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Abstract
Burnout permeates helping professions and is a concern in counselor education and
training. The defining characteristics of burnout are depersonalization, emotional
exhaustion, and reduced personal accomplishment. Data on burnout in diverse
populations are notably limited. The primary goal of this qualitative grounded theory
study was to understand the experiences of burnout in mothers of color (MoCs) who were
enrolled in or recently (within the last 5 years) graduated from an online Council for the
Accreditation of Counseling and Related Education Programs accredited clinical mental
health counseling (CMHC) program. Another goal of this study was to investigate how
MoCs managed burnout. Participants were recruited via the use of social media, a
listserv, and a university research participant pool. Purposeful criterion sampling aided in
finding participants who self-identified as MoCs and self-reported having experienced
burnout within their academic programs. Participants completed demographic surveys to
identify diversity within the sample. Interview data were collected via phone. A constant
comparative analysis was conducted using a relational cultural theoretical lens. This
investigation illuminated (a) self-reported experiences of burnout by MoCs completing
master’s degrees online in CMHC, (b) how these MoCs reported managing experiences
of burnout, (c) the development of a theory using the data obtained from MoCs
descriptions of burnout, and (d) information that contributed to the literature exploring
burnout in diverse populations. The implications this study may have for social change
include the potential to identify areas where multicultural sensitivity is needed in program

development and interventions to proactively help combat burnout in student MoCs.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

I conducted a qualitative GT study to learn the lived experiences of burnout in
mothers of color (MoCs) who were currently enrolled in or graduated from online
Council for the Accreditation of Counseling and Related Education Programs (CACREP)
accredited master’s in clinical mental health counseling (CMHC) programs within the
last 5 years. In this study, I investigated how participants managed burnout with the goal
of developing a data-driven theory about the phenomenon of burnout in a diverse student
population. In this chapter, I introduce the research topic by providing background
information and reviewing current research and knowledge gaps. I also explain the
identified research problem, the nature, and purpose of the study, and the potential
significance of this research.

Burnout in graduate counseling students is a growing concern among counselor
educators, program directors, and other counseling professionals (Bamonti et al., 2014;
Christopher & Maris, 2010; Elman & Forrest, 2004; Miller et al., 2011; Munsey, 2006;
Savicki & Cooley, 1982; Schwartz-Mette, 2009). Burnout was previously thought to be
an issue of concern solely for clinicians (Lee, Cho, Kissinger, & Ogle, 2010; Maslach,
Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001); however, Clark, Murdock, and Koetting, (2009) suggested
that burnout impacted students, especially second-year and higher-level graduate students
due to increased academic demands and a lack of work/life balance. Researchers linked
burnout to interpersonal, emotional, behavioral, attitudinal, and physical symptoms

(Clark et al., 2009).



Though researchers have not unanimously agreed on a definition of burnout
(Cieslak, 2016), for this study, I used the following definitions: negative symptoms as
individual experiences within three specific dimensions: (a) personal accomplishment, (b)
depersonalization, and (c) emotional exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001; Wilkerson, 2009).
I operationalized personal accomplishment as the competence a person feels in their
ability to perform academically as well as professionally (Wilkerson, 2009). I then
operationalized depersonalization as a diminished emotional connection or the lack of
empathy an individual feels toward fellow students, instructors, work, and clients
(Wilkerson, 2009). Last, I operationally defined emotional exhaustion as feeling drained
physically and emotionally (Wilkerson, 2009).

Although there has been a notable increase in literature discussing various aspects
of burnout and impairment issues among helping professionals and trainees (Aten,
Madson, Rice, & Chamberlain, 2008; Bamonti et al., 2014; Barnett & Cooper, 2002;
Goncher, Sherman, Barnett, & Haskins, 2013; Miller et al., 2011; Smith & Moss, 2009),
Cieslak (2016) bemoaned the lack of recent empirical sources specific to burnout.
Burnout is of particular concern because in the notably few current empirical sources on
the topic, researchers indicated that there is a consistent presence of burnout in the mental
health field (Cieslak, 2016; Craig & Sprang, 2010; El-Ghoroury, Galper, Sawaqdeh, &
Bufka, 2012; Smith & Moss, 2009).

El-Ghoroury et al. (2012) asserted that a prominent consequence of burnout is
diminished functioning, or impairment. Clinical professionals, as well as counselor

educators, have presented evidence to support their assertion that professionals



experiencing burnout have limited ability to adequately deliver professional services
(Bamonti et al., 2014; Barnett & Cooper, 2002; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016). Counselors
experiencing impairment may put already vulnerable clients at greater risk due to their
diminished capacity to make ethical decisions that are in the best interest of their clients
(Barnett & Cooper, 2002; Killian, 2008). Similarly, impaired counseling students in
practicum and internship experiences may put unsuspecting clients at undue risk if they
are not aware of their impairment or ways to prevent themselves from becoming impaired
(Bamanti et al., 2014; Craig & Sprang, 2010).

Counselor educators and other professional gatekeepers have an ethical
imperative to ensure that fledgling counselors entering the profession and beginning to
assist clients are not impaired (American Counseling Association, 2014). Researchers
reported the prevalence of burnout symptoms with statistics ranging from 5% of a sample
of both master’s- and doctoral-level helping professionals (psychologists, therapists,
social workers ) (Craig & Sprang, 2010) to as much as 46% of a sample of practicing
clinicians (Mahoney, 1997). Regardless of the exact statistic, burnout was found
consistently enough to warrant futher investigation (Craig & Sprang, 2010; Cummings,
Massey, & Jones, 2007; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016).

Researchers would be remiss to ignore the potential for impairment in counseling
students as a relevant and pressing research topic because individual development of
school/life balance as well as practical clinical training experiences are often when
students begin developing their self-care habits, or lack the thereof (Bamanti et al., 2014).

Gaining an understanding of burnout in counseling students could help to further inform



the understanding of burnout in novice counselors and aid in addressing concerns that
arise during the education and training process (Craig & Sprang, 2010; Wardle &
Mayorga, 2016). However, because depersonalization is specific to interactions between
helping professionals and their clients (Clark et al., 2009) and because participants in this
study may not yet have had such interactions, I focused specifically on participants’
experiences of the personal accomplishment and emotional exhaustion dimensions of
burnout.

Previously, in graduate training, individual issues of distress or impairment often
went unaddressed (Barnett & Cooper, 2002). Instead of continuing in this manner,
Barnett and Cooper (2002) recommended that graduate program directors require
ongoing educational presentations related to professional burnout and impairment
through coursework and regularly scheduled colloquia. Similarly, other authors called for
counselor education program developers to inform students about the potential for
burnout (Cieslak, 2016; Richards, Campenni, & Muse-Burke, 2010; Shapiro, Brown, &
Biegel. 2007; Yager & Tovar-Blank, 2007; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016). They
recommended actively working toward combatting burnout by teaching students self-
compassion as well as self-care strategies such as mindfulness and meditation (Cieslak,
2016; Nelson, Hall, Anderson, Birtles, & Hemming, 2018; Richards et al., 2010; Shapiro
et al., 2007; Yager & Tovar-Blank, 2007; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016). The additional
emphasis on the individual nature of burnout is part of the challenge and complexity of
understanding burnout within the context of a graduate student experience (Cieslak,

2016).



As burnout continues to gain recognition as a concern for graduate student
populations (Bamonti et al., 2014; Cieslak, 2016; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016), it is also
important to note that there has been a shift in the way a significant portion of students
gain access to education. Online education (e-learning) is a contemporary way to earn a
degree while maintaining other professional and personal obligations (Bichsel, 2013;
Vonderwell, 2003). The number of accredited online counselor education programs
continues to grow (CACREP, 2014), mirroring the increased popularity of e-learning in
general since its inception in the mid- to late-1990s (Bichsel, 2013). Individuals who
cannot or do not attend school in a traditional brick-and-mortar setting for any number of
reasons can achieve their educational goals online because of the added flexibility of e-
learning (Bichsel, 2013; Kentor, 2015).

Nontraditional students, including those who work fulltime or those who have
family obligations, frequently use e-learning as a means of furthering academic pursuits
(Bichsel, 2013). Although this is the case, the potential benefits, as well as the potential
concerns that may arise within e-learning, cannot go unnoticed. For example, one benefit
is that the accessibility of e-learning has been found to encourage students from diverse
backgrounds and ethnicities to enroll in graduate education programs (Tapanes, Smith, &
White, 2009; Venter, 2003). However, the accessibility of e-learning is not without
potential drawbacks. Multiple authors found that online learning may leave students
feeling isolated or as though they did not have the social support that might have been
afforded to them in a brick-and-mortar setting (Ali & Smith, 2015; Phirangee, 2016;

Vonderwell, 2003). In addition Ali and Smith (2015) and Venter (2003) noted that if



students were unable to establish relationships with their peers, it was likely that they
would experience feelings of loneliness and in some cases would lead to students
discontinuing their enrollment.
Problem Statement

Studies documenting the effects of burnout in the counseling profession as well
as among master’s-level counseling students are plentiful (Bakker et al., 2006; Killian,
2008; Lee et al., 2010; Puig et al., 2012; Skovholt, 2001). Burnout is known to affect
graduate students in particular in ways such as mental and physical stress, psychological
problems, and career choice disatisfaction (Clark et al., 2009; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016),
serving as a deterrent to their ability to complete graduate studies. Multiple authors have
cited the need for burnout studies that focus more directly on multicultural and diverse
populations (Bray, 2015; Cohen, 2009; Kibelloh & Bao, 2014; Lee et al., 2010; Zeligman
et al., 2015) and a search of the literature revealed only one published article in which the
researchers specifically addressed burnout in counseling students enrolled in an online
learning program (Leykin, Cucciare, & Weingardt, 2011). Through this qualitative study,
I examined the descriptions of burnout in a diverse segment of the online counseling
graduate student population, MoCs. The findings of this study will help to fill the
exisiting gaps in the literature while providing data to counselor educators about ways to
better support diverse graduate students throughout their academic programs.

Researchers have conducted studies to explore the prevalence and implications of
burnout in professionals (Clark et al., 2009; Cummins et al., 2007; Degun-Mather, 2006;

Ducharme et al., 2008; Killian 2008; Lee et al., 2011; Mahoney, 1997; Maslach et al.,



2001; Oser et al., 2013; Pines & Maslach, 1978; Puig et al., 2012; Richards et al., 2010;
Savicki & Cooley, 1982; Skovholt, 2012; Smith & Moss, 2009; Wilkerson, 2009) or the
need for professionals and trainees to be given tools to combat stress, burnout, and
compassion fatigue (Aten et al., 2008; Bamanti et al., 2014; Christopher & Maris, 2010;
Elman & Forrest, 2004; Goncher et al., 2013; Kumari, 2011; Kumary & Baker, Miller et
al., 2011; Munsey, 2006; Myers et al., 2012; Pakenham & Stafford-Brown, 2012; Roach
& Young, 2007; Shapiro et al., 2007; Schwartz-Mette, 2009). However, these
investigators failed to provide an explanation for how diverse students may experience
burnout while completing their master’s degrees online and how the phenomenon of
burnout may contribute to a lack of diversity in practicing professionals. Although an
understanding of the experiences of burnout in all student mothers was beyond the scope
of this study, I hope that this study will be the beginning of a broader discourse on the
needs of women in academia, whether they are mothers of diverse backgrounds or not.
Purpose

My purpose in this study was to understand the lived experiences of burnout
within the population of MoCs working toward their master’s degrees online in a
CACREP-accredited CMHC program. I examined how these mothers managed those
experiences of burnout while enrolled in their academic programs. No known research
addressed this population of students’ experiences of burnout in this setting. To address
this gap in the literature, [ used a qualitative, GT research design.

Through the investigation, I illuminated (a) the self-reported descriptions of

burnout experiences by MoCs who recently (within the last 5 years) completed or were



currently completing CACREP-accredited master’s degrees in CMHC, (b) how these
MoCs reported managing those experiences of burnout, (c) the development of a theory
about how MoCs managed burnout, (d) information to contribute to the literature
exploring burnout with diverse populations, and (e) information to inform and aid
program administrators and developers in proactively combating burnout and reducing
attrition in online graduate counseling students who are MoCs.

I recruited participants by posting my research invitation via social media posts on
Facebook, emails disseminated using the COUNSGRAD:s listserv, and on Walden
University’s research participant pool website. I applied purposeful criterion sampling to
find participants who self-identified as women of color, were mothers, and self-reported
having experienced burnout within their program of study. Participants who met criteria
and who elected to participate completed a brief demographic survey to identify cultures
and diversity within the sample. I conducted all participant interviews via phone.
Throughout the data collection and interview process, I engaged in constant comparative
analysis of the data while using a relational cultural theoretical (RCT) lens.

The data that I gathered comprised the foundation of an emergent theory about the
experiences of burnout by a diverse cultural group of students. I used the research
findings to suggest ways to help inform program development and the profession at large
about the needs of diverse mothers who are also online graduate CMHC students,
enrolled in CACREP accredited programs. Such data may also support the advancement
of theories of diversity and the retention of diverse female students within CACREP

accredited counseling programs thereby, decreasing attrition and potentially increasing



the overall diversity of practicing counselors who are qualified and available to provide
mental health counseling services.

I chose to address this gap because an additional understanding of students’
experiences of burnout will help the developers of counselor education programs take
steps toward proactive prevention (Bamonti et al., 2014; Cieslak, 2016; Elman & Forrest,
2004). In addition, I sought to use the development of a data-driven theory to address the
ethical imperative calling for the diversification of counseling research (American
Counseling Association, 2014; Galotti, 2004). Through the findings of this study, I hoped
to provide professionals in the field of counselor education with an understanding of how
graduate counseling student mothers from diverse backgrounds describe their experiences
of burnout. This data may assist developers of academic programs in establishing
proactive measures (Bamonti et al., 2014) to support the unique needs of this population
and hopefully increase retention and graduation rates for MoCs in e-learning programs
(Zeligman et al., 2015).

Significance

Because of the existing gaps in the professional knowledge base about burnout,
counselor educators may be unable to meet the needs of graduate students who are MoCs
and experiencing burnout while enrolled in master’s level CACREP-accredited online
CMHC programs. Through this inquiry, I sought to fill gaps in the existing research via a
qualitative study that documented the actual experiences of MoCs who were managing
(or recently managed) burnout during their online academic programs. These gaps were

concerning because women currently make up a large percentage of practicing counselors
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(ACA, 2013; US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017) and enrollment in online counselor
education programs continues to grow (Bichsel, 2013). However, based on university
demographic data, women of color are not represented in the counseling profession at
levels consistent with program enrollment (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017; Walden
University, 2015). Investigating the experiences of burnout in this population may help
inform preventive interventions and increase program retention, specifically, for MoCs.
In addition, the insights obtained may help to inform future development of multicultural
theories and competencies, as well as supporting academic program development. Last,
the findings of this study added to and diversified the existing literature on burnout.

The completed research may also be useful in ascertaining whether existing
research findings apply to a more diverse population than was initially proposed. Galotti
(2004) criticized the previously common practice of treating various models, theories,
and data as universal. Women of color are inherently different because their experiences
are affected, at a minimum by the intersection of race and gender (Collins, 2000;
Saulnier, 2013). As such, existing theories may not apply to their experiences. One
cannot assume the available research findings on burnout will apply to individuals who
differ from the dominant culture and primarily homogenous studies of other cultural
groups (Saulnier, 2013).

The idea of a one-size-fits-all approach to research continues to be challenged by
investigators who even after completing their inquiries petition for further research
diversification (Du, Zhou, Xu, & Lei, 2016). Previous investigators of burnout identified

the need for additional research to focus directly on the phenomenon in multicultural and



11
diverse populations (Bray, 2015; Cohen, 2009; Kibelloh & Bao, 2014; Lee et al., 2010;
Zeligman, Prescod, & Greene, 2015). For this study, I allowed a theory to emerge from
the analysis of the data gathered from MoCs in online CACREP-accredited CMHC
programs. The research I conducted began to fill the void in the literature on burnout in
diverse populations, possibly making connections between what is already known and
what remains unknown.
Background

Burnout is a prevailing topic in counselor education and training (Roach &
Young, 2007; Skovholt, 2001; Yager & Tovar-Blank, 2007). In exisiting literature,
authors focused on burnout as experienced by practitioners, but not how the phenomenon
of burnout might be experienced by graduate counseling students (Aten et al., 2008;
Bakker et al., 2006; Barnett & Cooper, 2009; Goncher et al., 2013; Killian, 2008; Lee et
al., 2010; Puig et al., 2012; Skovholt, 2001; Smith & Moss, 2009). A comprehensive
search of the professional literature published within the last 5 years revealed less than
ten peer-reviewed articles reporting results from studies examining burnout with
counseling students.

In recent studies, authors indicated that in general, online learning might leave
some students feeling isolated or unsupported (Phirangee, 2016; Vonderwell, 2003).
Phirangee (2016) sought to gain a better understanding of the negative feelings students’
experienced by conducting an interview study of online student learners. The author
specified that students whose cultural experiences differed from the majority group did

not feel welcome to share their experiences (Phirangee, 2016). The author went on to
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assert that participants’ feelings of alienation, isolation, and disconnection were the main
factors that attributed to attrition in their online learning (Phirangee, 2016). Although
online learning does not inherently promote isolation, some students reported struggling
to feel connected to both their professors and peers (Venter, 2003). The online learners
who experienced a lack of connection may also have exhibited differences in culture
which in turn might have impacted the perceptions these students had of their learning
experiences and the challenges they faced while seeking higher education (Venter, 2003).

Though online learners often benefit from the inclusion of discussion boards, chat
rooms, and other means of direct interaction between instructors and peers (Venter,
2003), even with these options, students reported feelings of isolation during their online
education experiences (Vonderwell, 2003). The demographics of these students may be a
question for some. Some looked like me. Some did not look like me. Some worked, and
some stayed at home. All were online learners and had set goals that depended on being
able to complete education online.

Counseling students are meant to receive training and be equipped with tools to
identify symptoms and address burnout (Shapiro et al., 2007). The ACA code of ethics
(2014) and the 2016 CACREP standards (2016) stated that burnout and impairment are
important topics of ongoing counselor education and professional awareness efforts.
However, the actual number of online counseling students who experienced burnout
remains unknown. The way these students manage their experiences of burnout to
continue toward their academic goals is also unclear. Through this study, I sought to

uncover answers to this question from within the population of MoCs.
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Although burnout and isolation were factors that could affect all counseling
students, I sought information specific to MoCs who were enrolled in or graduated from
online CACREP accredited master’s counseling programs within the last 5 years. There
was an apparent disconnect between the number of women of color who enrolled in
graduate counseling programs and the number of women of color who ultimately entered
the profession. According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics 2017 Labor Force
Statistics from the Current Population Survey, women made up approximately 72% of
counseling professionals. Of these women, only 30% identified as women of color
(Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2017). These demographics differed startlingly from
counseling program enrollment figures. In 2015, Walden University, a large online
university with a well-known CACREP-accredited online clinical mental health
counseling program, reported nearly 77% of enrolled graduate students were women and
almost half of those identified as nonwhite.

Further demographic information from Walden University (2015) indicated that
48.7% of students were between the ages of 24 and 39 years. Students in this age range
were significant because the Central Intelligence Agency (2013) reported that the median
age for first births in women in the United States is 25.6 years. Therefore, it was highly
likely that with females making up 77% of the student body, a substantial number of
Walden University students were mothers (Walden University, 2015). If Walden
University’s demographics were indicative of a national trend in online education,

approximately half of all women enrolled in graduate education were women of color
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(African-American; Hispanic/Latino; Asian/Pacific Islander; and American
Indian/Alaskan Native) and a sizable percentage of those women were mothers.

The available data on burnout in graduate students with diverse cultural
backgrounds was decidedly limited (Lee et al., 2010). As noted, previous researchers
focused primarily on burnout in professional counselors, and only one article specifically
addressed burnout in counselor trainees in an online program (Lee et al., 2010; Miller et
al., 2011; Leykin et al., 2011). Multiple authors urged future researchers to explore
burnout in different student and practitioner populations and cultures citing the potential
to gain a better understanding of the factors that influence burnout in diverse populations
(Clark et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2011). These authors suggest using the
the research findings to proactively prevent issues that stem from burnout and impairment
during counselor education and training by making concerted efforts within education
programs (Clark et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2011).

Zeligman et al. (2015) affirmed that women of color have “different journeys and
experiences in higher education” (p. 66). The authors emphasized the need for research
on the experiences of women of various racial and ethnic backgrounds. The authors
called for such specific focus in part due to the underrepresentation of these groups in
academia as well as the numerous factors these women consider before deciding to
pursue higher education (Zeligman et al., 2015). These factors included financial
ability/obligations, support, benefits, childbearing, and mentorship (Zeligman et al.,

2015). The authors noted the factors above were most frequently deliberated by female
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potential graduate students, whereas a much smaller number of male students took such
factors into account when deciding to pursue higher education (Zeligman et al., 2015).

Women were specifically more likely to take family and other obligations into
consideration when setting personal, educational goals (Lynch, 2008); however, their
male counterparts rarely did the same (Zeligman et al., 2015). For example, on deciding
to pursue higher education, single women of childbearing age often considered the
potential needs of children that were not yet in existence (Holm, Prosek, & Weisberger,
2015; Lynch, 2008). This consideration often led these women to feel as though they had
to put off having children to pursue academic goals or as though they had to choose
between being “good moms” or “good students” (Lynch, 2008). Though this was not the
case across the board, it lent support to the idea that mothers in education already had
more concerns to address than their non-mom and male counterparts.

The financial considerations most students, especially women of color made when
thinking about enrolling in higher education included a cost-benefit analysis looking
specifically at the amount of money and time obtaining a degree would take in
comparison with the earning potential having the degree would ultimately provide
(Schultheiss, 2009; Zeligman et al., 2015). In addition, women considered whether and
when they intended to start a family, how pursuing a graduate degree could throw them
off schedule, and once they had a family, the resulting childcare expenses (Schultheiss,
2009; Trepal & Stinchfield, 2012). Childbearing was another area where women of color

felt especially torn (Zeligman et al., 2015).
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Mentorship was another deciding factor in some cases. Miller and Stone (2011)
cited faculty support and mentorship as primary factors in promoting self-confidence for
women of color in graduate school. Women of color were limited in opportunities for
mentoring relationsips due to severe underrepresentation in academia (Grant & Simmons,
2008). Although it is not necessary for mentors to have similar ethnic backgrounds as
their mentees, it can be hard for students of color when there is not even the possibility of
having a mentor with which to connect on this level (Zeligman et al., 2015). A lack of
mentorship can affect an individual’s potential for burnout by preventing the student from
having regular contact with a more senior, skilled professional who may glean potential
burnout during its onset.

The decision-making process for women of color was different because the
decision was based on perceived difficulties (Zeligman et al.,2015). These difficulties
included intergrating into a graduate program, the lack of other minorities in the field,
and whether or not the women of color wanted to embark on the challenge of carving a
path on a road that had yet to be travelled by someone like them (Zeligman et al., 2015).
When these women were also mothers, they most often made additional familial, cultural,
and personal considerations despite not yet having a foundation of research to which they
could fully relate (Bray, 2015).

The definition of burnout I ascribed to throughout the study was the negative
symptoms individuals experience within three dimensions: (a) personal accomplishment,
(b) depersonalization, and (c) emotional exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001; Wilkerson,

2009). For the completed research, the definition of personal accomplishment was the
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competence a person felt in her ability to perform academically as well as professionally
(Wilkerson, 2009). Depersonalization was a diminished emotional connection or lack of
empathy the individual felt toward fellow students, instructors, work, and clients
(Wilkerson, 2009). Wilkerson (2009) described emotional exhaustion as feeling drained
physically and emotionally (Wilkerson, 2009). Wright and Cropanzano (1998) asserted
that individuals affected by emotional exhaustion described feeling “overextended” and
often did not feel capable of sufficiently handling the depletion of physical and emotional
energy.

No known literature existed in which researchers addressed the qualitative
experiences or management of burnout in student mothers. Ideally, through this study, I
have illuminated how MoCs navigated and responded to burnout during their online
graduate studies. These findings could help form the basis of a theoretical understanding
to assist educators and administrators in developing proactive programming. This
programming could potentially support the academic success of a diverse segment of the
student population, ultimately contributing to a more diverse population of professionals
working in the field. These findings can also be used to help address concerns about
impairment in this population as well as furthering the discussion program developers
and policy makers have about meeting the needs of students with diverse backgrounds
and who operate within multiple roles.

Framework
I viewed the data from this study through the theoretical lens of RCT. Relational

cultural theorists posited that people grow through relationships throughout their lives
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and that their cultures affect those relationships (Comstock et al., 2008; Miller & Stiver,
1997). Duffey and Somody (2011) noted that the principles of RCT suggest people need
connection. It remains possible that women of color who were mothers in online learning
environments lack social support and connectivity that students who interact with peers
face to face may have. RCT theorists focused on interconnectedness and collectivism as
well as the socio-cultural aspects that inform an individual’s day-to-day life (Frey, 2013).
The various cultures that participants in this study identify with may have further
impacted their growth and abilities to negotiate their experiences of burnout. Using an
RCT framework, I facilitated an analysis of the data that included how relationships and
culture seemed to inform the experiences of burnout participants’ described.

Research Questions
The research questions for this study were the following:

1. How do women of color who are mothers completing a Master’s in Clinical
Mental Health Counseling (CMHC) in a CACREP-accredited online learning
environment describe their experiences of burnout?

2. How do women of color who are mothers manage burnout while completing a
Master’s in Clinical Mental Health Counseling (CMHC) in an online CACREP-
accredited learning environment?

Nature of the Study
The nature of this study was qualitative using GT methodology. I selected this
design because it allowed me to establish a theory to explain the management of burnout

in women of color who are mothers working toward their master’s in MHC online. Lent



19
and Schwartz (2012) asserted that no single theory accounts for all iterations of burnout
because there are numerous ways people experience and manage burnout, and it is a
common problem. For example, one person experiencing burnout might feel high levels
of anxiety and report physical strain/tension in their neck and back (Ducharme et al.,
2008), whereas another person experiencing burnout may report frequent headaches and
feelings of depression (Craig & Sprang, 2010), whereas another person experiencing
burnout lacks the aforementioned physical symptoms but feels tired all the time and is
exceedingly stressed thinking about all of the tasks they need to get done and ultimately
is unable to do anything because of feeling overwhelmed (El Ghoroury et al., 2012). Each
of these iterations of burnout could be potentially debilitating and is no less concerning
than the others.

Consider further that the preceding descriptions do not supply information about
the individuals experiencing burnout aside from their symptoms, one could be a
Caucasian man supporting his wife and children, one might be a single mother who
immigrated from Mexico, and yet another might be an African American transsexual
woman working and living in an environment that is not open to her being who she is.
Researchers recognized significant associations of burnout with individual factors such as
race, gender, and sexual orientation (Lent and Swartz, 2012; Viehl et al., 2017). Leone et
al. (2011) found that culture, specifically, is an important issue in burnout because it
gives meaning to the individual’s symptoms as well as the diagnosis. Collins (2000) and
Saulnier (2013) posited that developers of mainstream theories did not consider women

of color. Further, Saulnier (2013) decried the previous discounting of the viewpoints of
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women of color in academic theorizing. There is abundant quantitative data on burnout;
however, there are little qualitative data and no specific data on the population of women
of color who are mothers earning master’s degrees in an online CACREP-accredited
CMHC program.

I presented data from which a theory considering women of color was drawn.
RCT was the lens through which I viewed the data, and this theory served as the
philosophical foundation for understanding themes and patterns that emerged throughout
the study. [ used GT as the method of analysis to examine emergent themes and patterns
in the data that contributed to the development of a theory as lauded by Corbin and
Strauss (2008).

To advertise the study and recruit potential participants, I disseminated an online
recruitment flyer via Walden University’s Research Participant Pool, the COUNSGRAD
Listserv, and personal and counseling Facebook groups and pages to which I was a
member. The recruitment flyer included a brief explanation of the intended research,
participant qualifications, and a link to the informed consent and demographic survey.
Participants self-identified using inclusionary criteria presented in the study invitation.
Respondents who opted to participate in the study clicked on the electronic hyperlink
embedded in the recruitment flyer to provide an electronic signature on the informed
consent, followed by a brief demographic survey. At the end of the survey, respondents
had the option of selecting a pseudonym to be used throughout all communications and
provided their preferred method of contact to schedule an interview at their convenience.

I used the demographic survey to obtain a detailed picture of the diversity within the
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entire sample such as age, enrollment status, and identified ethnicities. I used the
demographic data to identify additional factors within the participant pool that might
relate to the management of burnout by the target population.

At no time did I require or coerce participants into engaging in the research or
interview process. I informed participants that they were free to discontinue participation
at any time and for any reason. I further informed participants about the logistics of the
interviews upon scheduling. I anticipated initial interviews would last between 60 and 90
minutes. However, the interviews actually lasted between 35 and 75 minutes in length. I
expected follow-up interviews to explore emerging categories and theoretical notions to
vary and to continue until no new data was forthcoming. I discussed follow-up interviews
at the end of the initial interviews. I reached out to participants via their identified
preferred method of contact to go over transcripts and to present a follow-up question that
emerged from the data. Half of the respondents chose not to engage in a follow-up
interview. Those participants who did choose to respond opted to answer the follow-up
interview question via email or text.

Questions during the interviews included:

e Talk about your experiences as both a graduate student and a mother.

e Talk about how your ethnicity impacts your experiences as a graduate
student.

e Tell me about a time when you felt defeated. What did you do to get

yourself back on track?
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e  Who, if anyone, do you reach out to when you feel overwhelmed? What
about this person makes you reach out to him/her?
¢ How do you make time to do things you enjoy?
¢  When you make time for yourself, what do you do?
¢ What are some of the challenges you have with your online learning
process?
e What are some changes you wish were incorporated into online learning to
make the process better for you?
I transcribed and analyzed the interviews in an ongoing process which led to the
discovery of emergent themes and patterns within the experiences shared by participants
(Bakker et al., 2006; Elman & Forrest, 2004). Identifying themes and patterns in the data
informed the development of an emergent theory specific to this population (Creswell,
2013; Patton, 2002). Data from this study might help program evaluators and developers
craft programs that incorporate training and knowledge about burnout in student
populations, shifting from a potentially reactive response to student burnout to using a
preventative stance on addressing burnout in counselor education (Bamonti et al., 2014).
Types and Sources of Information or Data
1. Initial interviews with master’s-level Clinical Mental Health Counseling students
who identify as women of color, are mothers and have experienced burnout
within the current school year.
2. Follow-up interviews with participants.

3. Researcher notes taken during interviews.
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4. Detailed demographic survey data from participants.
5. A Researcher’s journal reflecting on the overall process as well as the data
collected.
Assumptions, Limitations, Scope, and Delimitations

I made a few assumptions throughout this research. First, I assumed that
participants could articulate their experiences of burnout accurately and would do so
honestly. I also assumed that participants chose to complete their education online to add
some level of flexibility or convenience to their lives that would otherwise be missing.
Last, I assumed participants would want to share their experiences to help build a
research base that reflects their segment of the population of online CMHC students.

As with all research, there were limits to the study. These limitations included the
number of women of color who are mothers in online CACREP-accredited CMHC
master’s programs. In addition participants needed to be able to relay information
successfully and had to have access to and know how to use cellular phone and computer
technology.

A notable limitation of this research was the fact that the data I collected only
represented the experiences of the graduate students who received an invitation to
participate and choose to accept. The routes for the dissemination of invitations included
Walden University’s Research Participant Pool, ACA’s COUNSGRADS Listserv, and
social media posts via Facebook. Data from this research may not represent the
experiences of students in non-CACREP-accredited programs, other graduate counseling

programs, or the experiences of students in traditional universities. Qualitative research
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findings are inherently subjective, which means the data most often will not generalize
outside of the population at the center of the study (Creswell, 2013). Factors such as time
constraints, researcher bias, and telephone/internet access also limited this study.

The delimitations of this study included the use of operational definitions for who
is considered a woman of color and burnout, the use of a basic interview protocol, and the
decision to forgo attempting to use visual technology. In addition the fact that the
population only came from students in CACREP-accredited CMHC master’s programs
also acted as a limitation to the study. The final limitation of the study was the exclusion
of experiences from students in traditional brick and mortar MHC programs.

Summary and Transition

My purpose in this investigation was to understand the experiences of burnout by
MoCs in CACREP-accredited online CMHC master’s programs as well as to understand
how participants managed symptoms of burnout. I selected a GT methodology because it
was inductive and allowed the primary focus to be on generating an explanation of the
experiences of burnout by the participants (Moss, Gibson, & Dollarhide, 2014). I
gathered qualitative data from the use of a demographic survey and participant
interviews. I used a qualitative, GT design to organize and analyze the data. My
foundation for understanding the data was grounded in RCT. I used an RCT lens for this
study because RCT is based on the idea that relationships and connectivity foster growth
(Comstock et al., 2008; Duffey & Somody, 2011). I used the analyzed data to develop an
emergent theory based on examining how MoCs described their experiences of and

managed burnout. Through an understanding of the topic, I aimed to help educate
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program developers about the needs specific to this population which in turn might help
lessen attrition.

In the second chapter of this dissertation, I will discuss literature relevant to the
topics of burnout, online education, and RCT. In addition, I will present information
about MoCs in higher education. In Chapter 3, I will present the research methodology,
including detailed information on the steps I will follow to complete the qualitative
inquiry and develop an emergent theory. In Chapter 4, I will present the results of the
proposed study. Finally, in Chapter 5, I will summarize and conclude the study with

recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

Burnout in CMHC students continues to be a growing concern for counseling
professionals (Bamonti et al., 2014). At the same time, there is little known about the
experience of burnout in online counseling students. In addition to inherent academic
performance requirements, stressors, such as the lack of support and the need for time
management skills (Vonderwell, 2003), may be experienced by CMHC students who are
MoCs utilizing an online learning environment. These stressors may further contribute to
student experiences of burnout. Numerous authors have affirmed the need for insight into
the diverse groups that make up the population of CMHC students as well as what they
experience as they progress through their professional training (Lee et al., 2010;
Pakenham & Stafford-Brown, 2012). Although MoCs are a specific subset of this
population, their experiences of burnout may provide insight that can be beneficial to
counseling program development and student retention efforts.

In this chapter, I will present a review of the literature pertinent to the current
study. After a brief overview of the search strategy, I will present relevant literature on
the theory behind this study: RCT. I will then provide literature on burnout, the growing
popularity and use of online education, and the increase in the number of mothers seeking
higher education. I will then elaborate on how all of these factors tie into this study. I will

conclude the chapter with a summary and transition to Chapter 3.
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Literature Search Strategy

The review of literature involved conducting various searches using the Walden
University Library EBSCOhost electronic research database. The databases that I used
included Academic Search Complete, PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, SocINDEX, ERIC,
Expanded Academic ASAP, and ProQuest Central. The search terms that I used in each
database included burnout, counselor/counseling education, online learning, online
education, master’s student mothers, online master’s education, diverse student mothers,
student mothers, graduate student mothers, graduate student mothers of color, counselor
trainees, mental health counselor programs, work-life balance, GT, and relational
cultural theory.

Iterative Search Process

During the search process, I used various combinations of the preceding terms to
procure articles for germane scholarship from individual databases. For example, I
combined the terms graduate, student, and mothers in Academic Search Complete with
search parameters limiting articles to peer-reviewed journals and publication dates within
the last 10 years. Similarly, I used the terms graduate, student, and burnout in
SocINDEX and PsycINFO. In addition, I completed searches using the terms student,
mothers, and online. I also limited these searches within the last 10 years and from peer-
reviewed journals. Finally, I completed a search of recent dissertations using the terms
student, mothers, and burnout.

Literature in which authors focused primarily on mothers in online learning

environments was notably scant. As such, I broadened my searches to include research
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completed in other professions and educational concentrations such as business, social
work, and nursing. The findings of studies in these other fields provided a foundation for
my research.

Relational Cultural Theory

Iused RCT as my primary philosophical lens while analyzing the compiled data.
Baker Miller is credited with developing RCT by reframing “the psychology of women”
as one emphasizing relationships (Jordan, 2008; Lenz, 2014). However, as RCT has
continued to develop, theorists assert that RCT is designed to aid the movement
transitioning our culture from separatism to connectivity (Jordan, 2008). According to
this theory, human interaction (and the lack thereof) plays an integral role in an
individual’s sense of accomplishment and success (Jordan, 2008). These human
interactions or exchanges can and do alter a person and their perception of an experience
by way of relational outcomes (Lenz, 2014).

According to Lenz (2014), people desire relationships. For individuals to consider
their relationships meaningful, however, empathy, an understanding of one another, and
mutuality, sharing between individuals in a relationship, must exist (Lenz, 2014). The
idea that culture and community play a part in the perceived meaningfulness of a
relationship illuminates the necessity of truly understanding these connections.

Consider a new mother that is trying to cope with postpartum depression (PPD).
According to O’Hara and McCabe (2013), between 10% and 20% of new mothers in the
United States experience PPD. PPD is associated with maternal impairment, feelings of

guilt, as well as personal and social stigma (O’Hara & McCabe, 2013; Scharp & Thomas,
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2017). In some ways, society has defined motherhood as a subculture in which only
certain women feel worthy and a part. These women meet the ideal for intensive
mothering and therefore are “good mothers” (Schultheiss, 2009). Contrarily, for a new
mother struggling with PPD, feeling like a “bad mother” comes with social stigma and
feelings of shame and inadequacy (Scharp & Thomas, 2017). Not meeting the societal
ideal of a “good mother” may leave the new mom feeling as though she is not a member
of the culture of motherhood. Scharp and Thomas (2017) described the act of mothering
as a connection between mothers and children. This “interconnectedness” or the lack
thereof can influence how these moms navigate their PPD as well as other day-to-day
challenges (Duffey & Somody, 2011; Scharp & Thomas, 2017).

In the case of the postpartum mother, it is difficult to navigate the contradictory
experiences of maternal impairment and attempting to meet the societal standard of
“good mothering” (Scharp & Thomas, 2017). In either case, she will view and judge
herself according to her perception of the relationship she has with her child and the
importance she has assigned to that interaction (Holm et al., 2015). The level of import
she assigns is often influenced by societal expectations and norms (Scharp & Thomas,
2017).

Culture, from this lens, is not limited to the dominant culture surrounding an
individual, but also includes the smaller, subcultures to which the individual belongs
(Cohen, 2009). Cultures impact the information, education, and practices to which people
living within them are exposed (Cohen, 2009). Snibbe and Markus (2005) found that

individuals living within the culture of lower socioeconomic status often have less
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education and are more likely to adapt to their surroundings than their higher
socioeconomic counterparts. Although this may not always be the case, people within the
culture of lower socioeconomic status are limited in ways that others outside of that
culture are not (Cohen, 2009; Snibbe & Markus, 2005).

Cultures can differ from one another psychologically (Cohen, 2009). For
example, the value individuals place on an object or custom comes directly from the
culture in which they live (Cohen, 2009). Practicing certain rituals or wearing specific
attire does not necessarily mean a person is more devout or invested in their religious
experience than their counterpart who does not partake in the same ways.

Relational cultural theorists posited that people grow through relationships
throughout their lives and that their cultures impact those relationships at length
(Comstock et al., 2008; Miller & Stiver, 1997). Duffey and Somody (2011) noted that the
principles of RCT further suggest people need connection. When human connections are
effective personal and relational growth occurs (Jordan, 2008). Contrarily, when these
interactions are ineffectual, they lead to disconnectedness (Comstock et al., 2008; Trepal,
Boie, & Kress, 2012).

RCT identifies five factors, or “good things” (Jordan, 2008; Lenz, 2016) that
contribute to relational growth. These five good things are clarity, worth, creativity, zest,
and a desire for more connection between parties in the relationship. Trepal, Boie, and
Kress (2012) referred to Miller (1986) stating that effective interactions “are
characterized by mutual growth and contribute to ‘the five good things’ where each

person (a) feels a greater sense of ‘zest’ (vitality, energy), (b) feels more able to act and
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does act, (c) has a more accurate picture of her/himself and the other person(s), (d) feels a
greater sense of worth, and (e) feels more connected to other persons and exhibits a
greater motivation to connect with others” (p. 348). It is possible that diverse mothers in
online learning environments lack the social support and connectivity to feel these “good
things,” whereas students who can interact with their professors and peers face to face
may have an easier time establishing the connections necessary for growth.

Focusing on interconnectedness and collectivism as well as the socio-cultural
aspects that inform an individual’s day to day life may further illuminate areas where
MoCs struggle or thrive (Frey, 2013). Brewer and Chen (2007) operationalized
collectivism as a myriad of cultural ways of connecting and relating to others. From an
RCT standpoint, this definition of collectivism speaks to the interactions that will
potentially foster or hinder growth (Trepal et al., 2012). The various cultures that
participants in this study identified with may also impact their growth and abilities to
negotiate their individual experiences of burnout. Using an RCT framework helped to
facilitate an analysis of the data that included how relationships and culture informed
participants’ experiences.

Theorists developed RCT as a means of explaining the psychology behind
women’s experiences because it was not represented in traditional theories at the time
(Jordan 2008). RCT’s roots were feminist in nature and were intended to help give voice
to the marginalized voices of women (Jordan, 2017). However, although well-
intentioned, RCT still originated from a place that was not particularly inclusive (Jordan,

2017). The initial viewpoint was only indicative of the experiences of White women but
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has since been expanded to include the experiences of women of color, women of
differing sexual orientation, and even marginalized men (Jordan, 2017). RCT is about all
people needing to connect with others in order to empower and incite action.(Jordan,
2017) The use of RCT was congruent with this research effort as the data obtained from
this study focused on the experiences of burnout in women of color who were also
mothers seeking higher education online.

If all people grow through connection, isolation and disconnection can stunt or
disrupt potential growth (Jordan, 2008). Jordan (2008) further acknowledged chronic
disconnection as a primary source of suffering for most individuals. When people do not
feel connected, they do not have meaningful engagement (Lenz, 2014). This lack of
meaning in relational interactions can lead to stagnation and can ultimately cause
individuals to withdraw from relational interactions (Lenz, 2014). Ali and Smith (2015)
and Venter (2003) suggested students in e-learning environments may, at times, feel
disconnected and that their experiences of isolation often vary based on culture. There
was a distinct possibility that experiences of burnout described by participants in this
study would include feelings of “disconnectedness” to some extent which may have been
exacerbated by their membership in e-learning as a culture.

Burnout

Burnout is a topic that is becoming more and more well known today. This
mainstreaming of knowledge is evident in the growing number of magazine articles and
blog posts, helping laymen assess and address burnout in their lives (Gerry, 2013).

Burnout in mainstream media is also evidenced by the existence of not so far off the mark
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definitions of burnout accessible on popular culture websites such as Forbes Magazine’s
website, forbes.com (Gerry, 2013) and urbandictionary.com. Although these mainstream
resources do not uphold scholarly tradition to the letter, there is something to be said for
the sheer number of people who have ready access to information about burnout.

Trippany, White-Kress, and Wilcoxon (2004) described burnout as a general
feeling of being overwhelmed, while James and Gilliland (2013) described it as an
“internal psychological experience” (p.613) which involves feelings, attitudes, and
expectations. For the proposed research, I used Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter’s (2001)
definition of burnout. They defined burnout as the negative symptoms individuals
experience within three dimensions: a) personal accomplishment, b) depersonalization,
and c) emotional exhaustion. I operationalized burnout for this inquiry by focusing on
personal accomplishment and emotional exhaustion as the indicators of burnout most
likely experienced by graduate students (Clark et al., 2009). I excluded depersonalization
based on the assumption that not all participants would be interacting with clients at the
time of the research.

Burnout, in general, is pervasive throughout all areas of specialization within the
counseling profession (Lee et al., 2010; Oser, Biebel, Pullen & Harp, 2013).Wardle and
Mayorga (2016) emphasized the idea that everyone in the counseling profession, no
matter the specialization or student status, is vulnerable to burnout. Lee et al. (2010)
found burnout present in participants who self-identified as specializing in areas such as
school counseling, family counseling, mental health counseling, and rehabilitation

counseling. Oser et al. (2013) investigated burnout in substance abuse counselors in both
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urban and rural areas. This pervasiveness also appears to include graduate counseling
students and counselor trainees (Cieslak, 2016; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016).

Burnout is a central topic due in part to its pervasiveness as well as the concern it
presents for helping professionals and clientele alike (Bamanti et al., 2014). When
clinicians experience burnout, their mental and emotional well-being, as well as their
clients, are often jeopardized (Lee et al., 2010). Helping professionals experience burnout
most frequently due to the emotions that client-caregiver relationships engender (Goncher
et al., 2013). The most notable of these emotions include apathy and discouragement
(Puig et al., 2012). This is concerning because empathy is a cornerstone of the therapeutic
alliance (Cieslak, 2016).

Burnout remains a germane topic within the counseling profession due in part to
the increase in emergency situations and tragedies experienced today (Craig & Sprang,
2010). As long as clients have trauma, clinicians will be at risk for burnout and vicarious
trauma (Degun- Mather, 2006). Craig and Sprang (2010) noted indirect exposure to
traumatic experiences could increase the likelihood of burnout and compassion fatigue in
clinicians. Compassion fatigue describes the changes clinicians experience in the areas of
behavior, cognition, and emotion due to exposure to client trauma (Craig & Sprang,
2010).

Counselors and other mental health professionals are also being sought out in
growing numbers (Aten et al., 2008). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)
Occupational Outlook Handbook 2016-2017 edition, this is primarily because more

insurance policies cover mental health counseling services. Although this growth benefits
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the counseling profession, it makes burnout and impairment all the more salient as topics
of discussion (Broome et al., 2009). An increase in the demand for clinical services
means practicing counselors may have larger caseloads. Impairment becomes a concern
when clinicians are overwhelmed, which can happen when caseloads are too full (Butler
et al., 2019).

Research on burnout in counseling students and trainees is not nearly as prevalent
as research in other helping professions despite author attestations that counseling
students may be “especially vulnerable (Clark et al., 2009 p. 581).” Research on student
populations is more plentiful in areas such as school counseling and counseling
psychology (Clark et al., 2009; E1 Ghoroury et al., 2012; Goncher et al., 2013).
However, recent studies have attempted to begin filling this gap (Cieslak, 2016; Clark et
al., 2009; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016).

Wardle and Mayorga (2016) conducted a study to determine the presence of
burnout indicators in master’s-level counseling students. The investigators found that
85% of respondents in their study of graduate counseling students had some degree of
indication that their levels of burnout were something to pay attention to or that the
respondents were blatantly burned out (Wardle & Mayorga, 2016). The authors affirmed
the potential for burnout in student counselors and attested “students need to be aware of
signs and symptoms and be taught the importance of addressing their own mental health
needs, well-being, and self-care (Wardle & Mayorga, 2016 p.13).”

Graduate student MoCs can have any number of stressors that can contribute to

their experiences of burnout. Factors that can lead to burnout include feeling
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overwhelmed, being over-extended, and not asking for help when necessary (Craig &
Sprang, 2010; El Ghoroury et al., 2012; Lent & Schwartz, 2012; Leone et al., 2011). El
Ghoroury et al. (2012) investigated further finding graduate psychology students
frequently cited stressors that included finances, anxiety, as well as academic
responsibilities. Although external factors often play a large part in burnout, Lent and
Schwartz also considered internal and personality factors that were predictors of burnout
such as neuroticism and agreeableness.

Personality factors can be particularly concerning for women of color as some of
these factors are inextricably tied to culturally prescribed expectations (Collins, 2000;
Saulnier, 2013). For example, many individuals raised in the African American
community have been taught that asking for help is a sign of weakness (Collins, 2000).
This cultural belief could potentially cause an even larger internal struggle in an African-
American counseling student who is feeling overwhelmed and has been taught by her
educational program that the way to deal with feeling overwhelmed is to ask for help.
How, then, does this student deal with this issue? Who does this student turn to for
support? Unfortunately, research on burnout specific to race has been inconsistent and
inconclusive at best (Lent & Schwartz, 2012; Salyers & Bond, 2001). What has become
exceedingly clear, however, is the need for more and in-depth qualitative research into
burnout in both student and diverse populations (Lent & Schwartz, 2012; Salyers &
Bond, 2001; Viehl et al., 2017; Wardle & Mayorga, 2016).

Degun-Mather (2006) cited Rothschild’s (2006) assertion that there is a mind-

body connection to burnout. This connection is rooted in the idea that mental well-being
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is connected to physical well-being (Puig et al., 2012). As such, clinicians and counseling
students alike need to maintain self-awareness in relationship to their physical and mental
needs (Christopher & Maris, 2010). Despite most burnout in clinicians stemming from
interactions with clients and caseloads (Craig & Sprang, 2010), burnout in counseling
students is often rooted in academic rigor and expectations (Cieslak, 2016). For this
research, [ used an RCT lens to explore the experiences of burnout shared candidly by
women of color who are mothers enrolled in online master’s-level counseling programs.
Ideally, the data gathered from what participants shared would provide insights into their
experiences which in turn may illuminate needs counseling program developers, and
policy makers can meet in the near future.

Online Education

According to Kentor (2015), online education has moved from novelty to
necessity for many academic programs in recent years. Although traditional brick and
mortar settings remain available, there is a growing drive for academic programs to offer
courses via educational technology (i.e., online) (Kentor, 2015). In 2011, the Babson
Survey Research Group conducted a study entitled “Going the Distance: Online
education in the United States, 2011.” In this study, researchers found that 31% of all
students enrolled in higher education currently take at least one course online (Allen &
Seaman, 2011). Kentor (2015) further asserted, “Online education is the fastest growing
form of distance education” (p.30). Whereas this may be true, there remains a need to
assess and examine the efficacy of the learning and teaching strategies used in online

programs (Venter, 2003). Exploring this topic in detail is beyond the scope of the



38
currently proposed research. However, it is important to note that online learning
programs continue to reevaluate and adjust based on professional standards as well as
other educational criteria (Kentor, 2015).

Online learning, in a way, is a culture unto itself. Students are often expected to
be self-motivators, have decent time-management skills, and be able to communicate
effectively (Simpson, 2008). Although these traits are helpful for any student, online
learners are assumed to have mastered these skills for the simple fact of how they are
seeking to achieve their educational goals (Simpson, 2008). However, online learners
often choose this mode of education for other reasons, such as work schedules or family
obligations (Simpson, 2008). Ultimately, the choice to learn online does not mean a
student is inherently capable of being successful in this setting. For example, individuals
who prefer immediate feedback may not feel comfortable or confident in an
asynchronous e-learning environment.

Phirangee (2016) reported that in spite of growing popularity, distance education
continues to have high dropout rates. Though it seems pertinent that learning online is a
choice, students who choose this mode of learning jump into a new culture of discussion
boards, group chats, and having to communicate clearly without the auditory and visual
cues most rely on in relating to others. Have you ever had a misunderstanding standing
face to face with someone you know? It is not hard to imagine the difficulty experienced
by those communicating with virtual strangers using a medium that does not often allow

for many of the cues we are accustomed to having. In order to be successful, students
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must think and communicate differently online than they would in any other face-to-face
setting (Phirangee, 2016).

In addition to being its own culture, e-learning takes it one step further by being
an insulated community. Traditionally, on brick and mortar campuses it is easy for
students to intermingle with students from other professional and educational
backgrounds; perhaps, running into each other at the student union or on the way to the
library. Attending classes in a brick and mortar setting presents students with the
opportunity to build relationships with people both in and outside of their primary course
of study (Oguz, Chu, & Chow, 2015). In most e-learning environments, it is uncommon
to be able to interact with individuals outside of one’s designated courses. The exception
to this may occur when a program has an academic residency. Residency is a brief
period, typically a week in duration, when online students are required to meet face to
face to fulfill the skills demonstration portions of their curriculum.

Social support is a necessity for success in higher education (Allen & Seaman,
2011; Gaskell, 2008; Simpson, 2008). This statement holds true in the case of graduate-
level counseling students in both traditional and online settings (Killian, 2008). When the
students in question are MoCs, gaining an understanding of the impact social support can
have on academic performance is essential. The need for social interaction by this
population is not limited to feedback from instructors, but also includes exchanges with
and support from peers.

Du et al. (2016) reported African American women in collaborative online

learning expressed greater satisfaction with the learning process and outcomes when
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there was active peer support. The authors went on to suggest that fairness and equity in
social support and interactions held added importance for African American women (Du
et al., 2016). Online learning, the type of support graduate students need, as well as
personal struggles related to motherhood are all concerns that participants may have to
navigate.

Online graduate student MoCs face challenges that are specific to them as well as
the universal challenges online graduate students endure (Anaya, 2011; Lynch, 2008).
Challenges of culture may include expectations related to the stereotypical idea that
women of color can endure more than their non-ethnic counterparts as well as other
negative race/gender stereotypes (Anaya, 2011, Collins, 1996; Du et al., 2016). Possible
challenges specific to motherhood include finding and maintaining childcare,
ability/inability to breastfeed, feelings of guilt or shame when unable to be with a child or
meet one or more of the child’s needs (Lynch, 2008). In addition to the challenges this
population face by simply being mothers, participants are also online graduate students
who must find a way to achieve a work/school-life balance (Lynch, 2008).

In general, students in online higher education, regardless of gender, frequently
report feelings of isolation (Ali & Smith, 2015; Bichsel, 2013; Venter, 2003). Venter
(2003) cited student accounts of feeling as though they did not belong and were
disconnected from their classmates as well as their instructors when learning online.
When students feel disconnected, they are less motivated and more likely to withdraw
from online courses and programs, thereby increasing attrition rates (Ali & Smith, 2015).

Although this is not always the case, Ali and Smith (2015) cite attrition as the primary
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manifestation of social isolation. The proposed research will take a more in-depth look at
the needs of students who are also mothers working toward their master’s in an online
learning environment.

Mothers in higher education

Although women are one of the fastest growing groups enrolling in graduate
education programs, they have higher rates of attrition and fewer instances of achieving
candidacy and graduation (Grenier and Burke 2008; Schultheiss, 2009; Springer et al.,
2009). Lynch (2008) found that motherhood was a significant factor in the attrition of
female graduate students in the United States. Historically, mothers in academia have had
to choose between being successful in their careers and having a family (Trepal &
Stinchfield, 2012). Tillman (2011) spoke candidly about the very real struggle female
academicians have when considering and embarking upon the journey of motherhood.
Graduate students who are already mothers must then deal with conflicts in their ability
to prioritize within the culture of academia while simultaneously being “good mothers
(Ellis, 2014).”

Researchers affirmed that even today, women are still responsi