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he Unsuspecting Woman

She left graduate school with all the bright-eyed ambition
thar a c;i]\;lbh‘, driven, and highly mortivated young woman
could gacher in one professional package. She had great
jobs, comperitive salaries and was highly valued, carning respect from
collcalgucs. recognition for her .1(:0111}11is|1mcnrs. and promotions. She
fell in love and got married. She savored her first pregnancy, looking
ahead to living the American Dream....two kids, a dog, and a subur-

ban home in a community with good schools. As her due date neared,

she pondered with excitement and curiosity the many unknowns of

whart lay ahead. How does this shift to motherhood actually work?
Would she go back to work after 12 weeks of maternity leave? Would
she stay home with her baby? She couldn’t imagine actually leaving
her job but had Tictle suspicion of the emotional power ol secing her
l\ﬂb}-‘ for the first time. The moment her newborn gazed into her eyes
her fate was sealed. Was there really a decision to make? Not for her.
She would leave her carcer and, alchough intrinsically concerned about
what she was leaving behind, she assumed that somehow this would
all work ourt like it does for other women. Wich no shades nllgl'v‘\‘ she
resigned from her job and plunged ahead into che joys of matherhoaod.
No one advised her otherwise.

Fast forward 18 years. With a "brain fog” only mothers know when
they experience the out of body sensation of leaving a body parc be-
hind, she re(\rl-u”'\' drove away from campus after dropping off her
firstborn at college. (loup]cd with the unnatural event of leaving her

child to begin a new life without her and enveloped by a full range of

A
emotions, she gazes at the empty passenger seat next to her and realiz-
es thar she was now Llndnul‘lk‘&‘“:\' face to face with her “self™, or whart
was left of it, after nearly 2 decades of motherhood. Who was she now
and what type of future lay ahead for her? After not “working” in 18
vears, and without any marketable skills or self confidence, no obvi-
ous passions and technically outdated, she remembers that ambitious,
confident, capable, and driven woman that left che “working world” to

care for her child and questions how she ever ler that happen?

The Silent Epidcmic

Every woman should choose the way they want to raise their chil-
dren and embrace every moment of their parenting years. . Yer, to
date, there are still no models to guide us through this Conﬂicting
paradigm of being absolutely essential to our families, yet being in-
validated beyond that role.  Can women be devoted caregivers but
also demand more of ourselves to have a new type of profl‘ssio:ml ful-
fillment, intellectual growth, financial power, and a sense of purpose
outside the needs of our I‘;uni]‘\'? Do we as a nation m 2013 honestly
accept that an educated, comperent, and professional woman who
chooses to stay home to raise children, ps:.'c|m]ugic.1”’\', proﬁ:ssiona]]}'.
and ccnnomic.l”}' may become invisible and incnnscqm‘nlial to herself,
her professional goals and her future carning ability during her 30s,
40s and 50s? Do we ever qucsrion in an authentic way \\']1)' female
college students, graduates and young professionals still, in chis day
and age, have absolutely no clue or even slight hint about the nose
dive their sell confidence, and professional [utures are abour to rake
il-tln"\' leave their carcers to raise their kids without a plan? Does so-
ciery endorse some deeply rooted fantasy that some form of pixy dust
will be sprinklcd upon her allowing her to shut down profcssiona“l\'
for 10, 15, or 20 years and magically re-emerge a confident, skilled,
and competitive candidate for a desirable professional position at age,
40, 50, or older? It is to dare the best kept seeret and cruel joke that
while society today raises young women to study, learn, and excel in
all professions, there is no warning of the ramifications if she chooses
to leave her full-time carcer to stay home with her baby. Where 1s
the heart to heart examination of life choices and sacrifices from the
important women and the many influential adults in our life prior to
having children? Parents, Professors, Mentors, Employers, Doctors?
Why is it no tells them [!wy will be stripped of their professional
ic{n‘nrir)' on their way out of the hospital with their newborn? Is it
that chey too have no language to describe the injustice of the appar-
ent options and lack of expectations available to expectant mothers?

In truch there is a societal assumption that somehow she will end up
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okay, since this is a road that was travelled by gencrations of mothers
and grandmothers before her. Right? Wrong. No other gencrartion of
women has achieved the educational and career successes that women
have today. Our experience raising children cannot be compared to
our mothers or grandmothers because central to our self-definition is
our clear knowledge of our own intellectual capacity and prior success
in the workforce, our identity. Though we may choose to stay at home
with our children, we are still operating with a model for women's
lives that doesn't work. It is time to change that.

When women leave the workplace to raise children they are largely
unaware that they are leaving aspects of their best selves behind. Stay-
at-home moms struggle to re-capture the personal power and the
sensc of their abilities and competencies that they took for granted
prior to having children. Anyone raising children knows that mother-
hood, with all its joys, is a full-time commitment of heart and soul,
24 hours a day, 7 days a week. It will be the most demanding job,
physically and emotionally, we will ever do, often thankless, with few
breaks, and no compensation. By definition moms are the everyday
facilitators of their family’s happiness and well-being by managing
the home, caring for all needs of all family members, plnnning and
cooking meals, cleaning , doing laundry, carpooling, paying bills,
making celebrations for family holidays and birthdays, running er-
rands, managing homework, making play dates, packing sports bags,
volunteering, and spending hours on sports ficlds. Moms are often
physically exhausted and intellectually starved. This lack of validation
leaves many hard working, self-less moms isolated for hours a day in
their big SUVs pondering how this has happened to their life. Add
to this loss of identity, the subtle yet pervasive cues from society and
significant others questioning the validity of her existence, “so, what
did you do today?” and “what do you do with all your time” leading
an alrcady self-doubting, vircually “shut down” woman to experience
daily life as feeling invisible or a “shell” of herself. In scarch of a sense
of purpose, moms often resort to new vices: decorating and redeco-
rating homes, addiction to the gym and staying thin, over focus and
becoming enmeshed in children’s schools, sports, and lives, “return &
errand mania”, being an over-extended volunteer, compulsively shop-
ping, drinking wine too early in the day, self medicating, engaging in
extra marital affairs, have cating issues, Many of these vices result in
increased treatment for anxiety and depression.

Recent attempts to examine women in relation to work with Lean In,
Opt Out and On Ramping have generated valuable conversations yet
have completely excluded most stay-at-home-mothers who, while once
vital, no longer have the psychologicnl confidence to embrace profcs—
sionally oriented conversations. They are shut down; a shell of their
former sclves. They are typically well puc together on the outside,
function on behalf of their family, but personally they are suffering
and literally lying dormant inside themselves. The loss of self is so
powerful and most women don’t have the language to articulare and
identify what has happened to them. The truch is that most women
have not lost their intellectual capabilities, passion, drive, and ability
to perscvere, rather it lies just below che surface and, with focus and
determination, they can fully recover their vitality. Rebuilding psy-
chological confidence is the key to unlocking what a mom needs to
reclaim what was always hers to begin with.

The Re-awakening of a Mother

Before You Get Started

We nced to recognize motherhood as a legitimate and valued stage

56 www.w2wmagazine.com

of a woman's carcer development. To date, motherhood has been ex-
cluded from all conversations pertaining to professional grow. Since
all widely accepted current strategy and best practices simply do not
apply to stay-at-home mothers, we need to throw out everything we
know about careers and job searches so that we can rewrite the script
for the stay-at-home mother’s carcer/life development.

Re-Entry?

Mothers do not “re-enter” or “go back” to work to mirror cheir 20s
and 30s. And chank goodness for that. The realities and full-time
logistical demands of a mother’s life simply will not allow that old
life to work. In fact our new model embraces moms keeping their
life exactly as it is while still embracing their profcssional growth
and carcer planning. But you don’t need to wait until your kids “go
to full-day school”, “drive” or "go to college” to be involved profes-
sionally. As each year passes we lose our belief in ourselves and our
value. By engaging in carcfully defined, professionally oriented activi-
ties throughour all of your parenting years, you have the opportunity
to carve out a more meaningful and purposeful professional future.
Foundations of the Career Model for Stay-at-Home Morthers:

Carcer development is a fluid, adaprable, and cver-changing path
through the entire lifecycle, where a mom has the power to purpose-
ful]y weave her own carcer/life goals into the ongoing work of fa-
cilitating her family’s goals. Mothers need to give themselves per-
mission to add more strategic professional activities to their lives in
proportion to the ages and stages of their children. Planting the seeds
of your future in small, ongoing ways when kids arc young pays off
as your schedule lets up over the years and you become ready to go
to work in a full-time capacity. The personal satisfaction of being
“yourself” and doing things for your life outside of your kids is life-
changing and leads to more overall satisfaction.

Definition of Career

A carcer path equals engaging in specific, professionally oriented ac-
tivities which are inserted into your schedule within the confines of
your responsibilities as a mom. Activitics are determined and mapped
out as an outcome of an intensive introspective, self assessment pro-
cess and are considered activities because they have no barrier to en-
try, are low risk, and are without long term commitment. In other
words, you build confidence, gain profcssionall)' oriented experience,
build skills, and dip your toe into a variety of growth producing en-
vironments which results in the creation of your new and improved
professional identity.  Before you know it, you are once again will-
ing to take risks, willing to learn new skills, and building a network
of like-minded people. This is an anti-climactic process that deeply
enriches your life, reacquaints you with achieving small but concrete
professional goals and over the course of your parenting years builds a
current work history that wipes our the “gap” of time away from work.
I must also mention that you will be a much happier mother too.
Psychological Rebuilding:

Building your confidence is the most important work we do. Loss of
professional and personal confidence is che greatest casualty of moth-
erhood for many moms.

Through introspective work and solution based counscling women
begin to reclaim themselves. Learning cognitive restructuring and
reframing techniques can help moms to overcome self doubt and fear
to try new things. Confidence is your most treasured asset and needs
to be attended to everyday in some way.

Career Assessment and Personal Assessment Work



Wark with a group of women or with a professional counselor to do
the psycho]ogical rebuilding of your identity. Part of this includes
carefully identifying interests, values, and skill areas that make up
your career profile which leads to mapping.

Mapping

Mapping is a most important aspect of this process because it incor-
porates the “Swiss cheese” method of rackling difficult tasks. Poke
a hole in it with small steps and see it as part of something bigger.
Mapping is first addressed in a holistic way and then eventually, after
your life is enriched and you are stretching in many ways, the map-
ping becomes professionally focused. By taking strategic, intentional
steps through “activities” you become stronger, more confident, and
more focused.

Activities

Anything goes when it comes to activities as long you do them. After
you do your assessment and mapping, common examples of acrivities
include, bur are not exclusive to, taking a class, doing a carcer re-in-
vention class, reading professional articles, writing a blog, actending a
profcssional meeting, meeting an old colleague, making up a business
card, Iearning technology, writing a journal, reading more, listening
toa professional pod cast, staying current with the news, creating a
working resume, getting a part time job, making a business plan, ete.
Everything counts, whether it is a 10 minute activity or several hours.
The fuel you get from any work on yourself is equal to a full day’s pay.
Strategic Resume Dc\'elopmcnt, Business Planning, and Job Search
These more mechanical aspects of career exploration are done through
a developmental process which helps mothers to identify, categorize,
and articulate their skill set based on their prior experience. By care-
fully integrating professional history and volunteer work a working
resume is developed. Your resume is focused on understanding how
you bring value to others.

A Few Bits of Advice:

Perfectionist No More: Through cognitive restructuring we address
this pride protecting mechanism that so many moms struggle with.
This causes immobilization and staying still for decades. With the
conflicting demands of motherhood, professional endeavors are not
always simple to navigate, yet they are worth it. Your life will not al-
ways be near and tidy and you will need to permit yourself to “do the
best you can” but let go of perfection. Chaos is better then shut down.
Skill Up: It is a good activity for you to fully embrace technology and
learn how business is done today. There are free workshops and classes
available. Social Media, Blogging, Faccbook, LinkedIn, and Pinterest
are great workshops to attend. You don't need to be an expert but you
do need ta have as much exposure as possible. Many moms build an
online presence that can lead to a paid service. The internet liber-
ates women to engage professionally from their computer or mobile
device.

Finding the Time: As you reclaim your life and goals, you will begin
to feel more comfortable with claiming small slots of time for your
activities. While at first you may feel that you are not doing your
job as a mom as well, you will later see the benefits of creating more
independent children. Children are typically proud and supportive
of their moms when they embark on anything related to learning and
growing. There are added benefits to including time for you in the
family calendar. It not only helps alleviate your over-involvement and
identification with your children’s lives, it also channels them back
into your life.
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Fake it Till You Make It:  Self doubrt is so powerful and for a while
vou may think of yourself as an imposter. Combating self doubt is a
daily fight worth fighting. Learning to take small risks and surviving
is eritical to growth.

Find Humor in Yourself: Letting down your guard and allowing
vourself to be vulnerable and make mistakes is the greatest gift you
can give yourself as you embrace this process. Remember that you
are way out of practice and outdated in your skills. Learning to allow
vourself not to be good at something is part of the process. Learning
how to learn takes practice.

There is no model more valuable and precious to a child than being
raised by a mother who has access to her abilities and ralents. We are
re-writing history for ourselves and our daughters so they will, from
the start, embrace a more pro-active, self preserving model of parent-
ing. Sons will also see their moms not only as dedicared caregivers,
bur also as intellectual, competent professionals. Losing ourselves is
not a requirement to be a great mother. We just need to do it our way.
Is this for you?

Hilary S. Berger, Ed.D. is the founder of Work Like a Mother and pioncer and creator
of @ suceessful learning model and proven framework for mothers to re-conceptualize
and navigate their parenting years to insure their own personal and professional vi-
ability, rather than losing themselves in the process. Created by integrating cognitive
and solution oriented therapies, career development and adult learning theories and
parenting realities for mothers.
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