance from family in their countries of origin.

Anti-Asian Trope and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The introduction and spread of the coronavirus in the United States have unfortunately

been accompanied by an alarming increase in racist attacks and discrimination against Asian

Americans. The pandemic has exposed individuals of Asian descent to violent and hostile
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discrimination and isolation based on their race/ethnicity and physical appearance. Shockingly,
nearly three in ten Asians in the United States have reported experiencing racial slurs or jokes
since the outbreak began. According to the Pew Research Center, four in ten U.S. adults agreed
that expressing racist or racially insensitive views about Asians has become more common than
before the outbreak (Pew Research Center, 2020). Disturbingly, there have been nearly 9,000
incidents of anti-Asian American discrimination reported as of June 2021 (Stop AAPI Hate
Reporting Center, 2020). Even the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) has issued
warnings that hate crimes against Asians will continue to rise across the country as the pandemic
persists (Margolin, 2020).

These incidents seem tied, at least in part, related to the consistent use of improper terms
in referring to COVID-19 as “Kung flu", “Chinese flu”, and “Wuhan virus” by many American
political figures, including the former U.S. president Donald Trump (Nakamura, 2020; Rogers,
2020). These stigmatizing and racist labels have influenced public discourse regarding the virus
as shown in social media analytics (The Atlantic Council, 2020). The racist rhetoric has been
accompanied by increasing racist and xenophobic attacks and discrimination against not only
Chinese or Chinese Americans but also the entire Asian population or anyone who looks East
Asian (Ma & McLaughlin, 2020; Oung, 2020).

The pervasive "model minority" myth, stereotyping Asian Americans as achieving
educational, occupational, and economic success while being well-adjusted (Sue, Sue, Sue, &
Takeuchi, 2013), is used to suggest that they do not experience racism or its consequences.
However, this myth must be considered alongside the concept of "yellow peril," which refers to
White perceptions of Asian immigration as an existential threat to Western values and systems

(Kawai, 2005). This ideology has historically fueled anti-Asian policies in the United States,
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ranging from the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 to the internment of Japanese Americans during
World War II (Executive Order 9066), as well as anti-Asian racism and hate crimes (Chen,
2000). The notion of yellow peril becomes particularly relevant in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, as the use of terms like "Chinese virus" by Trump and others contributes to the
perception that the well-being of America is directly threatened by people from China
(potentially carrying the coronavirus).

Another anti-Asian racist trope is the "perpetual foreigner," referring to the tendency for
Whites to treat Asian Americans as outsiders or as if they do not belong in their own country.
This perception has been linked to lower levels of social belonging and life satisfaction (Huynh,
Devos, & Smalarz, 2011). Sue and colleagues (2007) identified the concept of feeling like an
"alien in one's own land" as one of eight microaggressive themes, highlighting that Asian
Americans' experiences of microaggressions differ from those of other marginalized groups.
Microaggressions, encompassing brief or subtle behaviors or remarks that convey negative
prejudice or hostility toward a marginalized group member, are more commonly experienced by
Asian Americans than other minority groups (Hwang & Goto, 2009).

Asian international students, constituting the largest percentage of international students
in the United States (Figure 5), also faced increased anti-Asian discrimination during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The surge in anti-Asian bias has been associated with a decline in the
overall well-being of Asian Americans (Wu et al., 2021), likely negatively impacting the mental
well-being of Asian international students as well. While many individuals experienced
heightened isolation during the pandemic, feelings of loneliness and isolation may have been
particularly pronounced for international students whose primary support system was in another

country (Koo, 2021; Koo et al., 2021; Sahu, 2020). Limited interactions with domestic students
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and faculty may have also diminished their opportunities to enhance their English proficiency
and advance their career goals (Koo, 2021; Koo et al., 2021). All these challenges likely had a
negative impact on international students' mental well-being (Koo, 2021a; Koo et al., 2021;
Sahu, 2020).
Gap in Student Mother Literature

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has brought far-reaching effects that have
touched the lives of millions in ways not anticipated or experienced before. Within this complex
global change, it is crucial to recognize the specific challenges faced by vulnerable populations.
One such group grappling with the unprecedented disruption caused by the pandemic is
international student mothers. These individuals, who embarked on a journey of international
education, found their aspirations suddenly halted, and their already significant childcare and
domestic responsibilities multiplied several-fold.

Despite the extensive understanding of the challenges faced by doctoral student mothers
(Beal et al., 2021; Feinauer et al., 2021; Manze & Fleary, 2021; Oldham & Bradley, 2021;
O'Reilly, 2019; Pascale et al., 2020; Willey, 2020), people of Asian descent (Chiu, 2020; Gover
et al., 2020; Hong, 2020), and international students (Bonistall Postel, 2020; Dong et al., 2023;
Koo, 2021) during the pandemic, there has not been a study investigating students living through
the intersections of all those vulnerabilities, namely, Asian mothers who are international
doctoral students.

It is imperative to highlight that these women are not only managing the challenges of
pursuing advanced education in a foreign country but are also dealing with the profound and
unique consequences of the pandemic on their lives and families. The multifaceted demands they

face, balancing academic commitments with increased childcare responsibilities, navigating
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complex international regulations and travel restrictions, and the sociocultural adjustments
inherent in their academic journey, all contribute to the distinctiveness of their experience.

Understanding the intricate challenges faced by Asian international doctoral student
mothers during the COVID-19 pandemic is vital, not just from a perspective of inclusivity and
equity, but also to inform policies and support systems that can ensure their well-being and
success. There is a compelling need for research that delves into the unique experiences and
hardships faced by this population, shedding light on their stories, struggles, and resilience in the
face of these unprecedented times.

Theoretical Framework

To conceptualize how intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) may shape the lived
experiences of Asian International Doctoral Student Mothers (AMIDS) during the pandemic, I
developed a conceptual framework to guide my study (Figure 14). The framework posits that the
experiences of AMIDS are shaped by overlapping axes of their multiple identities as Asian,
international student, doctoral student, and mother. Therefore, the study employed matricentric
feminism, graduate student socialization theory, and AsianCrit, placing the major three aspects
of AMIDS at the center of analysis while utilizing the theory of intersectionality to understand
the layers of interactions between these different aspects. By combining these perspectives, |
aimed to navigate the complexities of AMIDS' identity, power dynamics, and socialization
processes, ultimately providing a more nuanced and comprehensive analysis of their lived

experiences.
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Figure 14

Theoretical Framework of the Current Study

COVID-19 Pan\
Mother
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Doctoral Student Asian Foreigner
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Socialization Theory
\OVID 19 Panden/
The concept of intersectionality, coined by Crenshaw (1989), has become a valuable tool

Theory of Intersectionality

for questioning historic, unitary, totalizing, and essentializing categories (Yuval-Davis, 2006). It
allows for the theorization of relationships between various dimensions such as gender, race,
class, and sexuality. Intersectionality signifies "the complex, irreducible, varied, and variable
effects which ensue when multiple axes of differentiation - economic, political, cultural, psychic,
subjective, and experimental - intersect in historically specific contexts" (Brah & Phoenix, 2004,

p.76). In the context of this study, intersectionality serves as a lens to understand how Asian
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International Doctoral Student Mothers' (AMIDS) lived experiences are shaped by their multiple
marginalized identities (Yuval-Davis, 1983).

Intersectionality posits that identities cannot be understood in isolation or in additive
ways but need to be examined together (Collins, 2015; Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). Intersectional
research centers on the voices of marginalized populations but, in its analysis, focuses on the
individual and the interlocking systems that influence an individual’s experience (Collins, 2015).
While Crenshaw’s (1989, 1991) original work focused on the intersections of race, gender, and
social class, newer definitions of intersectionality have expanded the definition of identity to
include other ways of categorizing human populations, including marital status and immigration
status, among others (Gopaldas, 2013).

Currently, it is considered vital to study how these aspects intersect and overlap in
relation to individuals' roles within a social context. According to Luft, Berger, & Guidroz
(2009), an intersectional approach allows researchers to "socially locate individuals in the
context of their 'real lives' (p.1), echoing McCall's (2005) argument that an intersectional way of
thinking considers how the relationship, connection, and overlap between one's multiple layers
of identities created from their past experiences, social relations, and varying power structures
accurately reflect their very own lived experiences. Shields (2008) who documented the nature of
intersectionality in research explained:

Intersectionality first and foremost reflects the reality of lives. The facts of our lives

reveal that there is no single identity category that satisfactorily describes how we

respond to our social environment or are responded to by others. It is important to begin
with this observation because concern about intersectionality from a theoretical or
research perspective has grown directly out of the way in which multiple identities are

experienced. (p. 304).

The theory of intersectionality has been applied in research related to student mothers

attending higher education institutions. For instance, Collins (2000) explored the intersection of
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motherhood and academia, investigating how the experiences of student mothers are shaped by
multiple intersecting identities. Berger & Guidroz (2010) discussed the application of
intersectionality as a framework for understanding postfeminist parenting, contributing to the
discourse on the complexities faced by student mothers within the academic setting. Grigoryeva
(2017) explained the challenges of navigating the intersection of motherhood and academic
work, investigating the contradictions and complexities that arise for student mothers and
shedding light on their nuanced experiences. Schlesselman-Tarango (2017) complicated
traditional notions of balance and "having it all" by exploring how female graduate students,
particularly mothers, negotiate their roles in academia and family, adding depth to the
understanding of the challenges faced by student mothers. Price and Faddick (2019) focused on
the lived experiences of graduate student mothers, providing an in-depth examination of the
intersectionality of motherhood and academic pursuits and contributing valuable insights into the
multifaceted nature of their experiences.

While specific research papers critiquing the use of the theory of intersectionality for
researching student mothers at universities may not be readily available, scholarly discussions on
the limitations and challenges of the theory of intersectionality can be found in the broader
academic literature. McCall (2005) has contributed to discussions about the complexity and
challenges of applying intersectionality. McCall's work, in particular, emphasizes the need for a
more nuanced understanding of intersectionality that goes beyond additive models. Collins
(2015), a key figure in the development of intersectionality theory, has written about the
definitional dilemmas and challenges associated with applying intersectionality research.

Despite existing criticisms of the theory of intersectionality, researchers continue to use it

as it offers a framework that allows for the exploration of the complex and multifaceted nature of
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identities. It encourages a more comprehensive understanding of how various intersecting
factors, such as gender, race, socioeconomic status, and more, influence individuals' lives (Dann
& Callaghan, 2019). Consequently, the theory of intersectionality emphasizes the diversity
within any group, acknowledging that individuals within a particular category may have different
and intersecting social identities (Harris & Patton, 2019). This recognition is crucial for avoiding
generalizations and capturing the richness of experiences (Hancock, 2019). By applying an
intersectional lens, researchers uncover and highlight inequities and complexities that might be
overlooked in a more singular analysis (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991a, 1991b). This is
particularly important for understanding and addressing social inequalities that affect Asian
International Doctoral Student Mothers (AMIDS) differently based on their intersecting
identities.

Thus, I argue that the use of the intersectional approach is important to study the lived
experiences of AMIDS during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic because they are not only
students but also temporary migrants, parents, spouses, and mothers, which together make their
responses to the social environments and changes due to the pandemic much more heterogeneous
and complicated. Using intersectionality as the theoretical lens will prevent categorizing AMIDS
through a single, isolated identity as students at the expense of overlooking their other
contextualized identities. Moreover, as Arthur (2018) suggested, a key premise of
intersectionality is that "some experiences may be more salient at different times and in various
contexts" (p.287). This argument is particularly important to this study because it sheds light on
how certain roles were experienced more intensely than normally at different times of the global

crisis.
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Matricentric Feminism: A Feminism for Mothers

Becoming a mother is also 'a fundamental issue for feminism, involving a specific set of
psychological processes and psychic changes that are hard to access through available language
and discourses,' as suggested by Holloway (2016, p.137). Current research is inspired by feminist
thinking and matricentric feminism by O'Reilly (2019). Arguably, matricentric feminism has
remained underdeveloped in the field of higher education and is surprisingly overlooked in
women's studies and feminist theories as well (O'Reilly, 2019).

Sacks (2017) coined the term "matresence," which means "the transition into
motherhood" or "the birth of a mother." The term "matrescence" is similar to the term
adolescence, both in spelling and meaning. They both represent a significant transitional period
in a woman's life. Sacks (2017) further explained that "being pregnant is like going through
puberty all over again: your hormones go nuts, your hair and skin don't behave the way you'd
like, and you develop a new relationship with a body that seems to have a mind of its own."
Trepal et al (2014) asserted that one of the most overwhelming challenges in a woman's life is
the transition into motherhood. The transition into motherhood can bring drastic changes to a
woman's life, and the transition may involve different changes in psychological, social, and
physical aspects willingly or unwillingly (Bailey, 2001).

Matricentric feminism is a feminist perspective and framework that centers on the
experiences and perspectives of mothers and motherhood within the broader context of
feminism. It seeks to analyze and challenge societal norms, structures, and inequalities that affect
women, with a particular emphasis on the roles and experiences of mothers. Matricentric
feminism places motherhood at the center of its analysis. It acknowledges that women's

experiences as mothers are complex and multifaceted, and these experiences intersect with other
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aspects of their identities, such as race, class, and gender. Matricentric feminism highlights and
critiques the "motherhood penalty," which refers to the negative impact that motherhood can
have on a woman's career, earnings, and societal perceptions. This perspective advocates for the
inclusion and representation of mothers in various spheres of society, including politics, media,
and academia. It recognizes the importance of diverse voices and experiences in shaping policies
and cultural narratives.

Motherhood is fundamentally a thick, bodily experience that engages ‘sensory’ selves.
Lived maternal experiences have arguably remained undertheorized in the field of organization
studies. Becoming a mother is an intense embodied experience that often renders a woman
vulnerable, stigmatized, or hypervisible in the workplace (Gatrell, 2013; Hennekam, 2016).
Research has long shown that female academics continue to battle gendered beliefs and
stereotypes in developing sustainable careers (Armenti, 2004; Fotaki, 2013; Johansson & Sliwa,
2013; van Vonderen, Roest, Siew, Walther, Hooper, & Te Pas, 2014; Toffoletti & Starr, 2016).
In academia, pregnancy is arguably largely considered unprofessional, and maternal bodies are
usually abject (Biehl-Missal, 2015; Gatrell, 2013; Kristeva, 2014; Mikel4, 2009; Tyler, 2009).

As of my knowledge, specific research studies that explicitly utilize matricentric
feminism to study student mothers in higher education might not be readily available.
Matricentric feminism, which centers the experience and perspectives of mothers, is a relatively
specialized approach within feminist scholarship (O’Reilly, 2019a, 2019b). However, when
exploring broader feminist and gender studies literature that might incorporate matricentric
perspectives when studying student mothers, scholars who emphasize matricentric feminism
often focus on recognizing and valuing the experiences of mothers within various contexts,

including higher education. For example, O’Reilly (2019a, 2019b) provided foundational
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insights into matricentric perspectives that could inform research in this area, while Stone’s work
(2007) may not exclusively focus on student mothers in higher education, but it examines the
choices women make regarding their careers and families. Stone’s research considers the
challenges faced by women in balancing motherhood and career aspirations. Reynolds (2009) is
known for her work on maternal feminism. While her focus may extend beyond the realm of
student mothers in higher education, her perspectives on the intersections of motherhood,
feminism, and academia may offer valuable insights for researchers interested in matricentric
feminism within educational contexts.

While matricentric feminism provides a valuable perspective that centers the experiences
of mothers, it is not without criticism. Critics argue that a matricentric focus may exclusively
center on the maternal perspective, potentially neglecting other important aspects of women’s
lives, such as their roles as professionals. This singular emphasis may oversimplify the complex
identities of student mothers. Matricentric feminism has been criticized for essentializing the
experiences of motherhood, assuming a universal and fixed definition of what it means to be a
mother. This essentialism may overlook the diversity of experiences within the category of
“mother.” Matricentric feminism often centers on biological motherhood, potentially excluding
non-biological or adoptive mothers. Critics argue that this focus may contribute to the invisibility
of certain mothering experiences, limiting the theory’s applicability to a broader range of
individuals. Critics also argue that matricentric feminism might portray mothers primarily as
victims of societal expectations and structures, potentially overlooking the agency and
empowerment that women can experience in navigating their roles as both mothers and students.

Despite existing criticisms around matricentric feminism, as matricentric feminism places

the experiences of mothers at the forefront, it acknowledges the experiences of mothers better
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than any other existing theories. For AMIDS, this approach can provide a lens that prioritizes
their roles as mothers and explores how motherhood intersects with their experiences as doctoral
students and individuals navigating their various roles. Also, matricentric feminism, while
focusing on motherhood, does not necessarily reduce women to a singular identity (O’Reilly,
2019a, 2019b, 2021). It allows for an exploration of the complex and intersecting identities of
AMIDS, acknowledging the nuances of their experiences as both mothers and scholars.
Matricentric feminism can help contextualize motherhood within cultural dynamics and aid in
understanding how cultural expectations, norms, and values shape the experiences of AMIDS
(O’Reilly, 2019a, 2019b, 2021). Cultural stigma and expectations around motherhood can be
significant for AMIDS. Thus, matricentric feminism provides a space to address and analyze
these factors, shedding light on their holistic experiences of navigating caregiving
responsibilities, emotional challenges, and support systems while pursuing advanced degrees.
Graduate Student Socialization Theory

Weidman, Twale, and Stein (2001) developed a framework for the socialization of
graduate students, which focuses on how doctoral students are introduced to the academic norms
of research and scholarship. The theory highlights the significance of social interaction between
students and faculty, as well as collegiality among faculty members, in creating a supportive
environment for doctoral study. The theory affirms the importance of social interaction among
both students and faculty as well as collegiality among faculty for creating a supportive climate
for doctoral students. The theory suggests that successful socialization results in positive
outcomes, such as academic success, professional development, and a strong sense of belonging

within the academic community.
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The theory identifies several stages graduate students go through during their
socialization process. These stages typically include pre-entry, entry, student-faculty interaction,
and the dissertation (Weidman et al., 2001). AMIDS in the current study were in various stages
suggested by the theory. Students are exposed to the program's culture, norms, and expectations
throughout different stages. For example, the entry stage can be a critical time for students as
they adjust to the demands of doctoral education. Additionally, the dissertation stage also applies
as AMIDS in the study were amid dissertating when they are supposed to work closely with their
advisors and committees, culminating in successfully completing their research projects.
Eventually, the theory emphasizes the concept of "embeddedness," which refers to how doctoral
students become integrated into their academic and professional communities. The more
embedded students are, the more likely they are to persist in their programs and succeed in their
academic and professional pursuits.

While the graduate student socialization theory provides a framework for understanding
the process through which individuals become acclimated to the academic and professional
norms of their disciplines, it is not without criticism. For example, critics argue that socialization
theories may oversimplify and homogenize the graduate student experience (Nerad, 2020a,
2020b, 2020c). Not all students within a program or discipline have the same background, goals,
or experiences, and a one-size-fits-all approach may overlook individual diversity. The theory
may carry implicit assumptions about what constitutes success in academia (Nerad, 2020a,
2020b, 2020c ). Critics argue that these assumptions can reinforce certain norms and
expectations, potentially marginalizing individuals who do not conform to traditional measures
of success. Additionally, the socialization process can perpetuate power dynamics and

hierarchies within academic institutions (Nerad, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c¢). Critics contend that
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socialization theories may not sufficiently address issues related to power differentials,
exclusionary practices, and the reproduction of academic hierarchies. Similarly, some criticize
the theory for presenting a static or linear view of the socialization process (Nerad, 2020a,
2020b, 2020c ). Critics argue that these models may not capture the dynamic and evolving nature
of graduate students' experiences as they progress through their programs.

AsianCrit

The application of AsianCrit, an extension of Critical Race Theory (CRT), to study the
identity of AMIDS as Asian foreigners provides a robust theoretical foundation. Critical Race
Theory, originating in law, focuses on how the legal system perpetuates the dominance of Whites
in society and centers race in its analysis. The tenets of CRT, including the commonplace nature
of racism, interest convergence, the social construction of race, differential racialization,
intersectionality, and anti-essentialism, offer a comprehensive framework for understanding
racial oppression.

In the context of education, scholars like Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) have extended
CRT to analyze racial inequality in schooling. AsianCerit, as a branch of CRT, specifically
addresses the experiences of Asian individuals, recognizing the importance of understanding
how race operates in education to sustain or challenge inequality.

By employing AsianCrit, this study acknowledges the significance of race and identity in
shaping the experiences of AMIDS. It provides a lens to explore how systemic racial dynamics
impact the lives of Asian international doctoral students, emphasizing the need to recognize and
amplify their voices within the broader discourse on educational inequality.

The emergence of specific critical race perspectives, such as LatCrit, TribalCrit, and

AsianCerit, underscores the need for nuanced analyses that focus on the racial injustices faced by
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distinct ethnic and racial groups. While CRT provides a broad understanding of how race
functions in society, these specialized perspectives delve into particular communities' unique
challenges and experiences.

LatCrit, for instance, directs attention to the injustices faced by Latinos, addressing issues
like language, immigration, ethnicity, culture, identity, and sexuality (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001;
Valdes, 1998). TribalCrit centers on racism specific to indigenous people, highlighting concerns
like assimilation, sovereignty, self-determination, and the significance of tribal philosophies and
traditions (Brayboy, 2005, 2021). Similarly, AsianCrit was developed to provide a conceptual
framework that centers on the racial realities of Asian Americans, acknowledging the need for a
specific focus on this community (Chang, 1993; Iftikar & Museus, 2018).

Asian critical scholars, within the framework of AsianCrit, highlight the unique aspect of
racism faced by Asian Americans, particularly related to nativism. Despite over 150 years of
history in the United States and anti-racism efforts, Asian Americans are often excluded from the
collective memory of what constitutes an American (Chang, 1993; Iftikar & Museus, 2018). The
racial discourse in the U.S. tends to be constructed around a Black-White dichotomy, leaving
Asian Americans as "perpetual foreigners" or "forever foreigners," reinforcing the notion that
they are not considered authentic Americans. This perspective sheds light on the challenges
Asian international doctoral students may face in the U.S. educational system (Teranishi, 2002).

Asian critical scholars have actively contested the racialization imposed by the model
minority myth, which portrays Asian Americans as a homogeneous group characterized by
success, hard work, law-abidance, and compliance (Chang, 1993; Lee, 2005). Despite appearing
complimentary, the model minority myth obscures the long history of oppression and resistance

experienced by Asian Americans. It further denies the existence of contemporary racism against
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Asian Americans, oversimplifies the diverse and complex struggles within the Asian American
community, and pits Asian Americans against the struggles of other people of color (Chang,
1993; Lee, 2005; Wei, 1993).

The efforts of Asian critical scholars, as part of the AsianCrit framework, highlight the
importance of dismantling stereotypes like the model minority myth to foster a more accurate
and nuanced understanding of the experiences and challenges faced by Asian Americans. This
critical perspective is particularly relevant in the context of the racial dynamics Asian
international doctoral students may encounter while pursuing advanced education in the U.S.

Racialization involves attributing specific traits to racial groups, and in the case of Asian
American women, this can manifest as stereotypes depicting them as quiet, deferent,
conforming, or as the stereotype of "dragon ladies" that is associated with emasculation (Hune,
2020; Hune & Nomura, 2020). AsianCrit, as an extension of Critical Race Theory, incorporates
the concept of Asian American racialization, known as Asianization. This tenet of AsianCerit
explores how racialization impacts individual identities and the experiences of Asian Americans
(Museus & Iftikar, 2013).

Furthermore, AsianCrit explicitly integrates intersectionality as a key tenet.
Intersectionality, developed by Crenshaw (1989), emphasizes the need to unpack the
complexities faced along multiple axes of identity, including race, gender, language, immigrant
generation, and class. By incorporating intersectionality, AsianCrit provides a valuable
analytical tool for understanding, interpreting, and challenging the representation and inclusion
of Asians in education. It allows for a critical analysis of the intricate relationship between
Asian American lives and broader issues of oppression and racism (Chang, 1993; Museus, 2013;

Teranishi, 2002).
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In the context of studying Asian international doctoral students, adopting the AsianCrit
framework becomes essential for delving into the multifaceted dimensions of their identity,
experiences, and the intersecting factors that shape their educational journey.

While AsianCrit offers a valuable framework for understanding and critiquing power
dynamics, identity, and representation within Asian contexts, it is not without criticisms. Critics
raise concerns about potential essentialization of Asian identities and experiences, suggesting
that the framework could inadvertently contribute to the homogenization of diverse Asian
cultures, overlooking internal variation and differences.

Additionally, similar to other critical theories, AsianCrit may face criticism for not
adequately addressing gender and intersectionality. Some argue that there may be a need for a
more nuanced exploration of how gender intersects with other social categories within the
AsianCrit framework. This critique emphasizes the importance of considering the diverse
experiences and challenges faced by individuals at the intersection of various identities,
including gender, race, class, language, immigrant generation, and more.

Therefore, while AsianCrit provides a valuable lens for understanding the experiences of
Asian international doctoral students, it is crucial to approach its application with a nuanced
understanding of the complexities and diversities within the Asian diaspora, considering various
intersecting factors that shape individuals' identities and experiences.

While there are criticisms surrounding the use of AsianCrit, there are still compelling
reasons to consider employing it as a framework for studying the lived experiences of Asian
Mothers who are International Doctoral Students (AMIDS). AsianCrit provides a lens for

critically examining power dynamics, which is crucial for understanding the experiences of

69



marginalized groups. Applying AsianCrit can help uncover and analyze power structures that
shape the lives of AMIDS within the United States academic setting.

The theory encourages an intersectional approach, considering the complex interplay of
various factors such as gender, culture, nationality, and educational status. This is particularly
relevant for studying the multifaceted identities of AMIDS. AsianCrit often emphasizes
resistance and empowerment. Studying the experiences of AMIDS through this framework can
shed light on how they navigate challenges, resist stereotypes, and actively shape their academic
and personal journeys.

It is important to approach the application of AsianCrit with a nuanced understanding of
its strengths and limitations, considering the diversity within the Asian diaspora and the
intersecting factors that influence individuals' experiences.

While the COVID-19 pandemic is a contemporary issue, this study's analysis highlights
the enduring nature of how Asians have been historically situated as a diseased and foreign threat
within the United States. Notably, international students in most U.S. higher education
institutions are not demographically categorized by their race, which makes their experiences
with racialization and racism on campuses less visible. This invisibility can obscure the nuances
and complexities of their experiences, particularly when compared to those of domestic students.
By further expanding the scope of AsianCrit theory to encompass other key socio-historical
factors and contemporary issues, we can gain a more comprehensive understanding of how these
factors impact AMIDS’ experiences with race and nativity in the United States.

All in all, each of these theories complements one another and has helped me analyze
unique challenges, responsibilities, and lived experiences associated with motherhood,

studenthood, and living as an Asian foreigner in the United States during an unprecedented
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global pandemic, allowing for a more in-depth understanding of how those identities intersect
with other aspects of identity. The combination of these theories allows for a holistic approach to
understanding identity formation. Simultaneously applying these theories enabled me to identify
both the unique challenges faced by AMIDS and the strengths they bring to their academic and
personal lives without undervaluing any of those important aspects of their identities. The
nuanced analysis helped me avoid oversimplification and acknowledge the complexity of their

lived experiences.
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CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH METHODS

Methodological Approaches

The present qualitative study investigates the intertwined lived experiences of AMIDS
during the COVID-19 pandemic by analyzing interviews conducted with 26 AMIDS who lived
through the pandemic in the United States. By focusing on their multifaceted identities rooted in
life as mothers, life as doctoral students, and Asian foreigner identity, I explore how these
interconnected aspects of different roles and identities influenced their lived experiences during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Given the limited knowledge and resources regarding AMIDS in the United States, a
phenomenological approach is appropriate for this study. Phenomenology explores participants'
experiences within a given context. Phenomenology is a philosophical and research approach
that focuses on exploring and understanding human experiences from the perspective of the
individuals who live them. Thus, in qualitative research, phenomenology seeks to uncover the
essence of a phenomenon by examining the meanings people attribute to their experiences
(Creswell & Poth, 2016). Phenomenological research is concerned with the lived experiences of
individuals. Researchers seek to understand the essence of a phenomenon by exploring how
individuals perceive, interpret, and make sense of their experiences. Data collection in
phenomenological research typically involves in-depth interviews with participants. Open-ended
questions are used to encourage participants to share their experiences in their own words. The
goal is to elicit rich and detailed descriptions. To elaborate, phenomenology entails a methodical
delineation of categories of lived experiences based on experiential narratives (Kuiken & Miall,

2001, p. 1).
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Consequently, employing a phenomenological research approach was well-suited for
addressing the following research questions:

1. How did AMIDS navigate the challenges of fulfilling their maternal responsibilities
amidst the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. In what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic impact the progression of AMIDS’ doctoral
education?

3. What were the experiences of AMIDS as they confronted the COVID-19 pandemic as
Asian foreigners residing in the United States?

Research Design

Research Setting

As more than 80% of research doctorates are awarded by Carnegie Classification group
R1: doctoral universities (very high research activity) in the United States (NSF, 2022), |
deliberately recruited AMIDS only from R1 universities. Given the decentralized approach of the
federal government in handling COVID-19 policy responses, with significant decision-making
power delegated to state governments, each state tackled the pandemic uniquely. To capture
possible variations due to local political climate, I aimed to recruit interviewees from R1
universities in four different regions (Northeast, Midwest, South, and West) across the United
States (Table 1). This strategic approach allowed me to gain insights into how universities and
their local communities navigated distinct public health regulations during the pandemic and

how these regulations, along with local contexts, influenced AMIDS in varying ways.

73



Table 1.
AMIDS by Regions and States

Regions States n
Northeast Massachusetts 1
New York 4

Midwest Michigan 2
Minnesota 3

Ohio 1

Wisconsin 1

South Georgia 4
Texas 1

West California 3
Washington 6

Total 26

Purposeful Participant Selection

Participant Recruitment Methods. Upon obtaining IRB approval, I employed three

distinct avenues to identify potential interviewees, outlined as follows:

e Facebook groups dedicated to Ph.D. student mothers, such as "Ph.D. Mamas" and

"Dissertation Mamas"

¢ Graduate student parent support groups and international student organizations within R1

universities across the United States

e Student parent support centers at R1 universities, if available

To effectively reach the target audience, a recruitment flyer was posted on the Facebook

pages of the identified student organizations (see Appendix A). Particularly noteworthy is the

fact that the student mothers' groups on social media exhibited the most favorable response rate

among the three outreach sources. My extensive outreach extended to 78 R1 universities,

encompassing engagement with their respective student parent support groups and international

student organizations. This comprehensive outreach initiative was initiated at the beginning of

2022.
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While considering research methodologies, the notion of snowball sampling was a
constant consideration, given no readily available data on this student group, as universities are
not mandated to collect such data. Although initial seeds in snowball sampling are in theory
randomly chosen, in practice this is difficult if not impossible to carry out. Therefore, as a
practical matter, initial seeds in snowball sampling tend to be chosen via convenience sampling.
Like other non-probability sampling methods, the major drawback of snowball sampling is
sampling bias; that is, the danger that the sample ultimately obtained is not ‘representative’ of the
larger population from which the sample was drawn. In snowball sampling, the sampling
composition is heavily influenced by the choice of initial seeds, and the method, in practice, also
tends to be biased towards favoring more cooperative as opposed to randomly chosen subjects
and those that are part of larger personal networks (Heckathorn, 1997, 2002). Luckily, the
utilization of the snowball sampling technique was ultimately unnecessary. This was primarily
due to the higher number of potential interview candidates, surpassing the intended count for
inclusion in the research project.

Identifying Potential Participants and Purposeful Sampling. The QR code on the
recruitment advertisement (refer to Appendix A) led those who were interested in participating in
the in-depth interview to a preliminary questionnaire (Appendix B). A total of 53 self-identified
Asian international doctoral student mothers responded to the online preliminary questionnaire
from mid-January 2022 to mid-March 2022, and the following criteria helped me with purposive
sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The current study was open to student mothers who met all
the following criteria:

e Full-time international doctoral students holding F-1 or J-1 visas at R1 universities in the

United States
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e From East Asian countries such as China, South Korea, and Taiwan
e Identify herself as a mother (including biological, step, foster, and adoptive)
e Has been enrolled in the doctoral program for more than one academic year
e Has been enrolled in the doctoral program at any point during the COVID-19 pandemic
Research participants who were permanent residents or citizens of the United States, who
came from countries other than East Asian countries, who did not have children, who had spent
less than a year in the doctoral program, or who were not currently enrolled in a doctoral
program were excluded from the study. The decision to restrict interview participation to
doctoral students in their second year or beyond served the purpose of mitigating potential
stressors linked to acclimatization to new environments and early program withdrawals. The
primary objective underlying the recruitment of interview participants was to encompass a
diverse range of AMIDS, accounting for varied demographic backgrounds, as well as academic
characteristics and experiences. This approach aligned with the exploratory nature of the current
research.
Final Interview Participants. Ultimately, a total of 26 AMIDS were successfully
recruited as interview participants, and Table 2 in the document provides a snapshot of their
basic demographic information. The study encompassed AMIDS from all four regions and ten

states across the United States.
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Table 2.

Demographic Information of AMIDS in the Study

. . Academic PhD - Expected # of
Code  Nationality State Age N Start ~ PhD End .
Discipline Children
Year Year
Public
SMO1 Korea Washington 33 Policyand 2017 2023 1
Management
SMO02 Taiwan California 38 Education 2018 2023 2
SMO03 China Minnesota 40 Education 2019 2025 3
SM04 Korea Georgia 34 Nursing 2018 2022 1
SM05  Korea Wisconsin 33 Social 2021 2026 2
Welfare
SMO06 Korea Georgia 35 Nursing 2020 2024 2
SMO07 Taiwan Washington 31 Law 2021 2023 2
SMO08 China New York 29 Education 2017 2022 1
SM09  Korea Texas 26 ATTospace 516 o004 1
Engineering
SMI0  Korea  California 28  Mechanical = pq15 Hop3 1
Engineering
SM11  Korea  Massachusetts 31 Public 2021 2026 1
Health
SM12 Korea Minnesota 35 Education 2018 2023 2
SM13 Taiwan Washington 31 Economics 2016 2022 1
SM14 Korea Ohio 28 Education 2021 2025 1
SMI15 China Minnesota 25 Education 2020 2025 1
SMI6  Korea  Michigan 34  Mechanical = pg10 Hop3 1
Engineering
Speech &
SM17 Korea New York 36 Hearing 2018 2024 1
Sciences
SM18 China Georgia 39 Education 2020 2024 2
SM19 Korea Michigan 33 Business 2016 2023 1
SM20 Korea Washington 41 Education 2012 2020 1
SM21  Korea New York 34 Social 2017 2022 2
Works
SM22  Korea Georgia 35 Shimate s 2000 2
Sciences
SM23 Korea California 29 Psychology 2016 2023 1
SM24 China Washington 36 Education 2020 2025 1
SM25 China New York 32 Education 2016 2023 1
SM26 Taiwan Washington 47 Law 2019 2024 2




Notably, all the AMIDS originally hailed from East Asian countries (Table 3). The
average age of the recruited AMIDS was 33.96 years, with an age range spanning from 25 to 47
years. Each participant self-identified as a mother. On average, the age of these children was
4.53 years, ranging from 3 months to 18 years, at the time of the in-depth interviews. It is
important to note that the average age of these children was approximately 2.53 years old when
the initial wave of the pandemic unfolded in March 2020. Excluding the older children of SM26
(i.e., who were 15 and 18 years old), the remaining 33 children were all 8 years old or younger.
There was also a good mix of AMIDS who became a mother before the doctoral program and
those who became a mother after they started their doctoral programs (Table 4). For example,
two AMIDS were pregnant during the pandemic. Within the group, diverse marital arrangements
were evident, with all participants residing with their partners in the United States, except for

four AMIDS (i.e., SM11, SM14, SM24, and SM26).

Table 3.
AMIDS by Nationalities
Nationalities n
Korea 16
China 6
Taiwan 4
Total 26
Table 4.

AMIDs by Mothering Status

First Time Becoming a Mother n

Became a mother before doctoral program 14
Became a mother after starting doctoral program 12
Total 26
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AMIDS were also found at diverse academic stages, spanning the entirety of doctoral
education in the United States (Table 5). Among the participants, 18 AMIDS had initiated their
doctoral programs before the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak. In contrast, 8 of them embarked
on their doctoral studies after the occurrence of the pandemic, typically during the fall
semester/quarter of 2020.

Table 5.

AMIDS and Ph.D. Academic Stages

Academic Stage n

Working on coursework requirement 7
Completed doctoral courses 4
Completed qualifying exams 2
Advanced to candidacy 11
Defended dissertation 2
Total 26

The enlisted AMIDS displayed a diverse spectrum of academic disciplines and stages.
Out of the participants, 20 were affiliated with non-STEM disciplines, whereas 6 were pursuing
studies in STEM disciplines (Table 6). For the current study, nursing was categorized as STEM
because The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Higher Education Research Institute at
UCLA categorize "Health Professions" as part of the STEM category, encompassing disciplines
such as nursing. Among the AMIDS involved in the study, 20 were undergoing education in the
United States for the first time, while the remaining 6 had prior experiences of education in the

United States before commencing their doctoral programs.
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Table 6.

AMIDS and Academic Disciplines

Academic Disciplines

Business
Economics
Education
Law

Non-STEM Psychology
Public Health
Public Policy
Social Welfare

Speech-Language Science

Engineering
STEM Climate Science
Nursing

N — W= N = = NN O = —=3

Total

[\
(o)}

To ensure the study's success, it was imperative to cast a wide net when recruiting a
diverse group of AMIDS. This approach served a dual purpose: first, it led to a deeper and more
comprehensive understanding of AMIDS, and second, it enabled the exploration of nuances and

variations that might have been overlooked in a more homogeneous participant group.

Data Collection Procedures

Following IRB approval from the University of Washington-Seattle Human Subjects
Division, the recruitment process was conducted entirely online through platforms like Facebook
and email. The procedure involved potential participants submitting a preliminary questionnaire,
through which eligibility screening was performed. Potential interview participants who met the
inclusion criteria were subsequently contacted via email to coordinate suitable dates and times
for the Zoom interviews. Prior to the interviews, participants were provided with a password-
protected Zoom interview invite. As a token of appreciation for their contribution, each

participant received $50 in cash or Amazon gift cards.
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Compensation for Interviewees

Providing higher-than-average monetary compensation was a deliberate choice for
several compelling reasons. First and foremost, AMIDS represents hard-to-reach populations in
American universities, often comprising non-dominant student groups. This makes recruitment
challenging, given their busy schedules juggling childcare duties, work, and schooling. Secondly,
offering adequate compensation underscores our commitment to treating research participants
fairly by acknowledging the value of their time, expertise, and personal information.

Additionally, since the current study involves the disclosure of personal information, the
enhanced compensation serves to motivate participants to be more candid and forthright, thereby
yielding more accurate and valuable data. Last but certainly not least, I specifically requested an
uninterrupted hour for the interviews, allowing participants to arrange help or support for their
children during that time. To facilitate this, the compensation included a babysitting fee, in
addition to the participant compensation. This arrangement ensured that participants could fully
engage in the interview without distractions.
In-depth Interviews

Between February 3rd and March 21st of 2022, I conducted interviews with a total of 26
AMIDS using the Zoom platform. For these interviews, I designed an interview protocol
featuring semi-structured open-ended questions (Appendix C). All interviews were recorded both
in video and voice formats via Zoom. On average, each interview lasted approximately 75 to 90
minutes. Subsequently, these interviews were carefully transcribed into either English or Korean.

Each interview commenced by addressing their journey to the United States for doctoral
education, acting as a foundational point for delving into their motivations and experiences as

international doctoral students in the United States. The interview questions were thoughtfully
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designed to encompass conceptual themes drawn from the theoretical framework of the current
study. For instance, in exploring how AMIDS navigated the challenges tied to fulfilling their
maternal responsibilities amid the pandemic, I posed questions such as:
e What specific aspects of motherhood presented greater challenges in your lived
experience since the pandemic?
e Were there any facets of being a mother that you found positive since the pandemic?
e What support was valuable to you as a student and mother during this period?
To gauge the pandemic's impact on the progression of AMIDS' doctoral education, I inquired
about aspects like:
¢ How do you believe the pandemic has negatively influenced your doctoral education in a
general sense?
e What changes did you observe within your discipline due to the pandemic?
¢ Did the pandemic yield any positive effects on your doctoral education?
In understanding how AMIDS faced the pandemic as Asian foreigners in the United States, |
explored questions such as:
e How did your experience as an Asian individual living in the United States evolve during
the pandemic?
e Did you encounter any instances of fear or apprehension as an Asian person amidst the
pandemic?
¢ In what manners did your racial identity influence your lived experiences throughout the
pandemic?
Careful attention was given to designing interview questions to actually help me answer

research questions and reflect on the true intention of the interview questions (Table 7).
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Table 7.

Research Questions and Corresponding Interview Questions

Research Questions

Interview Questions

Interview Intentions

1. How did AMIDS
navigate the challenges
of fulfilling their
maternal responsibilities
amidst the backdrop of
the COVID-19
pandemic?

In what ways do you believe being a mother
influenced your doctoral education during the
COVID-19 pandemic?

How did you navigate the additional
challenges that arose from being a mother
during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Could you share how you tackled the specific
concerns related to your international student
status in the United States throughout the
pandemic?

These question prompts participants to reflect on
the influence of pandemic on their mothering
duties, particularly in the context of the pandemic.
These questions directly delve into participants'
strategies and responses to the additional obstacles
brought about by the pandemic. Their responses
can shed light on the ways in which motherhood
intersected with their academic pursuits as well as
their Asian race.

2. In what ways did the
COVID-19 pandemic
impact the progression of
AMIDS’ doctoral
education?

In your role as a doctoral student, how do you
perceive the pandemic's impact on your
doctoral education overall?

Could you elaborate on how your academic
discipline was influenced by the pandemic?
What are some instances where the pandemic
had positive effects on your doctoral
education?

Conversely, what were some instances where
the pandemic had negative effects on your
doctoral education?

These questions aim to gather a comprehensive
overview of how the participants view the
pandemic's influence on their entire doctoral
education endeavors. It encourages participants to
provide a holistic assessment of how their
academic journey was shaped by the pandemic.
They encourage participants to share insights into
changes, challenges, and adaptations that occurred
within their discipline due to the pandemic's
disruptions.

3. What were the
experiences of AMIDS
as they confronted the
COVID-19 pandemic as
Asian foreigners residing
in the United States?

How did you actively address concerns related
to your racial identity during the pandemic?
Did you experience any apprehensions about
your international student status at any
juncture of the COVID-19 pandemic? If yes,
could you elaborate on those concerns and how
you navigated them?

Participants can reflect on their experiences as
Asians and how their temporary visa status
impacted their experiences during the pandemic.
This question encourages them to discuss any
specific actions taken to navigate challenges
related to their race and temporary foreigner
status.
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Consistency was maintained across interviews by employing the same semi-structured
interview protocol. However, participants were also encouraged to digress from the set
questions, enabling them to share stories, introduce novel ideas, and provide additional
meanings. Throughout the process, I also pursued subjects that held significance to the individual
participant (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

Reflections on Zoom Interviews

Although conducting interviews through Zoom was not initially part of my plan, the
evolving COVID-19 restrictions led me to a pivotal decision: either forgo the qualitative study or
swiftly adapt to a virtual interview data collection method. Given the pandemic's prolonged
presence into its second year, the latter option proved prudent. In fact, the Human Subjects
Division at the University of Washington-Seattle was very supportive of conducting Zoom
interviews, aligning with the circumstances. The decision to embrace Zoom interviews was
influenced by significant advantages, as previously highlighted in reports (Archibald, Beltrano,
Hughes, Saini, & Tam, 2019; Gray, Wong-Wylie, Rempel, & Cook, 2020; Oliffe, Kelly,
Gonzalez, & Yu Ko, 2021). However, there remains a wealth of unexplored knowledge
concerning effective practices for virtual interviews.

One common feedback I received after the interviews was that AMIDS felt a high level
of comfort, which enabled them to share unprompted revelations. They indicated that they found
solace and, at times, were pleasantly surprised by the sense of upliftment they experienced after
conversing with me. They felt that they were “being understood”. Some even likened the
interview experience to attending an online therapy session. What became evident was the

profound therapeutic value that virtual connections through Zoom provided. Many participants
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appeared to derive intrinsic therapeutic benefits from discussing their lived experiences during
the pandemic through these interviews and “let everything out with no filters.”

Most participants conducted their interviews from the comfort of their homes, a setting
necessary for tending to their young children. Given that most of these children were not
attending school during that time, the Zoom interview emerged as not only the most convenient
but also the most feasible option for these student mothers to engage in the interviews. The
beauty of Zoom lay in its ability to seamlessly accommodate breastfeeding, attending to
children's needs post-nap, and fostering a sense of ease that allowed participants to candidly
share their experiences and emotions from their living rooms, kitchens, and home offices. While
it is important not to exclusively attribute participants' candidness to Zoom, it was unmistakably
evident that conducting interviews in their homes offered a unique comfort level, enhanced
movement, and a degree of visual control, all promoting a freer exchange. It is worth noting that
these advantages, although present in in-person interviews, were further streamlined by Zoom,
reducing formality, and alleviating the logistical challenges participants might face in hosting
physical interviews.

Zoom offered participants the option to turn off their video or exit the conversation with a
simple click, providing them with an added layer of autonomous control. Another pivotal
advantage of Zoom interviews was their capacity to transcend geographical boundaries, enabling
us to swiftly connect with AMIDS from various universities across the United States. In contrast,
conducting in-person interviews would have confined me to recruiting student mothers within a
2-hour driving radius, thereby limiting both the sample size and the diversity that our present
study successfully embraced. The overarching goal of this exploratory study was to collect

abundant data from a wide spectrum of AMIDS across the United States. This encompassed
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diverse academic disciplines, attendance at both public and private universities, varied
experiences of living in the United States, and diverse origins from different East Asian
countries. Zoom interviews enabled us to cast a wide net to achieve this objective. Furthermore,
it's essential to acknowledge that in-person interviews across the United States come with
substantial direct and indirect costs, often tied to researcher travel. In contrast, the current study
achieved cost savings while expanding its recruitment reach and inclusivity. This enabled
conversations with diverse participants residing across various locations in the United States.
Instead of allocating funds for researcher travel, I was able to provide higher monetary
compensation for the interview participants. This efficiency translated into nimble rescheduling
and completion of interviews via Zoom, which likely contributed to reduced participant attrition.
Of course, some Zoom interviews faced challenges due to internet connectivity issues,
leading to occasional disruptions in the audio and video quality. While most interviews took
place in private settings, external factors such as mail deliveries and background noises remained
present, albeit to a lesser degree when participants wore earphones. Despite these minor
inconveniences, Zoom's extensive reach and adaptability enabled me to engage with a
considerably larger number of AMIDS than initially expected, overcoming geographical barriers

that might otherwise have rendered them unreachable.

Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis in phenomenological research involves a process of thematic coding to
identify patterns and themes within participants' descriptions. Researchers may engage in a
process called "eidetic reduction" to distill essential themes and meanings from the raw data. As
phenomenological research aims to provide a rich and detailed description of the phenomenon

under investigation, this description goes beyond surface-level observations to capture the
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essence of the experience. Additionally, researchers may offer interpretations that shed light on
the deeper meanings of the phenomenon. The reporting of phenomenological research
emphasizes rich and thick descriptions that convey the nuances, emotions, and contexts of
participants' experiences. This detailed reporting is intended to provide readers with a deep
understanding of the phenomenon. Phenomenological research often seeks to uncover the
essence of a phenomenon. The essence represents the fundamental nature or core meaning that is
shared among individuals who have experienced the phenomenon. The concept of epoché, or
bracketing, helps researchers approach the essence without imposing preconceived ideas.

To meet these purposes and goals of phenomenological research project, the interview
data underwent analysis through the method of interpretative phenomenological analysis.
Interpretivism seeks to comprehend individuals’ situations through their descriptive experiences,
preserving their individual perspectives and contexts (Sipe & Constable, 1996). As described by
Smith and Eatough (2007), interpretative phenomenological analysis involves a two-stage
interpretation process, often referred to as a "double hermeneutic." In this approach, the
participant endeavors to comprehend their own world, and subsequently, the researcher seeks to
comprehend the participant's process of understanding their own world (Smith & Eatough, 2007,
p. 36).

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

In the process of data analysis, I employed Dedoose, a software designed for data coding,
to assign codes to individual words, phrases, sentences, and even entire paragraphs. These codes
were initially derived from the research questions, existing scholarly literature, and the
conceptual framework. The present study adhered to the four-stage data-analysis framework for

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) proposed by Storey (2007). IPA is a qualitative
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research approach that focuses on the in-depth exploration of personal experiences and the
meanings individuals attribute to those experiences. While the specific steps and procedures may
vary slightly depending on the researcher's interpretation, Lewis, Lloyd, and Farrell (2013) have
outlined a comprehensive IPA process that researchers often follow (Figure 15).

Figure 15.

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis Process (Lewis, Lloyd, & Farrell, 2013)

* Getting a sense of the whole
*Become familiar with the entire dataset, typically consisting of interview transcripts or other
qualitative data
* Begin to identify initial themes, patterns, and significant quotes that capture the essence of the data )

Step 1

~
* Identifying emergent themes

* Delve deeper into the data by engaging in the process of coding
Step 2 * Aim to preserve the richness and nuances of the participants' experiences

 Construcging superordinate themes
* Superordinate themse are higher-level themes that capture the broader dimensions of data

Step 3 * Superordinate themes help researchers develop a more comprehensive understanding of the
€p phenomenon being studied )

~
* Theoretical and conceptual development

* Draw connections, propose explanations, and develop a deeper understanding of the phenomenon
Step 4 * Explore the theoretical implications and broader meanings

J

The initial analysis stage entailed a comprehensive review of the transcripts, with the goal
of identifying central concerns, recurring patterns, and notable instances of construction and
rhetorical significance that shaped the emergent themes (Storey, 2007, p. 52). Constrained by
limited funding, I had to strategically prioritize cases that offered the greatest time savings,
leading me to opt for transcription services for interviews with potential difficulty in automated
transcriptions. For interviews in which thick English accents posed challenges for automated
transcription, a professional transcriber was enlisted through Rev.com. Interviews featuring

participants SM 13, SM15, SM18, SM24, SM25, and SM26 were transcribed by a human
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transcription service through rev.com. Furthermore, since Zoom did not provide automated
transcription for languages other than English, interviews conducted in Korean and exceeding 1
hour (i.e., SM16, SM17, SM19, SM20, SM21, SM22, SM23) were transcribed by a skilled
Korean transcriber hired through fiverr.com. Outsourcing transcription services significantly
aided in timesaving, especially given the extensive 40" hours of interview data. While automated
transcription proved reasonably accurate, the overall precision improved markedly with human
transcription.

The remaining interviews conducted in English were automatically transcribed generated
via Zoom. The quality of the automatically generated transcriptions was good enough to work
with, but as they were not in the best state, I utilized this as an opportunity to revise the interview
recordings and transcripts in revised verbatim, capturing participants' words and expressions.
The first step of getting a sense of the whole was achieved through revising three different types
of transcriptions I had on hand, a crucial step for preserving the nuances and subtleties of
participants' language. During this step, I immersed myself in the data through repeated readings
and engagement with the transcripts. This process, known as familiarization, helped me become
deeply acquainted with the content and context of each participant's narrative.

Subsequently, cleaned transcripts armed with their prior notes and distinctive phrases
were revisited to construct the themes. Upon transcription finalization, the data analysis
progressed through a series of sequential steps, encompassing reviewing, memoing, and coding
to identify emergent themes. This systematic approach culminated in the identification of a
collection of emergent themes. Moreover, drawing upon participants’ own narratives helped with

incorporating "theoretical constructs to analyze the phenomenology" (Storey, 2007, p. 55) to
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discern and label these themes. This step laid the foundation for aligning the collected data with
the research objectives and facilitated the exploration of pertinent themes.

Then, I structured a hierarchical framework for these codes, establishing categories that
conceptually unite them. This intricate process necessitated several activities, including data
comparisons, code and category adjustments, and at times, code or category elimination. The
systematic hierarchy of data facilitated the recognition of broader, discernible patterns or themes
(Table 8). Once the emergent themes have been identified, the researcher proceeds to discern
connections between initial themes, culminating in the amalgamation and incorporation of
related themes to construct superordinate themes (Storey, 2007, p. 57). Superordinate themes are
higher-level themes that capture the broader and more abstract dimensions of the participants'
experiences. These themes represent overarching concepts that link and connect the lower-level
themes identified in the earlier stage. Superordinate themes help researchers develop a more
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Lewis, Lloyd, & Farrell, 2013).

Additionally, IPA involves both individual case analysis and cross-case analysis.
Individual case analysis ensures that the unique aspects of each participant's experience are
understood, while cross-case analysis identifies commonalities and variations across participants.
The goal is to work towards developing a coherent and compelling narrative that captures the
essence of the phenomenon under investigation. This narrative should reflect the participants'
perspectives and the interpretations made by the researchers. Much attention was paid to
developing a coherent and compelling narrative that captures the essence of the phenomenon

under investigation.
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Table 8.

List of Themes, Categories, Codes, and Sub-codes

Themes Categories Codes Sub-codes
Childcare School closure
No familial support Gender strain
Increased « »
domestic Only moms can do
A Homecare work No eating out
- work L2
E Sanitization increase
< Increase in new pandemic norms
= Support in domestic  Childcare support
= Support work Homecare support
§ frpo Iin Lack of support Insufficient support with emotional labor
5 Limitations as “Zombie” visa
= husbands . .
= foreigner Gender role conflict
= Increase in sense of responsibility
Institutional support ~ Available but not applicable
Useful . :
support N Available but ha}ve no time
Individual support Support from friends
Positive aspects Work from home advantage
Better work-life-balance
Participation for virtual conferences
8 Academic Normalizing motherhood
§ performance Negative aspects Difficulty in focusing
< Less engaging virtual conferences
g Lack of efficiency in Zoom meetings
5 Time poverty
b= Useful Institutional support ~ Available but not applicable
S support Available but have no time
B Impact on research ~ Advisor change
s Doctoral Impact on data collection
2 education Research topic change
S No access to research sites
Institutional Support from school Lack qf support from department
support Support from faculty Flex1b1!1ty
Accepting personal aspects of students
Increased  Experienced racism  Verbal attack
= violence Precautionary actions
g n against Aware of racism Media exposure
=8 Asians Precautionary actions
£ = Useful Institutional support ~ Available but not applicable
_§ < support Available but have no time
< Useless International student “We are here for you”
support support No intersectional support offered
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Finally, the researcher arranges the overarching themes alongside their respective sub-
themes and illustrative quotations, substantiating their findings with ample evidence. In this final
stage, the focus shifts from the data itself to the development of theoretical and conceptual
frameworks. I aimed to draw connections, propose explanations, and develop a deeper
understanding of the phenomena under investigation. This stage involves a more interpretative
and abstract analysis that moves beyond the immediate content of the data to explore the
theoretical implications and broader meanings (Lewis, Lloyd, & Farrell, 2013).

Limitations

There are several limitations in the proposed study that warrant attention. Firstly, this
study is context-bound. The participants chosen for this research project exist within their own
unique political, cultural, economic, geographic, and other contexts. As a result, the findings of
this study cannot be generalized to a broader population of AMIDS. However, the study was
designed with the intention that the insights gained from the analysis would be valuable to other
AMIDS, their spouses and partners, faculty advisors, and university leaders who aim to
understand a student group that may not be as prominently represented in diversity and inclusion
discussions and may be facing unique challenges.

The second limitation is the absence of a comparison group. The lack of a comparison
group prevents direct comparisons between East Asian international doctoral student mothers
and those who do not come from East Asia or are not international students. Therefore, any
findings derived from this investigation must be interpreted with caution. This study primarily
aims to provide an exploration and description of the experiences of some AMIDS during the

pandemic in the United States.

92



A third limitation concerns the absence of control for AMIDS' socioeconomic status and
family backgrounds. These factors could significantly impact the mindset of these doctoral
student mothers. While AMIDS in this study needed to meet academic requirements to qualify
for top research doctoral programs, their upbringing in countries where women may not
necessarily be encouraged to pursue the highest level of academic endeavor could influence their
motivations. Socioeconomic advantages or a family background that values equal opportunities
for female scholars could affect their success rates.

The fourth limitation arises from the focus on AMIDS engaged in heterogeneous
marriages. Existing literature indicates a more equitable division of domestic labor in
partnerships with homogenous backgrounds compared to those with heterogeneous backgrounds.
While the intention was not to solely include those in heterogeneous marriages, the recruitment
process did not actively seek to encompass a diverse range of marital and partnership
arrangements. As a result, the findings related to spousal support could be skewed towards
AMIDS engaged in heterogeneous marriages.

Lastly, conducting individual interviews at a single point in time presents a limitation.
Due to time constraints with the interview participants, the depth of understanding of AMIDS'
perceptions regarding various institutional factors influencing their experiences during the entire
span of the COVID-19 pandemic is restricted. Multiple interviews at different time points would
have allowed for a deeper investigation of emergent themes. However, considering the busy
schedules of AMIDS during the pandemic, conducting a single in-depth interview at one point in

time was deemed necessary to encourage high levels of participation.
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS

Finding 1. Academic Dreams and Maternal Realities During the Covid-19 Pandemic

The first finding provides a critical examination of the response to the initial research
question, which explores how AMIDS managed their maternal responsibilities amidst the
challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout the interviews, a clear pattern
emerged, indicating that fulfilling their roles as mothers was the most significant challenge for
AMIDS during the pandemic because “quitting” mothering was not an option. Compounding
these challenges was the noticeable lack of ways to delegate tasks or secure adequate support to
share the burdens due to the pandemic.

In the study, AMIDS often expressed their unwavering commitment to motherhood,
emphasizing that being a mother is an essential and non-negotiable aspect of their lives, as the
following quote demonstrates:

While I might juggle and let go of various commitments, motherhood remains non-

negotiable. I've consistently reminded myself that I could potentially halt my pursuit of a

Ph.D. at any juncture, yet the role of a mother is irreplaceable. (SM06)

AMIDS' role as a mother takes precedence over other commitments in their lives. The
significance of motherhood in their lived experiences and the choices they are willing to make
was well articulated throughout the interviews.

The challenges faced by AMIDS during the pandemic were further compounded by the
closure of schools and childcare facilities, a situation that persisted for a substantial period
during the pandemic. Therefore, the findings for this question are organized into three different
phases, reflecting how public schools and childcare facilities operated during the pandemic. All
parents in the U.S. have faced a widespread lack of accessible childcare alternatives, particularly

at the outset of the pandemic (Igielnik, 2021). With daycare centers and schools closing or
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reducing their services, many parents found themselves in the position of providing home-based
care for their young children (Garbe, Ogurlu, Logan, & Cook, 2020; Goodnough, 2020). This
shift from established childcare routines to full-time at-home care was a significant adjustment
for both parents and children. It required parents to not only balance their work or other
responsibilities but also to effectively become full-time caregivers and educators. These role
changes often came with additional stress, as parents juggled their own work responsibilities
while tending to their children's developmental needs. This challenging dual role led to
significant lifestyle changes, as many parents had to find creative ways to ensure their children's
well-being and development while managing their own daily obligations (Igielnik, 2021).

For the current study, AMIDS found themselves in distinct scenarios because of the
pandemic's timing: a few gave birth during the pandemic's inception, necessitating them to
navigate the challenges of the newborn phase amidst the pandemic's onset, while others became
pregnant amid the ongoing pandemic. For example, the early stages of motherhood, particularly
during the newborn phase, pose a myriad of challenges. These include the potential onset of
post-partum depression (An, Chen, Wu, Liu, Deng, Liu, & Guo, 2021), grappling with sleep
deprivation (Smith & Saleh, 2021), encountering breastfeeding difficulties (Li, Fein, Chen, &
Grummer-Strawn, 2008), managing post-partum recovery (Kanotra, D’ Angelo, Phares, Morrow,
Barfield, & Lansky, 2007), and navigating various other issues (Barkhuus, Bales, & Cowan,
2017; Stern & Bruscchweiler-Stern, 1998).

Recognizing the extensive array of transitions and changes that mothers typically
undergo in the early stages of nurturing their children, while concurrently adjusting to their role
as mothers, constitutes an integral facet of comprehending their experiences throughout the

pandemic period. Consequently, the interpretation of the pandemic's impact and their journey as
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mothers was profoundly influenced by the age of their children and the accessibility of childcare,
as well as the stage of motherhood they found themselves in. The round-the-clock nature of
maternal responsibilities was be physically and emotionally taxing, leaving parents with minimal
respite. Additionally, maintaining a consistent routine for infants and toddlers, who thrive on
predictability, was particularly challenging amidst the unpredictability of the pandemic's
disruption.
Three Different Phases During the Pandemic

To gain insights into the experiences of AMIDS throughout the pandemic, an in-depth
data analysis was conducted, which categorized the information into three distinct temporal
phases of the pandemic. This approach was necessitated by the striking observation that the lived
experiences of AMIDS exhibited significant variations based on the operational status of their
children's schools. As a result, the data analysis was purposefully structured around these three
distinct phases of the pandemic; (1) initial disruption phase, (2) remote learning phase, and (3)
transition to normalcy phase. Each offers a unique lens through which to view their challenges
and adaptations (Figure 16). This multi-phase analysis framework provides a comprehensive
perspective on the nuanced responses and adaptive strategies employed by AMIDS as they

navigated the ever-evolving landscape of the pandemic's impact on their multiple roles.
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Figure 16
Three Phases of K-12 Schooling During the Pandemic

* Initial Disruption Phase

» This phase reflects the period characterized by the immediate onset of the pandemic,
encompassing abrupt shifts in daily routines and the closure of the majority of K-12 schools as

Phase 1 well as childcare centers

<

* Remote Learning Phase

oThe subsequent phase is marked by the adaptation to remote learning models for children's
Phase 2 education, introducing new challenges and dynamics for AMIDS

<

* Transition to Normalcy Phase

« This phase represents the gradual return to in-person learning and a semblance of normalcy,
Phase 3 albeit with lingering changes and uncertainties

<

<

Phase 1. Initial Disruption Phase

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the majority of AMIDS within the study were
grappling with the task of comprehending the nature of the virus and formulating strategies to
safeguard their families from potential infection. In this early phase, the concept of "protection"
revolved around the objective of preventing viral transmission. This entailed avoiding any form
of exposure to the virus and consequently necessitated stringent isolation measures, completely
insulating themselves and their families from external interactions.

I told myself absolutely no COVID for us. I shall not catch the virus. I will not let anyone

in my family get sick. Because I was so scared of the virus. So, I restricted every aspect

of our lives. We isolated ourselves from the rest of the world. (SM23)

The burden of safeguarding everyone from the virus took a significant toll on the mental

well-being of AMIDS. The imperative of avoiding virus exposure translated into refraining from

in-person interactions, which in turn heightened feelings of isolation.
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Fear of Death. Compounded by the absence of close family support, the AMIDS
experienced a heightened sense of vulnerability. Their thoughts often revolved around the worst-
case scenarios, even extending to preparations for emergencies as dire as death. The confluence
of these factors contributed to a heightened level of emotional distress among AMIDS.

I thought about many things at the beginning of the pandemic. In the beginning, there

were no vaccines, right? So, I thought... if I die from COVID-19 or if my husband dies,

who will take care of my baby? I thought about things like this very seriously. If I had

some kind of familial support here, I don’t think I need to worry about those things. I

needed to think in detail in terms of who would find out that my husband and/or I died so

my child wouldn’t die because of being left alone and starve to death. I mean, honestly,
who would know how we are doing? (SM04)

SMO04, who welcomed her first child at the pandemic's inception, harbored heightened
concerns about the well-being of her baby. She grappled with the worry of who would ensure her
child's safety if either she or her husband fell ill from the virus, or even worse, passed away,
leaving their child alone in their residence. The uncertainty surrounding the contingency plans
for her child's care in the event of a severe emergency was a significant source of stress and
anxiety for some AMIDS like SM04.

While the intensity of fear concerning the virus varied among AMIDS, a common thread
emerged: every AMIDS harbored apprehension about their children falling ill due to the virus.
To safeguard their children from potential harm, all AMIDS, except for one (SM01), made the
choice to keep their children at home for at least the initial six months of the pandemic. This
decision translated into an escalated load of domestic responsibilities and childcare duties, all
while grappling with social isolation form the external world.

The Ultimate “Worrier”. For most AMIDS, their primary focus revolved around

safeguarding their families from illness, often leading them to envision distressing scenarios in

their minds. This role as defenders and protectors transformed AMIDS into ultimate "worriers."
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Given the limited understanding of the virus's nature (including its potential lethality and mode
of transmission), coupled with the absence of an imminent vaccination solution, their primary
recourse became to fret and prepare for the absolute worst-case scenarios.

Ordinarily, individuals seek to alleviate or mitigate their worries through preparation.
However, AMIDS in this study did not feel prepared. As an illustration, SM04's sentiment of
unpreparedness was underscored by her inability to stockpile as much food as she would have
preferred. The inherent challenges of their situation hindered their ability to enact the level of
preparation they deemed necessary.

I could not binge shop to store up foods to freeze like average Americans were doing. My

fridge in the apartment is just not big enough to store that much food. But regular

Americans have 2 fridges and a big freezer in their garage to store food for months. I

heard from the news that people binge shop to store up to 6 months of food. But for me? I

can store up to maybe 3 weeks’ worth of food. So I felt underprepared. (SM04)

These instances vividly illustrate the deep-seated fear that gripped AMIDS at the
pandemic's onset, akin to bracing for an enigmatic battle. Their fear was intrinsic, stemming
from their unrelenting commitment to ensuring their family's well-being. This dedication
translated into an intensified need for self-reliant preparation and meticulous planning, as they
navigated uncharted territories.

One prevalent method AMIDS adopted in safeguarding their families involved
meticulously sanitizing grocery items. Dr. Jeffrey VanWingen, a family physician based in
Michigan with 20 years of healthcare experience created a YouTube video to help people
grocery shop safer and get take-out food safer during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the video, he

presents various methods of how to unpack and sterilize food safely using methods that are

already in use by medical professionals to protect patients during surgery. At the beginning of
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the video, Jeffrey VanWingen states, "And I'm going to help you adapt those techniques to
decrease your risk of contracting coronavirus."

He states, “We have a dilemma in society that we need to eat to live, but we also need to
get that food,” from his pleasant, cream-colored kitchen. “And that getting of food is now risky.”
Then he proceeded to show us how to disinfect our groceries. He separated his countertop into a
“clean side” and a “dirty side.” He swabbed his chicken stock with sanitizing wipes. He plunked
his produce in a soapy bath in the sink (Figure 17). In the beginning of the pandemic when
everyone was in fear, the video was a global sensation and made more than 26 million views

worldwide.

Figure 17
YouTube Video by Jefferey VanWingen, MD
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Note. From a YouTube video created by Jefferey VanWingen, MD., 2020, explaining how to
properly sanitize grocery items (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TKx-F4AKteE)

All AMIDS were fully aware of the video and several mentioned about the video and
How they adopted his cleaning practices for safety. This practice underscored their unwavering
determination to undertake every possible measure to shield their loved ones from potential

cxposure.

100



Whenever I went grocery shopping, I literally prepared as if I am going into a war. I wore
two masks for double protection and a pair of latex gloves. And in the very beginning of
the pandemic when we knew nothing about the virus, I would come back home from
grocery shopping and I won’t touch anything, leave everything in the kitchen, run to the
restroom, put all my clothes in the laundry hamper, and take a shower. Once cleaning
myself up, it is then I would come back to the kitchen and sanitize everything I bought

from the grocery shopping. It sounds crazy, [ know... but I did that for months. And I

know I was not the only one. There was this viral YouTube video by a doctor on how to

sanitize grocery items. (SM22)

Even prior to the pandemic, AMIDS were recognized for experiencing time constraints
due to their multiple roles (Springer et al., 2009). With the advent of the pandemic, the
introduction of supplementary tasks like planning and researching about the virus further
exacerbated the time constraints AMIDS faced. These newly added domestic responsibilities
significantly augmented the time spent on household chores during this period.

It is noteworthy that SM22 was not an isolated case in adopting precautionary measures
such as sanitizing every grocery item during the height of the pandemic. This practice was
emblematic of the broader sentiment shared among AMIDS. Their collective actions highlighted
their commitment to going above and beyond, even under elevated time pressures to keep their
family safe.

Yeah... whenever we are back home from outside, we shower, remove all clothes, and

wash them immediately. That is a lot more laundry than pre-pandemic days. That’s a lot

more than what I used to do pre-pandemic. And they add up quickly. (SM07)

Self-Sufficient Living. The prevailing insecurity stemming from the virus's enigmatic
nature prompted AMIDS to allocate more time to domestic tasks that were once occasionally
outsourced. A striking illustration was their increased involvement in cooking meals, surpassing
their prior practices. The hesitation to order takeout stemmed from the uncertainty surrounding

external food sources.

We did not eat out at all. I cooked all three meals every day. It was really scary to eat out.
For example, we went to Chick-fil-A once, and I thought what if the person preparing my
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food didn’t know he/she contracted the virus and packed my food? I couldn’t stop
worrying about that, so I hadn’t eaten out since then. My Chick-fil-A meal was just not
worth all that worry and anxiety. It was just too stressful to think about possibly getting
exposed to the virus. I would rather cook. It’s crazy to think back on how much I cooked
during that period. I don’t think I have ever cooked that much food in my entire life.
(SM22)

A similar paradigm was observed concerning childcare options. In regular circumstances,
AMIDS would have readily available on- or off-campus childcare facilities. However, the
pandemic drastically altered this landscape, rendering these conventional options unavailable.
The closure of most K-12 schools and childcare centers across the United States in response to
the pandemic eliminated this choice for AMIDS.

I don’t think I would have sent my kids to school even if their schools remained open in

the beginning of the pandemic. Also, if I catch the virus here in the United States, not in

my home country, I have no one or family members to help me out. Right? Of course, I

can ask for help from my friends but asking for help from my friends just feels different.

What concerns me the most is that we are on our own and need to take care of

everything, which is the biggest source of stress. So, I just told myself, don’t get sick

from the virus; do everything you can to not get sick. And this meant no daycare for my
child. (SM04)

AMIDS caring for multiple children often opted to keep their older child at home, even
when childcare centers were accessible. This decision stemmed from concerns about the
possibility of their older child contracting the virus and subsequently transmitting it back home.

Yeah, we didn't send our older daughter to any kind of childcare center because we feared

she would bring the virus home to the newborn. My concern was not only about COVID-

19 but also everything that often circulates at childcare facilities like flu, hand foot

mouth, and pink eye. And going to hospitals for any reason during the pandemic just

didn’t feel good to me. So we chose to keep our older child at home too. (SM07)

Despite the availability of daycare for her older child, SM07 who welcomed her second
child shortly after the pandemic's outbreak, and she hesitated to utilize this option due to

concerns that her older child might contract various illnesses and potentially expose the newborn

to sickness, potentially leading to hospital visits.
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Consequently, several AMIDS chose to forgo sending their older children to childcare
centers, leading to an added burden of childcare responsibilities for these already overwhelmed
individuals.

Secondary Impacts of COVID-19 Pandemic. AMIDS expressed apprehension not only
about the potential of their children contracting the virus from childcare centers but also about
the implications of quarantine measures that would be necessary in the event of an infection. The
challenges of seeking support while being infected carried significant weight for AMIDS. In
essence, the consequences of contracting the virus stood out as a crucial concern, representing a
dimension that AMIDS were determined to avert.

There is no way I would have sent my child to school. And it was so hard. It was so hard

to work, study, and take care of my newborn, and I could see my husband just withering

over time as a full-time caregiver. So, I thought about working with a nanny. But when
you think about it, nannies go back to their homes and might bring the virus back to our
homes, she will carry on with her daily routines and might expose us to the virus and give
it to us. So, I was unsure if working with a nanny was a good option either. Also, there
are so many things I need to take care of if any of us get sick, which really stressed me
out. (SM04)

SMO04 vividly illustrates the cascading impact of contracting the virus, revealing the
heightened chaos it ushers in. Her narrative highlights her unique challenges during the
pandemic, amplified by her solitary status without readily accessible support systems to depend
on during emergencies. Her comments provide a stark glimpse into the profound sense of
isolation she grapples with while strategizing for potential emergencies and grappling with the
unpredictable nature of the virus. The sentiments shared by SM04 encapsulate the deep-seated
aloneness that characterizes her experiences, underscoring the distinct vulnerabilities AMIDS
faces in her circumstances.

Thankfully, I am very familiar with the medical terms and the nature of it, but I have no

problem understanding medical conversations. I just don’t want to bring my baby to a
hospital in a situation like then. We have medical insurance, but I still don’t understand
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how to navigate the insurance policies, I am not entirely sure how it works. It’s so

complicated, and I just have a very hard time understanding insurance. I study nursing,

but it’s still hard to grasp how insurance works in this country so just the fact that I need
to check what will work and what will not work with my insurance, and which hospital
will take my insurance was overwhelming. I feel overwhelmed with needing to take care
of things of that nature. So just not wanting to deal with those consequences really
increased my overall fear during the pandemic. It’s not the fear of getting sick from

COVID-19, but rather the things I need to take care of on my own if I were to get sick

was a major source of stress and anxiety for me. (SM04)

Another significant source of stress emerged from the unfamiliarity with the intricacies of
the health insurance system in the United States. Originating from East Asian countries with
nationally subsidized and publicly funded healthcare (Goodman & Kwon, 1998), comprehending
the mechanics of the highly privatized health insurance landscape in the United States proved to
be an exceedingly challenging task for numerous AMIDS. Despite the mandatory requirement
for international students to acquire insurance plans before arriving in the United States, many
lacked sufficient education about the workings of these plans, the range of benefits available to
them, and the methods to navigate the complex hospital systems in the United States.

Challenges in Seeking Support. As for seeking assistance from their family members,
the pandemic presented a formidable obstacle. Typically, AMIDS could rely on their families
back home, with the possibility of family members flying over to the United States. However,
the travel restrictions the United States and their home countries imposed prevented this avenue.
Many East Asian countries implemented stringent COVID-19 policies for travelers from
overseas, making it nearly impossible for AMIDS to access familial sup