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Abstract

:

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is the deadliest public health emergency in the twenty-first century. To mitigate the rapid spread of the virus, institutions around the globe, including higher education, instituted infection control measures such as social distancing and restricted movements with virtual/remote work and learning environments. These changes, including the pandemic-related stressors, are associated with poor mental health among college students. However, student-mothers may encounter an aggravated psychological impact of the pandemic because of their competing and challenging intersecting roles. Multipronged strategies and targeted-mental health services that consider the needs of student-mothers, their children, and families are encouraged to mitigate the pandemic’s impact. Doing so has important implications for public health, policy, and research.
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1. Introduction


The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is the deadliest public health emergency in the twenty-first century. To mitigate the rapid spread of the virus, institutions around the globe, including higher education, instituted infection control measures such as social distancing and restricted movements. In response, higher education transitioned from traditional face-to-face activities to virtual/remote work and learning environments. These changes, including the pandemic-related stressors (e.g., personal loss, unemployment, misinformation regarding the COVID-19 and the vaccine, and worries for personal safety), are associated with poor mental health among college students [1,2].



Although college students are particularly vulnerable to the psychological sequelae of the pandemic, gender disparities exist [1,2]. For example, Lopez-Castro and colleagues [2] assessed the mental health of 909 students from the City University of New York (CUNY) using validated psychological assessment tools. This study found that women had significantly higher scores of depression, anxiety, and stress than men. Taken together, female college students are at increased risk of poor mental health than their male counterparts. However, it is plausible that female students who are raising children will experience a magnified effect of the pandemic on their mental health and overall academic success because of their competing and intersecting roles as mothers, students, and employees.



This commentary aims to describe the potential mental health impact of the pandemic on mothers who are raising children in institutions of higher education. Due to the limited, albeit non-existent literature investigating this narrative, this paper draws inferences from existing literature investigating the pandemic’s impact on the mental health among college students, women, and women faculties with children amid the COVID-19 pandemic to inform future research, policy, and practice for student mothers and subsequently the student-parent population.




2. Methods


In a commentary, researchers seek to present new ideas and perspectives while also mapping future directions to a particular topic of interest [3]. Accordingly, this commentary utilized a non-systematic approach to retrieve relevant articles from PubMed and Google Scholar. Key search terms unique to each section were used to identify relevant articles for each section discussed in this submission. Therefore, this submission is outlined thus: overview of student-mothers in higher education, mental health of student-mothers before the COVID-19 pandemic, maternal mental health amidst the pandemic, mental health of faculty mothers during the pandemic, the relationship between mental health and educational status, recommendations, and conclusion.




3. Overview of Student-Mothers in Higher Education


According to the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, more than one in five undergraduate students are raising children in the United States [4]. Women represent more than 70% of the overall student-parent population, and approximately 62% are single. Compared to non-parent female students, student mothers encounter significant hardships to their degree attainment, putting them at risk of not completing their education. For example, single mothers have higher dropout rates, with only 28% earning a degree within six years than 57% of female students without children [5].



For student-mothers, access to education is a guaranteed means to workforce participation, thereby decreasing the risk of poverty. Women earn higher wages as they attain higher levels of education. For example, women with a complete four-year degree make roughly $23,000 more than those with less than a higher education degree [6]. Thus, post-secondary education is an effective safety net to secure mothers’ economic and financial well-being. Unfortunately, policies and programs within and outside higher education do not adequately meet student-mothers’ needs, exacerbating their vulnerabilities [4,5,6].



Student-mothers experience substantial barriers to their degree attainment that are unique and multifaceted. Issues related to unaffordable on-campus childcare centers, time conflicts, school-work-parenting balance, quality housing, lack or inadequate on-campus policies aimed at pregnant or student-parents, financial constraints, and other socioeconomic barriers are persistent barriers to completing a post-secondary education for student-mothers [4,5]. Furthermore, structural barriers such as the Child Care Means Parents in School Program (CCAMPIS)—the only federal program covering childcare costs for low-income women in higher education, is substantially underfunded. In the 2016–2017 school years, CCAMPIS provided childcare tuition for about 4000 students, but almost 4200 were waitlisted [7].




4. Mental Health of Student-Mothers before COVID-19


Pre-COVID-19, extensive research has shown that student-parents have poorer mental health than their non-student-parent counterparts. Student-mothers often report feeling isolated and marginalized not only by their peers but by faculty/staff and the school environment as a whole [8]. Racial/ethnic minority student-mothers—Blacks and Hispanics who represent most of the student-parent population—also report being discriminated against and judged for their life choices by society [4,8]. However, some have described feeling guilty, stressed, anxious, and depressed from balancing their conflicting roles [8]. In addition, student-mothers experience maternal mental health illnesses such as postpartum depression and/or anxiety, which can lead to suicide [9]. If these patterns hold, then it appears that the COVID-19-related changes to learning (e.g., virtual/remote learning in colleges and K-12), strained social network, and other pandemic-related stressors combined with everyday schooling challenges will adversely affect the mental health of student-mothers than other student subgroups.




5. Evidence of Poor Mental Health among Mothers in COVID-19


Abundant research has shown that women have suffered the most from the pandemic than men [10,11,12,13], with some describing the pandemic as gendered. The reasons for the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on women are not far-fetched. For example, the stay-at-home order gave rise to remote/virtual work and schooling environments for families and students. As such, elevated caregiving burdens rested more on the mothers’ shoulders, who have to continue working and/or schooling and assumed the roles of “school teachers” for their children while also taking care of the day-to-day activities of the home. Women also accounted for more job losses, with some deliberately opting out of the workforce to care for their families [11]. However, while caregiving burdens have increased for women, these roles are unpaid, further increasing existing gender gaps and socioeconomic inequalities [11]. These unfavorable socioeconomic conditions are likely to magnify the risk of depression and anxiety in women and mothers who are already vulnerable to poor mental health. In their review of 7750 women, Hessami and colleagues [13] found a significant increase in anxiety (State-Trait Anxiety Inventory STAI; SMD = 0.82, 95% CI: 0.49–1.16) during than before the pandemic. Another study by Davenport and colleagues [13] assessed the prevalence of depression and anxiety among pregnant (n = 520) and new mothers (n = 380) between April and May 2020 using the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Survey (EPDS) and STAI score. In this study, elevated levels of depression (EPDS score > 13) were found in 40.7% of the women during the pandemic vs. 15% pre-pandemic. In addition, changes in obstetric guidelines and birth plans and worries about contracting the virus and its effect on the fetus among birthing people are associated with being stressed, worried, or anxious [14]. Moreover, maternal mental health disorders lead to negative lifelong consequences for mothers, infants, and families [12,13]. Thus, addressing maternal mental health amidst the pandemic is of utmost importance to achieving health equity.




6. Evidence of Poor Mental Health and Productivity among Mothering Faculty in COVID-19


In discussing the psychological impact of the pandemic on student-mothers, it is important to highlight a similar yet different group of mothers within the higher education ecosystem—women faculty who are mothers. Indeed, student-mothers and mothering faculty experience similar challenges related to childcare, although often with reduced stigma. However, mothering faculties are more likely to have the resources to afford structural advantages than student-mothers. For example, it is expected that faculties earn more than students, which may moderate the pandemic’s impact. Yet, whereas much research exists investigating the pandemic impact on mothering faculty, limited research exists for student-mothers.



Nonetheless, since the pandemic, mothering faculties have experienced disproportionate productivity across several productivity metrics and increased mental health burdens than men [15]. A combination of several factors may explain this productivity gap. One study comprising 117 mothering faculty with diverse academic positions found that 48% were primarily responsible for childcare than only 5% of their partners. In addition, 51% of the mothers were mostly responsible for their children’s schooling relative to 5% of their partners [16]. Notably, gender differences have been reported in manuscript development and research, with women faculties reporting decreased productivity, whereas productivity for male faculty remained stable [17]. The adverse consequences of productivity gaps, e.g., non-tenure, combined with the pandemic-related stressors discussed earlier, may be associated with depression and anxiety among faculty mothers and not fathers. In a recent study, Docka-Filipek and Stone [18] analyzed job-related factors on faculty mental health during the initial “stay-at-home-orders” using the self-reported 10-item Center of Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale (CES-D). In this study, gender was a significant predictor of elevated depressive and anxiety symptoms, further exacerbated by having a higher teaching load, the number of dependents at home, and financial concerns among women faculty. Notably, this study found that female faculty assumed more non-career advancing responsibility (e.g., administrative tasks) than males, accounting for productivity gaps in research or career advancement.



Considering the substantial hardship the pandemic has wrought on mothering faculty, who are less socioeconomically vulnerable than student-mothers, it is clear that student-mothers will experience severe negative consequences of the pandemic on their mental health and academic success.




7. The Relationship between Education and Mental Health


There is a strong association between education and adult mental health. Higher educational level improves individual skills, promotes positive health behaviors, benefits from structural advantages, and empowers coping methods [19]. Educational level is also associated with earning and labor force participation [7]. Collectively, these factors can promote mental health. However, there is a causal link between poor mental health and educational attainment. For example, a study of mothers with children in an Early Head Start program found that women with depression often do not increase their participation in educational activities, job training, or employment [20]. Because education is inherently associated with mental health and vice versa, protecting student-mothers mental health during and after the pandemic is necessary to secure their economic and financial security. Moreover, the benefit of protecting the mental health of student-mothers transcends beyond achieving academic success but into closing existing social and economic inequalities with intergenerational benefits. This is because student-mothers view their educational achievement as a means of modeling future career possibilities for their children and families [8].




8. Charting a Way Forward


There is an urgent need for higher education to establish strategies to protect the mental health and well-being of student-mothers not just during but also beyond the pandemic. First, higher education should ensure an inclusive campus environment by providing targeted mental health services for student-mothers. Student-mothers need services that speak to their unique needs; however, services available in higher education are often exclusionary, focusing on non-traditional students (i.e., students who transition to higher education immediately after high school) who are often not parenting or working full time. For instance, the CUNY Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) program is an excellent program that can be modified to meet the mental health needs of student-mothers [21]. Providing targeted mental health services and counseling require concerted and deliberate efforts from policymakers and academic administrators by allocating resources to create and sustain such programs and services. In light of the psychological sequelae of the pandemic, meeting student-mothers where they are by integrating maternal mental health care and family therapy programs into the existing institutional mental health service is a step in the right direction to protect their academic success, mental health, and well-being. Moreover, inclusive mental health services in higher education will also benefit parenting faculty and staff regardless of sex and gender.



Secondly, higher education should provide flexible class schedules and on-campus childcare centers’ operating hours for student-mothers to enable them to balance their conflicting roles. One approach to achieve this may be for higher education to retain or integrate aspects of remote learning (e.g., asynchronous learning) in place since the pandemic, where possible. A flexible system that helps these students manage their schedules may likely reduce stress from missed classes or assignments while increasing quality time spent with their families. Such systems can be especially essential for single student-mothers, who are saddled with parenting responsibility alone, to learn at a suitable pace, likely reducing dropout rates and consequently increasing academic retention overall.



Thirdly, higher education should create mechanisms to keep abreast of the unique challenges student-mothers encounter, be aware of their unique situation and be proactive in addressing potential barriers to their academic pursuit and overall well-being. For instance, processes should be put in place to identify and connect student-mothers (and not on a case-by-case basis) with available on-campus services (e.g., student services department, parenting workshops) and off-campus community resources that provide social services (e.g., faith-based groups, parenting workshops, the Special Supplementary Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, etc.) [22]. Because most student-mothers are socioeconomically disadvantaged, connecting them to social services can contribute greatly to ameliorate financial stressors.



Fourthly, promoting interventions that target major stressors experienced by women is critical. For example, bereavement programs can be adapted through a student-parent lens to offer emotional support to mothers who have lost loved ones or are experiencing economic hardship due to COVID-19 [11]. Such programs could also be useful for mothers experiencing pregnancy loss or other obstetric challenges. Amidst the pandemic, providing such services may help lessen the pandemic’s psychological implications on women. Lastly, as the world gradually returns to “normal” and higher education transition to traditional face-to-face learning, there is the possibility that mothers will be anxious about returning to their pre-pandemic lifestyle as such, higher education should establish targeted mentoring/advising with individuals (e.g., parenting faculties) familiar with the situations of this population.



It is imperative to acknowledge that although these recommendations are geared towards student-mothers, they could also be applied to student-fathers, parenting faculty/staff, or other populations in higher education tasked with caregiving burdens of disabled or elderly parents or siblings.




9. Conclusions


Student-mothers encounter unparalleled stressors to their degree attainment, which is exacerbated by the pandemic. Considering that the pandemic has disrupted academic experience, student engagement and caused high dropout rates, higher education must pay heightened attention to meeting the needs of student-mothers and other vulnerable student subgroups. Student-mothers deserve access to equitable services to secure their academic success. As such, academic administrators should foster an inclusive campus environment and establish multipronged strategies through a student-parent lens. Doing so has important implications for public health, policy, and social justice.
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