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ABSTRACT 

 

KATHERINE E. PIERCE 

THE EXPERIENCE OF PARENTING SCHOOL-AGED TRIPLETS AND HIGHER- 

ORDER MULTIPLES FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF MARRIED,  

HETEROSEXUAL MOTHERS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

AUGUST 2014 

In the past thirty years, the incidence of multiple births has risen dramatically.  

Although some research has been conducted on parenting twins, little research exists that 

examines parenting triplets and higher-order multiples.  Research that has been conducted 

focuses on the issues faced by parents of triplets under the age of four.  The current 

qualitative study was undertaken to understand the experience of parenting school-aged 

triplets and higher order multiples.  The researcher was particularly interested in 

parenting stress, marital satisfaction, and class placement decisions from the perspective 

of married, heterosexual mothers of triplets and higher-order multiples. Participants were 

seven mothers of triplets and one mother of quadruplets; all multiples were between five 

and eight years of age and in Kindergarten through the second grade.  Four themes 

emerged from the data analysis: (1) change in demands on mother’s time, (2) adjustment 

in parenting and spousal priorities, (3) emphasis on fostering individuality of multiples, 

and (4) schools as partners in class placement decisions.  Results indicated mothers of 

school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples experienced a change in time demands as 

their multiples had gotten older.  Because their multiples were more independent and 
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self-sufficient, mothers had more time to spend with their spouses and engage in more 

enjoyable parenting activities, which reduced parenting stress.  However, mothers also 

expressed significant concerns about meeting the individual needs of their multiples.  The 

second theme involved mothers assisting their multiples with social relationships between 

their siblings and peers.  In addition, the second theme identified the shifting nature of the 

mother’s relationship with their spouse.  Mothers who felt their relationship was mutually 

supportive and their spouses participated in parenting and household decisions expressed 

greater satisfaction with their marriage.  The third theme involved the mothers’ emphasis 

on cultivating the individuality of their school-aged multiples.  Class placement decisions 

were often made based on how best to maximize their children’s independence and 

individuality and minimize comparison among multiples.  Finally, the fourth 
 
theme 

identified the mothers’ interactions with school staff as they made class placement 

decisions as largely supportive.  Implications of these results were discussed and 

limitations and ideas for future research were identified. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

vi 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

                                                                                                                                 Page 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .......................................................................................... iii 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................ iv 

LIST OF TABLES ...................................................................................................... ix 

Chapter 

I. INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 1 

 

            Parental Stress and Marital Satisfaction .......................................................... 2 

Classroom Separation or Non-Separation ........................................................ 4 

   Research Question ........................................................................................... 7 

   Methods and Procedures .................................................................................. 7 

    

II. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ............................................................... 10 

 

Pregnancy with Multiples .............................................................................. 10 

Parenting Newborn Multiples ........................................................................ 11 

Paucity of Research on Triplets and Higher-order Multiples ........................ 13 

Parental Stress and Marital Satisfaction in Parents of Young Triplets and  

Higher-Order Multiples ................................................................................. 14 

Class Separation or Non-Separation .............................................................. 22 

        Impact of Twin Separation or Non-Separation on Development .......... 23 

        School Personnel Perspectives on Twin Separation .............................. 28 

        Laws Governing Twin Separation ......................................................... 30 

        Parental Perspectives on Twin Separation ............................................. 30 

Research Question ......................................................................................... 34 

 

III. METHODS AND PROCEDURES................................................................ 37 

 

Overview of Qualitative Research ................................................................. 37 

Qualitative Research Strategy: Phenomenology ............................................ 38 



 
 
 

vii 

 

Data Collection: Qualitative Interviews ......................................................... 39 

Data Analysis: Overview ............................................................................... 40 

Current Study: Procedure ............................................................................... 42 

        Protection of the Participants ................................................................. 42 

        Participants ............................................................................................. 42 

        Data Collection: Interview Procedures .................................................. 46 

        Data Collection: Interview Protocol ...................................................... 47 

Current Study: Data Analysis ........................................................................ 50 

Trustworthiness and Validity ......................................................................... 51 

Role of the Researcher ................................................................................... 52 

 

IV. RESULTS ...................................................................................................... 54 

 

Participant Demographics .............................................................................. 54 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis .................................................... 56 

Change in Demands on Mother’s Time ......................................................... 58 

        Increased Physical Independence of Multiples ...................................... 58 

        Increased Time Available for Spouse .................................................... 62 

        Increased Time Needed to Meet the Individual Needs of Multiples ..... 65 

Adjustment in Parenting and Spousal Priorities ............................................ 68 

        Emphasis on Navigating Social Dynamics Among Siblings and  

        Peers ....................................................................................................... 69 

        Co-Parenting Issues with Spouses and the Impact of these Issues on the 

        Marital Relationship............................................................................... 73 

Emphasis on Fostering Individuality of Multiples......................................... 78 

        Class Placement Decisions Guided by Participants’ Beliefs about  

        Fostering Individuality ........................................................................... 79 

        Placement of Multiples in Same Classrooms Guided by Beliefs about      

        Cultivating Individuality ........................................................................ 82 

        Parents’ Willingness to Manage Separate Classrooms in order to 

        Maximize Children’s Individuality ........................................................ 85 

            Schools as Partners in Class Placement Decisions ........................................ 87 

 

V. DISCUSSION ................................................................................................ 92 

 

Change in Demands on Mother’s Time ......................................................... 92 

Adjustment in Parenting and Spousal Priorities ............................................ 94 



 
 
 

viii 

 

Emphasis on Fostering Individuality of Multiples......................................... 97 

Schools as Partners in Class Placement Decisions ........................................ 99 

Limitations of the Current Study and Implications for Future Research ..... 100 

Summary and Implications for School Psychologists ................................. 103 

 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................ 105 

 

APPENDICES 

 

A. Texas Woman’s University Consent to Participate in Research ...................... 111 

B. Interview Protocol ............................................................................................ 115 

C. Information Sheet ............................................................................................. 118 

 

 

 

  



 
 
 

ix 

 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table                                                                                                                        Page 

1. Participant Demographics .................................................................................... 55 

 

2. School and Class Size .......................................................................................... 56 

 

3. Class Placement of Multiples............................................................................... 57 



1 
 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

 

            INTRODUCTION 

 

 In the last 30 years, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of multiple 

births.  The rate of twins increased by 76% between the years 1980 and 2009 and 

currently accounts for 33.1 births per 1,000 births.  Triplets and higher-order multiple 

births, or those involving four or more babies, increased more than 400% in the 1980s 

and 1990s and now occur at a rate of 137.6 per 100,000 births (Martin et al., 2012).  Two 

main factors have contributed to the rise in multiple births.  The use of fertility treatment 

by women has played a large role in the increased percentages of multiples births (Ellison 

& Hall, 2003).  In addition, many women have chosen to delay their childbearing and 

older women tend to become pregnant spontaneously with multiples more frequently than 

younger women (Campbell, van Teijlingen, & Yip, 2004; Nelms, 2007). 

 Although some researchers have examined factors related to parenting twins, little 

research has been devoted to the experience of parenting triplets and higher-order 

multiples.  When researchers have studied parenting triplets and higher-order multiples, 

the researchers have typically examined the process of parenting this population of 

children when the children were very young, usually from birth to age five (Feldman, 

Eidelman, & Rotenberg, 2004; Freeman, Golombok, Olivennes, Ramogida, & Rust, 

2007).  As such, little is known about the experience of parenting triplets and higher-

order multiples as they begin to enter school and a gap exists in this research area.  
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Before examining issues related to parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order 

multiples, a brief synopsis of the literature on parenting young triplets and higher-order 

multiples will be offered. 

Parental Stress and Marital Satisfaction 

 Both parental stress and marital satisfaction have been examined in relation to 

parenting young triplets and higher-order multiples.  Feldman et al. (2004) found that 

triplet parents reported significantly more parenting stress than either parents of 

singletons or parents of twins.  Feldman and Eidelman (2004), while utilizing the same 

participants as Feldman et al. (2004), included the results of an interview they conducted 

with mothers of triplets, twins, and singletons when the children were twelve months old.  

Feldman and Eidelman (2004) found that mothers of triplets reported lower adjustment 

levels than did mothers of twins or singletons.  In addition, mothers of triplets reported 

that the entire six month period after the birth of their children was extremely stressful 

and difficult and reported having the least amount of time for activities such as their 

career or hobbies, or their marriage.  Another study by Feldman and Eidelman in 2009, 

conducted with parents whose triplets were one and five years of age, found better 

parenting adjustment at age five compared to when the children were one year old.  

Overall, Feldman and Eidelman (2009) found the experience of parenting triplets to 

become less stressful as the triplets got older. 

 Two studies conducted in France also examined mothers of triplets.  Freeman et 

al. (2007) investigated the psychological well-being of triplet mothers when their children 
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were three years old.  Mothers of multiples were found to report higher levels of 

parenting stress than parents of singletons.  A higher proportion of triplet mothers, 

compared to mothers of singletons and twins, reported they found parenting difficult.  An 

older study by Garel, Salobir, and Blondel in 1997, which examined eleven mothers with 

four year-old triplets, determined that all of these mothers reported emotional distress.  

When asked to compare their emotional state at the time of study with their emotional 

state two years prior, more than half the mothers in the Garel et al. (1997) study reported 

feeling worse than they did while only two mothers reported feeling better emotionally.   

 Jenkins and Coker (2010) and Ellison and Hall (2003) both conducted qualitative 

studies with multiple birth parents.  Regarding parental stress and marital satisfaction, 

Jenkins and Coker found that the couple relationship declined and time devoted to the 

couple relationship was decreased significantly after the birth of triplets.  Jenkins and 

Coker also found that triplet parents asserted that the loss of freedom and spontaneity was 

a major factor in their parenting stress.  Ellison and Hall found the experience of 

parenting multiples had a varied impact on marriage, with some relationships being 

strengthened by the experience while other relationships deteriorated after the birth of 

multiples.  In addition, Ellison and Hall identified sleep deprivation, managing the 

repetitive routines of family life, and meeting the needs of older children to be 

contributing factors to parenting stress. 

 Hence, it is clear that parenting young triplets is a challenging, stressful 

experience.  Feldman and Eidelman’s (2009) work suggested parental stress lessens as 
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triplets age; however, Ellison and Hall’s (2003) research suggested that parents of triplets 

continue to experience significant stress in parenting their triplets, even as they become 

older.  The research has also shown that parenting young triplets impacts the marital 

relationship, although there have been different findings on whether it enhanced or 

weakened the relationship.  However, the impact of parenting school-aged triplets and 

higher-order multiples on parenting stress and marital satisfaction remains unclear.  It 

was believed that a study that examines parental stress and marital satisfaction in parents 

of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples was needed and could offer additional 

information about parenting this unique population of children.   

Classroom Separation or Non-Separation 

 As triplets and higher-order multiples get older, one issue that often becomes 

salient to their parents is class separation or non-separation; that is, decisions must be 

made as to whether these children will be in the same classroom or separated into 

different classrooms.  Although this issue has been examined from various perspectives 

with respect to twins, little research has been devoted to analyzing it from the 

perspectives of the parents of triplets and higher-order multiples.  In the past, research 

suggested schools separated multiples as a school policy based on stereotyping of 

multiples as overly close or dependent (Beauchamp & Brooks, 2003).   

In the last ten years, a few studies have been conducted which looked at the 

impact of classroom separation or non-separation on development.  These studies (Tully 

et al., 2004; van Leeuwen, van der Berg, van Beijsterveldt, & Boosma, 2005; Webbink, 



5 
 

Hay, & Visscher, 2007) generally found that few differences existed among separated 

and non-separated twins with respect to externalizing and internalizing behaviors as well 

as cognitive ability.  When differences were found, the researchers determined that twins 

who were in the same classroom did better than separated twins did.  Based on these 

results, the researchers in the three studies advocated that class placement decisions 

should be based on the individual needs of the twins and families.   

Two studies examined classroom separation or non-separation from the 

perspectives of school counselors and teachers.  Nilsson, Lynn, Barazanji, and Simone 

(2010) found that school counselors believed parents should have the largest role in 

making classroom separation decisions; however, only 40% of counselors had spoken to 

parents about these decisions.  Counselors who acknowledged a school policy about 

classroom separation reported the policy separated the multiples.  In addition, Nilsson et 

al. (2010) found that the majority of surveyed counselors believed multiples should be 

separated when they were quite young.  Jones and De Gioia (2010) surveyed teachers 

about classroom separation.  Jones and De Gioia found that the majority of teachers 

would base their decisions about classroom separation or non-separation based on the 

individual needs of the children and families.   

While research has looked at classroom separation of multiples from different 

angles, only two studies have looked at this issue from the perspectives of the multiples’ 

parents.  Segal and Russell conducted a study in 1992 in the United States and found that 

57% of mothers believed that twins should be placed in separate classrooms during the 
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early grades.  Segal and Russell advocated that classroom placement decisions should 

reflect individual needs and not be a result of a strict policy.  Staton, Thorpe, Thompson, 

and Danby (2012), in contrast to Segal and Russell, found that 77% of parents had placed 

their twins in the same classroom.  Staton et al.’s (2012) study, which was conducted in 

Australia in 2012, reported that all parents believed the choice they made for their twins 

would be an advantage to them.  In examining the results of Segal and Russell and Staton 

et al., some differences in parental beliefs emerged.  Segal and Russell’s work suggested 

parents were more likely to separate their twins, while the results of Staton et al. 

suggested these parents were more likely to keep their children together.  These results 

may suggest that parental perspectives about classroom separation have changed in the 

last 20 years; however, it is also possible the results are influenced by cultural or other 

differences.  Currently, there appears to be a research gap in understanding the 

perspectives of parents with regards to the classroom separation or non-separation of their 

multiples in the United States.   

In addition, nearly all research that has been conducted on issues related to 

classroom separation or non-separation of multiples has focused solely on twins.  This 

ignores the unique issues that parents of triplets and higher-order multiples contend with 

when making classroom separation decisions, such as deciding to keep some of their 

children together in class while placing one or more children in a different class.  Due to 

this lack of research, a study that investigates parental perspectives regarding classroom 
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separation of their triplets and higher-order multiples is needed and could shed light on 

this topic. 

Research Question 

 The current study was undertaken in order to understand the experience of 

parenting triplets and higher-order multiples as they become school-aged and enter 

Kindergarten and the early elementary years.  The researcher primarily sought to gain 

knowledge about the perspectives of these parents regarding the topics of parenting 

stress, marital satisfaction, and school separation or non-separation.  Because the 

researcher was specifically interested in understanding the perspectives of parents with 

school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples, it was qualitative in nature and was 

limited to married, heterosexual mothers.  It was believed that a qualitative study 

examining the perspectives of this unique population of mothers would yield valuable 

information and contribute to the body of research on parenting triplets and higher-order 

multiples.   

Methods and Procedures 

 The current study was conducted using qualitative methodology.  Qualitative 

researchers attempt to investigate a human or social phenomenon and elucidate the 

meaning people give to the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).  As such, it was believed that 

utilizing qualitative research methods would be  most appropriate for understanding the 

perspectives of mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  The current 

study specifically utilized a phenomenological approach.  Moustakas (1994) asserted that 
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a phenomenological researcher attempts to study a topic without prejudgments, develop a 

question that leads to his or her research, and then discover findings that will then lead to 

additional research in the specific topic area.   

 The participants in the current study were eight married, heterosexual mothers of 

triplets and higher-order multiples.  Seven participants had triplets while one participant 

had quadruplets.  All participants’ multiples were at least five years old and in 

Kindergarten through
 
second grade at the time of the interview.  Participants were 

recruited through local Mothers of Multiples meetings, snowball sampling techniques, 

closed groups composed of parents of triplets and higher order multiples on the social 

media site Facebook, and through public blogs.  The current study was conducted in 

accordance with the American Psychological Association’s Ethical Principles and Code 

of Conduct (American Psychological Association, 2010) with respect to informed 

consent, informed consent for recording voices and images in research, and maintenance 

of confidentiality.  Participation was voluntary, informed consent was obtained prior to 

study participation, and confidentiality of the participants was maintained to the 

maximum extent possible.   

 In phenomenological studies, interviews are often used to collect data and they 

were utilized in the current study (Yin, 2011).  The researcher followed a semi-structured 

interview framework.  The framework consisted of the topics the researcher sought to 

understand and elucidate in the current research.  It was designed to be flexible, so that 

questions could be asked in different orders or eliminated, if needed.  The interview 
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framework was divided into five sections; the sections addressed general information, 

questions regarding parenting stress, marital impact, and class placement decisions, and 

then wrap-up questions.  The questions in the interview framework were designed to 

elicit information about the topics pertinent to research focus in the current study.  

Participants also completed a brief information sheet at the conclusion of the interview 

which asked information about the first name of their spouse, and the first names, grades, 

and ages of their children.   

 Data analysis in the current study utilized interpretative phenomenological 

analysis.  Following the steps recommended by Smith and Osborn (2003), the researcher 

reviewed each interview transcript several times, made notes of significant or noteworthy 

comments, transformed the notes into key phrases which represented emerging themes 

from the data, and then looked for connections between emerging themes and 

transformed them into superordinate themes.  A narrative account of the findings was 

then developed, which was intended to share the meanings which emerged from the 

participants’ experience parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.   
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CHAPTER II 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Multiple births are a phenomenon that has increased significantly over the last 30 

years.  From 1980 to 2009, the twinning rate rose by 76 percent; in 2010, twins accounted 

for 33.1 births per 1,000 births (Martin et al., 2012).  Triplets and higher-order multiple 

births, or those involving four or more babies, such as quadruplets and quintuplets, 

increased more than 400% during the 1980s and 1990s but have declined since their peak 

in 1998.  Currently, triplets and higher-order multiple births occur at a rate of 137.6 per 

100,000 births (Martin et al., 2012).  This increase in multiple births can be attributed to 

two main factors.  The rise in the use of fertility treatments by women over the last 30 

years has greatly contributed to the surge in multiple births and, at minimum, 70% of the 

increases in multiple birth percentages can be attributed to assisted reproduction 

techniques (Ellison & Hall, 2003).  In addition, many women are now delaying 

childbearing and older women tend to become pregnant spontaneously with multiples 

more frequently than younger mothers (Campbell, van Teijlingen, & Yip, 2004; Nelms, 

2007). 

Pregnancy with Multiples 

 Although there are some commonalities between the experience of singleton 

pregnancy and parenthood with those of a multiple pregnancy and parenthood, several 

studies have examined and elaborated on the significant differences which exist between 
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singleton and multiple pregnancies and parenthood (Leonard & Denton, 2006).  Many 

studies, including the study by Leonard and Denton in 2006, when referring to a multiple-

birth pregnancy, generally referred to twins or did not differentiate among the different 

types of multiple pregnancies.  Although Campbell et al. (2004) did not differentiate 

between a twin pregnancy and a triplet or higher-order multiple pregnancy, these 

researchers suggested that the differences between a singleton pregnancy and multiple 

pregnancy begin from the moment the mother learns she is expecting multiples.  Women 

pregnant with multiples face typical discomforts associated with pregnancy, such as 

fatigue, aches and pains, and acid reflux.  However, women pregnant with multiples also 

often experience additional challenges, including extended bed rest, subsequent loss of 

salary due to bed rest, and decisions regarding selective reduction of one or more fetuses.  

Some women pregnant with multiples also face the loss of one or more of the fetuses 

during the pregnancy and the accompanying anxiety and grief that they then must endure 

(Leonard & Denton, 2006).   

Parenting Newborn Multiples 

Multiple birth pregnancies have a higher risk of complications for the mother as 

well as the fetuses.  Women pregnant with multiple fetuses have a higher risk of 

preeclampsia, abruption, and postpartum hemorrhage.  Preterm birth occurs in 59% of 

twins and 93% of triplets (Nelms, 2007).  Once they are born, these babies have a higher 

chance of low birth weight, increased chance of long-term disabilities such as cerebral 

palsy, and increased mortality rate (Campbell et al., 2004; Sutcliffe & Derom, 2006).  



12 
 

Hence, multiples and their parents often face an extended stay in the hospital after they 

are born, with the children possibly coming home at different times.  Indeed, Jenkins and 

Coker (2010) found that parents of young triplets asserted that it was very difficult for 

them to take care of their newborn children who had been released from the hospital 

while simultaneously managing the care of the child or their children who remained at the 

hospital.  

 Once the babies come home from the hospital, the differences and impact on 

parents in parenting a single infant versus multiple infants at once are apparent.  Beck 

(2002) conducted a meta-synthesis of six qualitative studies that looked at the experience 

of parenting multiples.  The multiples in these qualitative studies consisted of twins, 

triplets, and quadruplets; the majority of the multiples were under three at the time of the 

parent interviews and observations.  Beck found five themes in analyzing these studies.  

The researcher determined that mothers of multiples bear a heavy burden of childcare 

around the clock, which resulted in significant stress and fatigue.  Because the mothers 

had multiples, they asserted they never had a break, even when there was additional 

support, such as the father to assist in caring for them.  Beck also found that mothers of 

multiples experience a broad span of emotions, especially in the first year of their 

multiples’ lives, ranging from wonder and gratitude to despair and guilt.  In addition, 

Beck found the theme of obtaining instrumental and emotional support as essential for 

coping with multiples.  The final two themes concerned the mothers’ worries about 
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treating the multiples fairly and equally, while also acknowledging their individuality and 

their different needs.    

Sheard, Cox, Oates, Ndukwe, and Glazebrook (2007) conducted a study using 

both quantitative and qualitative methods that analyzed the experience of first-time 

motherhood and the impact of a multiple birth on post-partum mental health at six weeks 

post-partum.  Sheard et al.’s (2007) sample consisted of 49 mothers of twins and seven 

mothers of triplets; during the analysis, their data were combined.  Sheard et al. found 

that mothers of multiples were more vulnerable to depression.  Qualitative analysis found 

mothers of multiples reported a more negative experience parenting their children and 

poorer emotional well-being than mothers of singletons.  Additionally, they found that 

the combination of multiple births and parenting a difficult baby increases the mother’s 

vulnerability to poor mental health.    

Paucity of Research on Triplets and Higher-order Multiples 

 Although many studies that focus on parenting multiples, such as the two  

research studies just reviewed, often use parents of twins or include a small group of 

parents of triplets and higher-order multiples in with twins, there have been some 

research studies which have focused exclusively on parenting triplets and higher-order 

multiples.  Almost all studies that have examined the process of parenting triplets and/or 

higher-order multiples did so while the children were very young, usually from birth to 

age five (Feldman, Eidelman, & Rotenberg, 2004; Freeman, Golombok, Olivennes, 

Ramogida, & Rust, 2007).  As such, a gap in research exists on the experience of 
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parenting triplets and higher-order multiples as they begin to enter school.  Prior to 

considering the issue of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples, a 

review of the literature on parenting young triplets and higher-order multiples is needed.  

Parental Stress and Marital Satisfaction in Parents of  

Young Triplets and Higher-Order Multiples 

One issue that has received some attention in the literature on parenting young 

triplets and higher-order multiples is the parental stress and marital satisfaction associated 

with this phenomenon.  Although researchers that have investigated the effect of 

parenting multiples on marital satisfaction have published  relatively recently, researchers 

have been examining the effect of having children on marriage for decades (Anderson, 

Russell, & Schumm, 1983; Glenn & Weaver, 1978).  Twenge, Campbell, and Foster 

(2003) conducted a meta-analysis on the effect of having children on marital satisfaction.  

They sought to analyze the scope and direction of the effect of children on marriage, to 

examine the moderating variables associated with any effect, and to test four potential 

theoretical explanations.  Overall, Twenge et al. (2003) determined that parents had 

significantly lower marital satisfaction than non-parents.  In addition, mothers with 

infants were found to be significantly more dissatisfied with their marriage than any other 

group of parents.  Twenge et al. also found lower marital satisfaction as the number of 

children the parents had increased; however, they reported, that given the number of data 

points, they were not able to investigate the exact differences between parents with one 

child versus two or three or more children.  Hence, overall, it appeared that having 
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children tends to have a deleterious effect on marital satisfaction, based on the research of 

Twenge et al.      

In the last decade, researchers have begun to study the effect of having multiples 

on parenting stress and marital satisfaction.  Feldman et al. (2004), as part of a series of 

research studies on triplets, researched parenting stress in parents of triplets, as well as 

social support, infant inborn emotion regulation, and maternal sensitivity.  In this study, 

participants were the mothers and fathers of 23 sets of twins, 23 sets of triplets, and 23 

singletons who were three months old at the time of the initial research.  Feldman et al. 

found that the triplet parents in their study reported significantly more stress on the 

Parenting Stress Index than parents of singletons and twins reported.  There were no 

significant differences between fathers and mothers in their reported levels of parenting 

stress.  Feldman et al. did not find differences in social support among triplet families 

compared to twin and singleton families.  The authors also postulated that, as triplets 

grow, parenting stress may decrease, due to there not being additional risk factors, such 

as maternal depression, anxiety, or lack of social support.  Feldman et al. asserted that 

following triplet families into later childhood and adolescence would clarify what factors 

separate triplet families whose functioning improves with those who continue to struggle. 

 Feldman and Eidelman (2004) utilized the same participants as the Feldman et al. 

(2004) study.  Although Feldman and Eidelman (2004) reported on many of the same 

findings as Feldman et al. (2004), Feldman and Eidelman’s (2004) study also contained 

findings related to an interview they conducted with the mothers of triplets, twins, and 
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singletons when the children were twelve months old.  Feldman and Eidelman (2004) 

found that mothers of triplets reported lower adjustment levels than did mothers of twins 

or singletons.  When queried about the most stressful time period, mothers of singletons 

selected the month prior to the birth as the most stressful while mothers of twins selected 

the months prior and after the birth as most stressful.  The mothers of triplets, however, 

reported that the entire six month period after the birth of their children was extremely 

stressful and difficult.  The mothers of triplets also reported having the least amount of 

time for activities such as their career, hobbies, or their marriage.  Interestingly, despite 

the level of stress they were facing, mothers of triplets also reported the highest gains in 

personal growth and self-esteem from the experience of parenting triplets, an emotion 

which the authors suggested may be beneficial to facing the difficult task of parenting 

triplets (Feldman & Eidelman, 2004). 

Freeman et al. (2007) examined mothers’ psychological well-being when their 

triplets were three years old.  In this study, which took place in France, all the children 

had been conceived via in vitro fertilization.  The participants consisted of matched 

parents of singletons, twins, and triplets.  Freeman et al. found that the mothers of 

multiples reported higher levels of parenting stress than parents of singletons.  In 

addition, a significantly higher proportion of mothers of triplets, in relating their 

experience of parenting, reported they found parenting difficult when compared with the 

parents of twins and singletons.  There were no differences in maternal depression 

between mothers of singletons and mothers of multiples.  Although there were no 
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differences between marital satisfaction in the groups, mothers of triplets reported less 

interest in sex and mothers of multiples reported less frequent sexual activity than 

mothers of singletons (Freeman et al., 2007). 

One older study was conducted by Garel, Salobir, and Blondel in 1997 with 

eleven mothers who had four-year-old triplets in France.  Garel et al. (1997) used semi-

structured interviews with the mothers and asked questions concerning the structure of 

the day; support received from friends, family, and outside sources; the marital 

relationship; the relationship with the children; and the mother’s emotional health and  

parenting stress.  Garel et al. found that all mothers reported emotional distress, and 

complained of stress and fatigue.  Four of the mothers suffered from significant 

depression, while three mothers reported fewer emotional difficulties and discussed being 

proud they had been able to meet the challenge of parenting triplets.  Garel et al. found 

that more than half the mothers expressed guilt about not having enough time to spend 

with each child.  The mothers also reported that support they may have received from 

family and friends when their children were younger had generally faded away.  Finally, 

four mothers spontaneously discussed having regrets about having triplets.  Overall, 

Garel et al. found that, when asked to compare their emotional state at the time of the 

study with their emotional state two years prior, more than half the mothers reported 

feeling worse than they did while only two mothers reported feeling better emotionally.   

 Feldman and Eidelman (2009) examined maternal adjustment when triplets were 

one and five years of age.  They also examined whether the difficulties posed to the 
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development of triplets due to their multiple birth status would continue into childhood.  

Relevant to the current study, Feldman and Eidelman (2009) found that there was better 

adjustment to parenting at age five compared to age one, as rated by the mothers’ 

responses on a structured questionnaire.  When compared to twins and singletons, triplet 

mothers indicated the greatest change in adjustment from the age of one to five.  Hence, 

this study found the process of parenting triplets to become less stressful as their triplets 

got older (Feldman & Eidelman, 2009).    

Another study which examined the perspective of parents of triplets and higher-

order multiples during their children’s early years was conducted by Jenkins and Coker 

(2010).  Jenkins and Coker conducted a qualitative analysis of seven triplet parents whose 

children were four and younger.  Jenkins and Coker were interested in gathering a broad 

range of knowledge about the triplet experience through the perspective of the parents.  

Five themes emerged from their data analysis.  The parents of young triplets reported 

feeling confusion over a high-risk pregnancy; they did not feel they had an accurate 

understanding of the risks associated with triplet pregnancy.  Another theme that emerged 

was learning to manage three babies, where establishing an organized daily routine was 

critical.  In addition, the researchers found that finding support, in the form of other 

triplet parents for knowledge and parents, friends, and church communities for practical 

and physical assistance was crucial.  Jenkins and Coker also found that there were 

numerous missed opportunities for support professionals to support triplet families.     



19 
 

Regarding the issue of parenting stress and marital satisfaction, Jenkins and Coker 

(2010) also identified a theme of adjusting relationships and roles, where parents asserted 

the couple relationship deteriorated after the birth of triplets and that both parents had to 

make an effort to meet their relationship needs.  These triplet parents discussed that the 

time devoted to their relationship lessened dramatically after becoming parents of triplets, 

and that they had to schedule time together, which was often quite difficult due to the 

demands of parenting their children.  The parents also discussed having to adjust and 

change how to function in their previous daily life activities, and that some activities 

were just no longer doable, due to the difficulties involved with the triplets.  Parents of 

triplets reported that activities that were typical for parents of singletons, such as a trip to 

the park, were enormously challenging for parents of triplets, and were often abandoned 

due to the difficulties and the discomfort arising from being stared at or singled out when 

in public.  In the theme of adjusting roles and responsibilities, Jenkins and Coker asserted 

that parents of triplets found the loss of freedom and spontaneity to be a major point of 

parenting stress. 

Ellison and Hall (2003) conducted a qualitative study that sought to determine 

which aspects of family quality of life were most changed by the presence of multiple 

births.  They included mothers of singletons, twins, triplets, and quadruplets aged one to 

eleven in their analysis, although they had a higher percentage of triplets and quadruplets 

overall compared to singletons and twins.  In their results, Ellison and Hall found eight 

domains of quality of life that were impacted by the multiple births.  The domains that 
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were impacted were social stigma, pregnancy and neonatal losses, marital impacts, 

children’s health, meeting family needs, parenting stress, maternal depression, and 

infertility treatment.  Two additional themes, children’s development and school 

placement, were also found in the authors’ research.    However, Ellison and Hall 

reported these themes were outside of the scope of their present research focus and did 

not include their findings on these two themes in their research article.  Regarding marital 

impacts, Ellison and Hall found that multiple births had a varied impact on marriage.  

Their findings included the themes of husbands and wives losing touch due to the huge 

time demands of raising multiples as well as marriages deteriorating due to the inability 

to work as a team or divide labor fairly.  Conversely, Ellison and Hall found that, in some 

couples, the experience of parenting multiples strengthened the marriage and these 

couples determined they would have to work together, if they wanted their marriages to 

remain intact.  It appears that parenting multiples can have a varied impact on a couple’s 

marriage. 

In the domain of parenting stress, Ellison and Hall (2003) found sleep deprivation 

and managing the repetitive routines of family life to be common themes.  In addition, 

mothers who had older children when their multiples were born reported stress in trying 

to meet the needs of their older children and take care of their multiples as well.    

Importantly, Ellison and Hall did not differentiate between the ages of the multiples when 

reporting on the eight domains affected by multiple births.  Thus, it is unknown from this 



21 
 

study whether parents of older and younger multiples differed at all in perspectives on the 

eight quality of life domains. 

Hence, from these studies, it is apparent that parenting young triplets is a very 

stressful, complex enterprise.  Although Feldman and Eidelmann’s (2009) work 

suggested parental stress lessens as triplets age, at least when the triplets are five, Ellison 

and Hall’s (2003) work suggested that parents of triplets may continue to face significant 

stress in parenting their triplets, even as they get older.  In addition, from previous 

research (Ellison & Hall, 2003; Freeman et al., 2007; Jenkins & Coker, 2010), it appears 

parenting young triplets impacts the marital relationship, although the findings are 

somewhat mixed on whether it weakens or strengthens the marital relationship.  As 

triplets and higher-order multiples get older, some of the issues that may have dominated 

the experience of parenting them in the early years, such as lack of sleep, changing roles, 

and finding appropriate physical, practical, and emotional support may have lessened.  It 

is unknown whether, as some issues unique to triplet and higher-order multiples fade as 

the children get older, parenting stress decreases and marital satisfaction increases, or if 

there are additional issues that contribute to continued elevated parenting stress and 

marital challenges.  Although Ellison and Hall included some parents of older multiples 

in their study, they did not discuss whether parents of older multiples differed at all in 

their responses.  As such, there is little known about parenting stress and marital 

satisfaction among parents of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  Hence, a 

study that examined these issues appears timely and could shed light on the unique 
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impact that parenting school aged triplets and higher-order multiples has on parenting 

stress and the marital relationship. 

Class Separation or Non-Separation 

 As mentioned, some issues unique to triplet and higher-order families, such as 

lack of sleep and difficulties engaging in typical activities, may lessen as these children 

get older.  However, as these children enter school, one issue that often moves to the 

forefront is class separation or non-separation of the multiples.  That is, as triplets and 

higher-order multiples enter school, decisions must be made as to whether they will be in 

the same classroom or separated into different classrooms.  This issue has been the 

subject of study with twins, and has often been examined with regards to the perspectives 

or policies of school personnel (Beauchamp & Brooks, 2003, Hay & Preedy, 2006; 

Lacina, 2012).  However, the topic of class separation or non-separation has received 

little attention when analyzed from the perspectives of parents of multiples.  In addition, 

only one research study has been found that considered the issue from the perspectives of 

parents of triplets and higher-order multiples (Hay & Preedy, 2006).  Although triplets 

and higher-order multiples constitute a small percentage of students in school, these 

issues are salient for their parents and research is needed that examines the issue of class 

separation or non-separation unique to these families.   

 Historically, research would suggest that schools tend to separate multiples as a 

school policy based on outdated stereotyping of multiples as excessively close or 

dependent, without considering what may be in their best interest (Beauchamp & Brooks, 
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2003).  Beauchamp and Brooks (2003), in reviewing research about educating twins, 

found that many stereotypes exist about twins, and that these stereotypes seem to inform 

decisions made about school separation.  School policies which mandated twins had to be 

separated were influenced by the belief that separation would stop the twin dominance 

and dependence that was thought to exist.  Conversely, when schools had policies where 

the twins had to be placed together, they were based on the idea that it allowed the twins 

to receive needed support, comfort, and security.  Beauchamp and Brooks (2003) asserted 

that neither stereotype had been substantiated by research, and that additional research 

was needed to ascertain the impact of twin separation or non-separation on the 

individual’s development.  Following these assertions by Beauchamp and Brooks (2003), 

other researchers have conducted studies that examined the effect twin separation or non-

separation has on the individual’s development (Tully et al., 2004).  In addition, studies 

have looked at school separation from the perspective of educators and administrators 

(Nilsson, Leonard, Barazanji, & Simone, 2010).  Interestingly, the perspectives of parents 

of multiples on school separation have received little attention in the past, particularly in 

the United States.    

Impact of Twin Separation or Non-Separation on Development   

The literature on twins has included studies that have examined the effect of 

classroom separation or togetherness on factors such as academic abilities, attention 

issues, and internalizing behaviors.  Tully et al. (2004) conducted a longitudinal study in 

England using same-sex twin pairs at age five with a follow-up at age seven.  They 
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examined the impact of classroom separation on twins who were either placed together at 

both ages, were separated early when they were five, or separated later when they were 

seven years old.  Tully et al. collected information about their participants on symptoms 

of Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), internalizing and externalizing 

behaviors, prosocial behavior, and progress at school, all of which were rated by their 

teachers.  The twins’ cognitive ability and reading ability were also assessed at both 

points in the study. 

 Tully et al. (2004) found that twins separated early had more teacher-rated 

internalizing problems and symptoms of ADHD at age five than the non-separated twins.  

At follow-up, the separated early twins still were rated to have more internalizing 

problems than the non-separated twins; however, this finding was only apparent for 

monozygotic twins.  Tully et al. also found some evidence that twins who were separated 

late experienced more academic difficulties than non-separated twins experienced.  There 

were no significant differences found in externalizing behaviors or pro-social behaviors 

between any of the groups.  Lastly, Tully et al. found one instance where separated twins 

were rated more highly than twins remaining together; they found that dizygotic twins 

separated later were rated as working harder when compared to dizygotic twins who 

remained together.  Hence, Tully et al. offered some evidence that there are beneficial 

effects of twins remaining together during the early elementary years.  Based on their 

research, Tully et al. recommended a flexible family approach when making decisions 
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about twin separation or togetherness, and that monitoring should be on-going, to 

determine whether a change is needed.   

 Van Leeuwen, van den Berg, van Beijsterveldt, and Boosma (2005) also 

examined the effects of twin separation on behavior problems and academic performance.  

Their longitudinal study, conducted in the Netherlands, utilized teacher and parent 

ratings, as well as a national test of academic achievement, and included twins when they 

were age seven and age twelve.  The twins had already been rated by their mothers on 

externalizing and internalizing problems when they were aged three, which allowed the 

researchers to look for preexisting differences in the twins, independent of their 

separation status later on.  Similar to Tully et al. (2004), van Leeuwen et al. (2005) found 

teachers rated twins separated as having more internalizing problems at age seven.  Twins 

who were separated for almost their entire schooling were found to be rated more highly 

on internalizing and externalizing problems by their teachers and mothers.  However, 

after correcting for problem behaviors that were found at age three, they found no 

differences between the separated and non-separated groups.  Van Leeuwen et al. overall 

found that early separation yielded more internalizing problems at age seven, but that 

there were no differences between separated and non-separated twins by age twelve.  No 

differences were found in academic achievement between the two groups.  Hence, van 

Leeuwen et al. concurred with Tully et al. (2004) in suggesting that parents decide the 

issue of classroom separation, based on the needs of their twins and the family.   
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 In another Dutch longitudinal study, Webbink, Hay, and Visscher (2007) sought 

to clarify further the impact of classroom separation on twins’ cognitive and language 

abilities.  They looked at separated and non-separated twins’ cognitive, achievement, and 

language scores over time, from second grade to eighth grade.  Overall, Webbink et al. 

found few differences between separated and non-separated twins on the variables 

studied.  They did find non-separated twins scored higher on language in second grade 

but there were not cognitive ability differences among groups.  Webbink et al. did not 

find any significant differences among groups at the higher grades, suggesting that the 

scores on language differences are a temporary finding.  Similar to the prior studies, 

Webbink et al. suggested parents make their own decision regarding classroom separation 

for their twins and that a rigid policy favoring either separation or non-separation was 

disadvantageous.   

The three previous studies generally found that few differences exist among 

separated and non-separated twins in terms of cognitive ability and internalizing and 

externalizing behaviors and that when differences do exist, the twins who remained in the 

classroom together, especially during the early years, fared better.  Given these findings, 

the general recommendation from the researchers was that educators and parents need to 

make a decision about classroom separation based on the individual needs of the twins 

and families.   

Hay and Preedy (2006) concurred with the recommendation that the decision to 

separate multiples should be an individual decision and not related to a strict school 



27 
 

policy in either direction.  Hay and Preedy developed a framework that grouped twins 

into three categories.  Extreme individuals were twins who struggled in their relationship 

with their co-twin, tended to be conflictual with one another, and often rejected the twin 

relationship in order to develop their own identity.  Mature dependents were twins who 

enjoyed being a twin and enjoyed the unique bond they shared, but were able to seek 

their own friendships and interests, without complications from their co-twin.  Closely 

coupled twins were twins who were tightly interwoven in their relationship, and were 

unable to form friendships or interests outside of the twin relationship.  Based on these 

distinctions, Hay and Preedy suggested mature dependent twins would likely function 

well in school either together or separate, while extreme individuals would likely need to 

be separated in school.  Closely coupled twins would likely benefit from being separated, 

but would also likely need a great deal of preparation for this to be successful (Hay & 

Preedy, 2006).   

Hay and Preedy (2006) also conducted one of the only research studies that 

discussed the school separation issue for triplets and higher-order multiples.  They 

reported that, given the unique medical complications that often arise from a triplet or 

higher-order multiple birth, each case would likely be complex.  Triplets and higher-order 

multiples may have different ability levels as they enter school, which will likely play 

into the school separation issue.  Hay and Preedy contended that the amount of 

information related to the education of triplets and higher-order multiples is quite scant, 
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and that additional research would be needed, as the percentage of triplets and higher-

order multiples had increased.   

School Personnel Perspectives on Twin Separation   

Research studies have generally found few differences between separation and 

non-separation of twins and have advocated for a flexible school policy that meets the 

individual needs of the children and families.  Given these findings, additional studies 

have examined the perspectives of teachers and other educators regarding twin separation 

or non-separation in their schools.  Nilsson et al. (2010) examined school counselors’ 

perception of the classroom separation or non-separation of twins and other multiples.  

Because school counselors often support students through consultation with parents and 

educators throughout the school system, Nilsson et al. believed understanding counselors’ 

perceptions of this issue would be important. 

Through a questionnaire, Nilsson et al. (2010) asked about counselors’ knowledge 

of school policy regarding twin placement, as well as questions regarding their personal 

beliefs about when and why multiples should be separated or kept together.  In addition, 

counselors were asked about the role of the parents in making these decisions.  Although 

the results showed that counselors believed the parents should have the most say in 

making school separation or non-separation decisions for their multiples, only 40% of 

counselors had been in contact with parents regarding these decisions.  In addition, of 

those counselors who said they knew of the school policy regarding school separation of 

multiples, almost all indicated the policy was to separate the multiples.  Seventy percent 
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of the counselors surveyed believed multiples should be separated when they are still 

quite young, between three and six years of age.  When asked reasons for school 

separation, counselors indicated factors such as enhancing the children’s development, 

social skills, and self-esteem.  The counselors surveyed believed keeping the multiples 

together would discourage social and emotional growth.  Nilsson et al. (2010) asserted 

there are a variety of conflicting reasons to separate or not separate multiples.  As such, 

they advocated that parents must be included in the decision making process as well as 

counselors, teachers, administrators, and the multiples themselves.  Nilsson et al.’s results 

may be seen as supporting prior beliefs that separation of multiples would be most 

beneficial.   

A qualitative study was conducted in Australia that investigated teachers’ 

perceptions of twin separation.  Jones and De Gioia (2010) found the teachers identified 

the dominance of one twin on another, comparison among twins rather than the entire 

peer group, and difficulties developing outside social relationships as reasons to separate 

twins while building support and confidence as well as the elimination of different 

teaching styles were reasons to keep twins together.  Seven of 12 teachers reported they 

would base the decision to separate twins or not on the individual children and their 

families.  In this study, teachers’ beliefs about school separation or non-separation of 

twins were found to be most influenced by their prior experiences with twins.  Jones and 

DeGioia agreed with the previous studies, which advocated the separation or non-

separation of twins should be based on the best interests of the children.  
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Laws Governing Twin Separation   

The above research studies have shown that most researchers who study twin 

separation or non-separation advocate a flexible approach for decision-making rather than 

a rigid policy in either direction.  However, the Nilsson et al. (2010) study suggested that 

school personnel still typically favor classroom separation and often cite past stereotypes 

as reasons that separation of twins is necessary.  Given this discrepancy between what 

research has shown and what school personnel often believe, numerous states have 

enacted laws that give parents the final decision in determining whether their twins will 

be separated or kept together in the same classroom.  These laws allow for decisions 

regarding twin separation to be made on an individual basis, rather than as a rigid school 

policy.  Minnesota was the first state to enact such a law in 2005 and twelve other states 

have since enacted similar laws (Dolan, 2009).   

Parental Perspectives on Twin Separation   

From the above studies, it is clear that the decision to separate or keep together 

multiples in the classroom is a complex one.  Although studies have looked at the impact 

on multiples when separated or kept together and the perspectives of some stakeholders 

(i.e. counselors, teachers), very few studies have looked at the issue from the perspective 

of the parents of multiples.  Two studies, however, have examined the issue from the 

parents’ perspective and again, these studies only examined twins and not any higher-

order multiples.  An older study conducted by Segal and Russell in 1992 in the United 

States and a more recent study conducted by Staton, Thorpe, Thompson, and Danby 
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(2012) in Australia questioned parents related to their choices regarding twin separation 

or non-separation.   

 Segal and Russell (1992) conducted a study that questioned mothers of twins 

about their understanding of school policy regarding twins, satisfaction regarding their 

current placement of twins, and the reasons for and against twin separation.  Segal and 

Russell found the majority of parents who were aware of a school policy indicated the 

policy mandated twins had to be separated.  Although nearly half of the mothers did not 

favor a general policy which required separation, 84% of their twins were assigned to a 

different classroom while 16% were in the same classroom.  Almost all mothers (96%) 

reported being pleased with the placement of the children, whether they were separated or 

together.  Segal and Russell did not differentiate between those mothers who were given 

a choice in placing their twins and those mothers where the school had made the choice.     

 When queried about reasons to separate or not separate twins, Segal and Russell 

(1992) found the most common answer given to support separation of twins was to 

increase independence and individuality and to decrease competition and comparison 

between twins.  Although there was less consensus among mothers in identifying reasons 

to keep their children together, some mothers indicated equality of educational 

opportunity and experience and feelings of security in a new environment.  In addition, 

16% of mothers indicated twins’ own preferences should impact the classroom placement 

decision.  Fifty-seven percent of mothers believed that twins should be placed in separate 

classrooms during the early grades, and that between five and six years old was the 
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suggested age for assigning twins to separate classrooms.  Based on these findings, Segal 

and Russell were among the earliest researchers to advocate that school placement 

decisions for twins should reflect the needs of each twin pair and that a common policy 

advocating separation was not appropriate.      

 In a more recent research study, Staton et al. (2012) used both qualitative and 

quantitative measures to understand the rationale parents used in making decisions about 

the separation or non-separation of their twins.  This study, conducted in Australia, only 

used parents (98% of the participants were the mothers) who were given a choice in 

making these decisions for their twins; the children were either in Kindergarten or Year 

1.  The results indicated 77% of parents had placed their twins in the same classroom.  

Parents indicated that providing emotional support and familiarity in a new environment 

was a key reason for keeping their twins together.  Although many parents opted to keep 

their children together, Staton et al. found these parents also acknowledged that they 

considered possible harmful effects of keeping their twins together, such as rivalry, 

dominance, friendship issues, differences in ability, and behavioral difficulties.   

In analyzing the themes that emerged from the qualitative information, Staton et 

al. (2012) found the constructs of risk, absence of risk, and advantage.  Parents most 

commonly identified that the choice they made for their children would be an advantage 

to them.  For parents who chose to separate their children, their responses reflected a 

belief that separation was best because of the presence of some sort of risk if their twins 

were placed together.  For parents who chose to keep their children together, their 
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responses identified the absence of risk in choosing to place their twins in the same 

classroom.  In addition, for parents choosing to keep their children together, their 

responses indicated they believed fostering individuality was still important, but that it 

could be achieved, even when their children were in the same classrooms (Staton et al., 

2012).   

In comparing the results of the two studies regarding parental perspectives on 

separation or non-separation, some differences are obvious.  Segal and Russell’s work, 

which was conducted in 1992, suggested there were generally school policies supporting 

separation of twins and that more parents favored separating their twins during the early 

years of school.  Staton et al. (2012), conducted a study 20 years later in Australia with 

parents who were able to make the choices regarding separation and suggested these 

parents were more in favor of keeping their twins in the same classroom, at least during 

the early elementary years.  These differences may suggest that parental perspectives 

regarding placement of multiples have changed over time, given the research that has 

been conducted over the last 20 years, which has suggested there are benefits to keeping 

twins together in the classroom.  However, given that the two studies were conducted in 

different countries, these differences might also reflect cultural or other differences.  As 

such, a research gap exists in understanding the current parental perspectives of parents 

regarding the separation or non-separation of their multiples in the United States. 

All of the research studies cited above regarding the school separation of 

multiples only considered this issue with respect to twins.  The classroom separation of 
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triplets and higher-order multiples, although still a small percentage of students in the 

educational system, has not received research attention, despite this being a very salient 

issue for their parents.  Unlike the parents of twins, the parents of triplets and higher-

order multiples must contend with additional decisions regarding class separation or non-

separation.  For example, these parents often must decide whether to separate all of their 

multiples in different classrooms or to keep two or more of their children together.  In 

addition, at times, parents of triplets and higher-order multiples may wish to separate 

their multiples but may not be able to separate them all due to the limited number of 

classes available per grade.  When this happens, parents of triplets and higher-order 

multiples must then decide which children are kept together and which children are 

separated.  These issues, which are unique to the parents of triplets and higher-order 

multiples, have not received any research attention in the past.  Hence, a research study 

that examines parental perspectives regarding class separation of their triplets and higher-

order multiples is timely and represents an area devoid of current research in the United 

States.     

Research Question 

 Although still a small percentage of births, triplets and higher-order multiples 

represent a unique population that has received little research attention in the past.  Given 

the continued increase in the use of fertility procedures as well as women choosing to get 

pregnant at a later age, it is likely that triplets and higher-order multiples will continue to 

represent a small but stable part of the population.  As such, thousands of men and 
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women will continue to experience the joys and trials of parenting triplets and higher-

order multiples.  When research has been conducted on parenting triplets and higher-

order multiples, the studies have typically researched parents as they parent triplets and 

higher-order multiples who are very young, usually under the age of five.   

  Little is currently known about the experience of parenting triplets and higher-

order multiples as they become school-aged and enter Kindergarten and their early 

elementary years.  The studies cited above have shown that parenting young triplets can 

be extremely stressful and can have both negative and positive impacts on a couple’s 

marriage.  In addition, the research has shown that class separation or non-separation of  

multiples is a complex issue and one many parents of twins have grappled with, although 

it is unknown how this is similar or different for parents of triplets and higher-order 

multiples, who face their own unique issues with regards to this issue. 

 Hence, the current researcher sought to understand the experience of parenting 

triplets and higher-order multiples as they become school-aged and enter Kindergarten 

into the early elementary years.  Specifically, the researcher sought to understand the 

perspectives of these parents with regard to the issues of parenting stress, marital 

satisfaction, and school separation or non-separation.  In addition, in the current study, 

the focus was on the mother’s perspective of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-

order multiples.  Given that mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples 

are a relatively small population and that the current study sought specifically to 

understand their perspectives and experience of parenting this unique population of 
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children, this study was qualitative in nature.  It was believed that a qualitative study, 

which examined the experience of parenting triplets and higher-order multiples as they 

become school-age, would yield valuable information and add to the existing body of 

research on triplets and higher-order multiples.   
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

 

In this chapter, the current investigation’s research strategy, procedure, and data 

analysis will be detailed.  As the current study was qualitative, the researcher will give an 

overview of qualitative research, as well as elaborate on phenomenology, which was the 

qualitative approach being utilized in this study.  Interviews were the chosen form of data 

in this research study, and their role and scope in this study will be explained.  In 

addition, the current study’s participants, specific interview protocol, and procedures will 

be discussed.  The data analysis procedure will be detailed in this chapter as well.  

Finally, the role of the researcher in the current study will be examined. 

Overview of Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative researchers strive to explore a social or human phenomenon and  

understand the meaning people ascribe to this phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).  In order to  

study and understand a phenomenon, qualitative researchers collect data in a natural  

setting, which takes into account the impact on the people or places being studied, and  

then utilize data analysis to develop themes or patterns using inductive reasoning.  Yin 

(2011, p. 6) asserted that the “allure of qualitative research is it enables you to conduct in-

depth studies about a broad array of topics, including your favorites, in plain and 

everyday terms.”  Qualitative research is a good fit for process-oriented questions, and 

can answer “why” and “how” questions (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p.559). 
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 Qualitative research has five core features that distinguish it from quantitative 

research (Yin, 2011).  Qualitative research aims to examine the meaning of people’s 

lives, in a real-world context.  In addition, qualitative research seeks to understand and 

describe the experiences and views of the participants in the study.  In the current study, 

the examiner was interested in revealing and understanding the experience of parenting 

school-age triplets and higher-order multiples.  Researchers utilizing qualitative research 

also want to address the environmental, social, and institutional context in which their 

participants’ lives happen.  A desire to explain some aspect of human behavior, through 

existing or emerging concepts, rather than just describe the behavior, can be considered a 

fourth feature of qualitative research.  Finally, qualitative researchers collect and 

integrate their data from more than a single data source and strive to use multiple data 

sources (Yin, 2011).   

Qualitative Research Strategy: Phenomenology 

 In the current study, the examiner chose to take a phenomenological approach. 

Unlike other forms of qualitative research, which may study only a single case or seek to 

generate a theory from the research, in a phenomenological study the focus is on a 

phenomenon for a specific group of people experiencing it.  In phenomenology, the 

researcher “…abstains from making suppositions, focuses on a specific topic freshly and 

naively, constructs a question or problem to guide the study, and derives findings that 

will provide the basis for further research reflection” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 47).  

Moustakas (1994) asserted that phenomenological researchers attempt to avoid any pre-
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judgments about their topic of interest and that perceptions are considered the primary 

source of knowledge.  The goal in a phenomenological study is to develop both textural 

descriptions, that is, what the participants experienced, and structural descriptions, or 

how the phenomenon was experienced for the participants.  These textural and structural 

descriptions are then combined to elucidate the overall essence of the phenomenon 

(Moustakas, 1994).  Phenomenological studies are appropriate when the researcher is 

attempting to understand how participants are perceiving a particular phenomenon they 

are experiencing, and how they explain and make sense of their social and personal 

world.  For the current study, the researcher sought to understand the phenomenon of 

parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  A phenomenological approach 

was chosen for the current study, as it was the most natural fit for how to understand and 

make sense of the phenomenon of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order 

multiples.    

Data Collection: Qualitative Interviews 

 Interviews are a frequently used method of collecting data in qualitative research 

(Yin, 2011).  In phenomenological studies, interviews are the most frequently used data 

collection tool.  Unlike a highly-structured interview with closed-ended questions, 

qualitative interviewing is not highly scripted.  Although the researcher has a general 

guideline of questions he or she seeks to answer, how these questions are verbalized may 

differ according to the context and setting of the interview.  A phenomenological 

interview typically utilizes open-ended questions and comments; the goal of the 
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interviewer is to evoke “a comprehensive account of the person’s experience of the 

phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994, p.114).  A qualitative interviewer seeks to understand 

the rich social environment from the perspective of the participant.  Qualitative 

interviews are often recommended for studies such as the current one, in which the 

researcher sought to understand the experience of a small group of people.  Because 

qualitative interviewing may appear more conversational and unstructured, the 

interviewer must engage in very skilled, intense listening so as to really hear and 

understand the meaning of what the participants are saying (Yin, 2011).   

 Creswell (2007) asserted that qualitative interviewing often involved a semi-

structured interview form consisting of approximately five questions.  The questions 

represent the central research question that is under study and the sub-questions that flow 

from it.  Importantly, those using qualitative interviewing must be cognizant that a “good 

interviewer is a good listener rather than a frequent speaker during an interview” 

(Creswell, 2007, p.134).   

Data Analysis: Overview 

 Just as in quantitative research, data analysis in qualitative research is a vital 

component in the research process.  Yin (2011) suggested that in order to have scientific 

rigor, data analysis in qualitative research must consist of three components.  The 

researcher must often review and re-check the data to be sure it is accurate.  In addition, 

the analysis must be thorough and cover all of the data, rather than leaving some out.  
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Finally, the researcher must be aware of his or her own biases and values and how those 

can impact the data analysis.   

 There are many techniques available for analyzing qualitative data (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2008).  In the current study, the researcher utilized interpretative 

phenomenological analysis.  Interpretative phenomenological analysis seeks to 

understand the meaning behind the participant’s words, rather than just measuring the 

frequency of certain words or phrases (Smith and Osborn, 2003).  In interpretative 

phenomenological analysis, the researcher takes an active role in the process and the 

interpretation process is two-fold.  In this process, the “participants are trying to make 

sense of their world” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 53).  In addition, the researcher is then 

analyzing and “trying to make sense of the participants trying to make sense of their 

world” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 53).  The analysis initially involves reading through 

the transcript of the interview several times, making notes about interesting or note-

worthy things the participant said.  The researcher then begins to make note of possible 

emerging themes and give them titles.  The initial notes are thus transformed into short 

themes which elucidate some meaning of what was found in the transcript.  Once the 

initial themes are identified, the researcher then attempts to make connections between 

the themes which have emerged and clusters of themes may then emerge, which represent 

the overarching themes.  During this process, the researcher is continually assessing to 

see whether the themes that are being constructed and interpreted truly represent the 
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words the participant has said.  Once all transcripts have been analyzed by this process, a 

final table of overarching themes is developed.   

Current Study: Procedure 

Protection of the Participants   

 The current study was conducted in accordance with the American Psychological 

Association’s Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct (American 

Psychological Association, 2010) with regards to informed consent, informed consent for 

recording voices and images in research, and maintenance of confidentiality.  

Participation in the current study was completely voluntary, and participants were 

informed they could withdraw from the study at any time without any difficulty.  The 

data for this study (i.e. transcripts of interviews, audiotapes) was maintained in a locked 

cabinet in the researcher’s home, and only the researcher had access to the data, in order 

to maintain the confidentiality of the participants.  The data will be maintained for at least 

five years after the conclusion of the study and then destroyed.  

 It was not expected that participants would be exposed to any harm or undue 

stress due to their participation in the current study.  Participants were given a copy of the 

informed consent form and contact information for the Institutional Review Board at 

Texas Woman’s University, if they had questions about their research participation.   

Participants  

 In the current study, seven mothers of triplets and one mother of quintuplets were 

interviewed by the researcher.  In a phenomenological study, particularly in one 
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involving interpretative phenomenological analysis, the research takes an idiographic 

approach, and is focused on “the painstaking analysis of cases rather than jumping to 

generalizations” (Smith and Osborn, 2003, p.54).  With the current study, the researcher 

was interested in a very specific group of participants in order to examine the 

phenomenon of interest.  A purposive sample was used; purposive samples are constructed 

to serve a very specific need or purpose and entail a very specific group of participants.  In this 

study, the researcher was specifically interested in married mothers of triplets and higher-order 

multiples whose multiples were in Kindergarten through second grade.  It was believed that a 

purposive sample size of seven to twelve participants would yield the appropriate amount 

of information in order to thoroughly examine the phenomenon of parenting triplets and 

higher-order multiples who were in Kindergarten through the
 
second grade with respect 

to parental stress, marital satisfaction, and class separation decisions.  After completing 

and analyzing eight interviews, the researcher determined that the themes that had 

emerged appeared to appropriately represent the phenomenon of parenting school-aged 

triplets and higher-order multiples. In addition, some previous researchers (Feldman and 

Eidelmann, 2009; Jenkins and Coker, 2010) have examined parenting triplets and higher-

order multiples until the multiples are in pre-school.  As such, the current researcher 

chose to limit the study to participants who had multiples in Kindergarten through
 
second 

grade in order to extend the understanding of the experience of parenting triplets and 

higher-order multiples as these multiples enter a new phase of childhood.  In addition, the 

early elementary years are when many parents initially are faced with decisions regarding 

class placement of their multiples and this was a focus of the current research.  Mothers 
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who chose to home-school their children were not included in the study due to the 

researcher’s interest in class separation decisions.   

 The participants were recruited in several different ways.  Initially, the researcher 

sought to obtain participants through recruitment at local Mothers’ of Multiples meetings 

and through snowball sampling.  The researcher initially obtained consent to make short 

presentations at several Mothers' of Multiples organizations’ monthly meetings in a large 

suburban area in the southwestern United States.  During the presentation, the researcher 

shared the purpose of the study and reported on the particular type of parents she was 

seeking to interview.  For those potential participants who were interested in 

participating, the researcher left cards with her contact information and the individuals 

were encouraged to contact her for more information about the study and set up a time for 

the interview to take place.  The researcher also remained at the meeting for interested 

persons to ask more questions at the conclusion of the meeting and to express interest in 

participating in the study.  Through this method of recruitment, the researcher was able to 

identify one appropriate and interested participant. 

 In addition, the researcher initially identified potential participants through 

snowball sampling.  The researcher was aware of several mothers of triplets and higher-

order multiples with children of the specified age.  Using snowball sampling, the 

researcher sought to identify additional possible participants for this study who fit the 

appropriate criteria for age and type of multiples, with whom she has no personal 

relationship.  These mothers were contacted, made aware of the purpose and scope of the 
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study, and invited to participate.  The researcher was able to identify two appropriate 

participants through this method of recruitment. 

 After several weeks of attempting to obtain appropriate potential participants 

through the above methods, the researcher chose to expand her methods for recruiting 

participants.  After receiving consent from the Institutional Review Board at Texas 

Woman’s University to modify the manner in which potential participants were recruited, 

three different methods to recruit participants were identified.  The researcher learned 

there was a closed group on the social media site Facebook which was composed of 

members from all of the Texas Mothers’ of Multiples associations.  There were also three 

different closed groups on the social media site Facebook which were composed of 

mothers of triplets and higher-order multiples.  The researcher sought permission to join 

these groups through the group moderator.  Once permission was granted, the researcher 

posted a statement detailing the purpose of the study and reported on the particular types 

of parents she was seeking to interview.  The researcher’s contact information was given 

so that potential participants could learn more about the study and determine if they 

would be interested in participating.  Four additional participants were identified through 

this method of recruitment. 

 Finally, the researcher located several blogs on-line that were written and 

maintained by mothers of triplets and higher-order multiples.  The researcher contacted 

several of these blogs through the e-mail address given on the blog, shared information 

about the purpose of the study, and invited them to contact the researcher if they would 
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like to participate or if they would like more information about the study.  This method of 

recruitment identified one additional participant.   

 The researcher also added an incentive for participating in the study.  A $25 gift 

card to a large national discount store was given or mailed to participants after 

completion of the initial interview.     

Data Collection: Interview Procedures   

 The interviews for this study were conducted following the recommendations of 

Yin (2011).  These recommendations included the researcher establishing rapport initially 

with the participant, speaking much less than the participant, and using open-ended 

questions.  The researcher remained non-directive and stay neutral by being of aware her 

body language, words, and facial expressions.  In addition, the researcher used an 

interview protocol which represented the framework of questions she sought to ask.  

During the semi-structured interview, the researcher continually engaged in analysis to 

determine when to changes topics or to probe further after a response.  The researcher 

was responsible for “creating a climate in which the research participant will feel 

comfortable and will respond honestly and comprehensively” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 114).     

 Three interviews were conducted face to face at the participant’s home while five 

interviews were conducted by telephone.  Informed consent was obtained in three 

different ways.  See Appendix A: Texas Woman’s University: Consent to Participate in 

Research.  For the face to face interviews, the researcher explained the informed consent 

form to the participant prior to the interview beginning and answered any questions the 
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participant had.  Once all questions had been answered, the participant signed the consent 

form and the interview began.  For telephone interviews, informed consent was obtained 

in two different ways, depending on the preference of the participant.  Three participants 

chose to have the researcher scan the informed consent form and e-mail it to them.  The 

researcher explained the informed consent form to the participants prior to e-mailing it to 

them and informed them they could contact her if they had any questions.  Once the 

researcher received the signed informed consent form via e-mail, the telephone interview 

was scheduled.  Two participants requested the researcher mail them the consent form.  

The researcher explained the informed consent form via telephone to the participant. She 

then mailed the consent form to the home address of the participant and included a 

stamped, self-addressed envelope.  Once the informed consent form was received by the 

researcher via mail, the interview was scheduled.  The interviews ranged from 13 to 42 

minutes.  All interviews were recorded by audiotape, and then were transcribed verbatim. 

Data Collection: Interview Protocol  

 A semi-structured interview framework was developed by the researcher to 

address the experiences and perceptions of parenting triplets and higher-order multiples 

who were at least five years old and were in Kindergarten through
 
second grade.  (See 

Appendix B: Interview Protocol)  The interview framework represented the topics the 

researcher hoped to examine in her research.  However, it was designed to be flexible so 

that questions could be asked in a different order or eliminated if the participants had 

already responded as part of a separate question.  The interview framework was divided 
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into five sections.  The first section addressed general information about the participant’s 

name, gender and ages of her triplets/higher-order multiples, gender and ages of any 

other children she had, and name of spouse.  Similar to what Moustakas (1994) 

recommends, the researcher then began the semi-structured portion of the interview with 

a general question about the participant’s experience parenting her triplet/higher-order 

multiples at their current age.  The next section of the protocol concerned questions 

regarding parenting stress.  In this section, the participant was initially asked to 

characterize the stress and and/or difficulty involved currently in parenting her 

triplets/higher-order multiples.  The researcher then asked the participant what were some 

things she found more difficult/stressful, less difficult/stressful, and more enjoyable about 

parenting her triplets/higher-order multiples at their current age than when they were 

younger.  In this section, the participant was also asked what types of parenting issues, 

both negative and positive, typically came up related to having triplets/higher-order 

multiples who were their current age.   

 The next section of the interview framework asked questions about marital 

impact.  In this section, the participant was asked how parenting triplets/higher-order 

multiples had impacted her marriage, if at all.  She was also asked how the spousal 

relationship had changed, if at all, since the triplets/higher-order multiples were three and 

younger.  The participant was then asked to describe the roles and responsibilities each 

parent had, how the roles/responsibilities were decided, and how satisfied she was with 

these roles/responsibilities.  She was then asked to describe how satisfied she was with 
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her marriage currently and asked if her satisfaction had changed since when the 

triplets/higher-order multiples were three and younger.   

 The interview framework then addressed questions regarding class placement 

decisions.  The participant was initially asked how her triplets/higher-order multiples 

were currently placed in classes (i.e. separated, together, or a combination) and whether 

this represented a change or if they had always been in this placement.  Participants were 

then asked what role they had played in determining whether their triplets/higher-order 

multiples were separated or together.  If they did play a role in making these decisions, 

participants were then asked what factors they considered when deciding whether to 

separate their children, keep them together in the same classroom, or utilize some 

combination (i.e. some of the multiples were kept together while some were separated). 

The participant was also asked what role her spouse played in these decisions.  Finally, 

the participant was asked to describe her satisfaction with the decisions she had made 

regarding class placement.   

 The final section included the wrap-up questions.  The participants were invited to 

share anything else they wanted to add about parenting their triplets/higher-order 

multiples at their current age.  They were then asked if there were any additional 

questions they would have liked to have been asked about parenting their triplets/higher-

order multiples and if they had any questions for the researcher.  At the conclusion of the 

interview, the participants completed a brief information sheet which listed their spouse’s 

first name, their first names and ages of their children, the approximate number of 
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children attending their children’s current school, and the approximate number of classes 

offered per grade level.  (See Appendix C: Participant Information Sheet).  After the 

interview was conducted and the brief information sheet completed, the participant was 

thanked for her time and the researcher left or ended the telephone call.   

Current Study: Data Analysis 

 In the current study, interpretative phenomenological analysis was utilized.   

Initially, as recommended by Smith and Osborn (2003), the researcher read through the 

transcript several times, becoming familiar with the entirety of it.  The researcher made 

notes of anything that was significant or included important points by the participant.  

Next, the researcher reviewed the transcript again and began transforming the initial 

notes into “concise phrases which aim to capture the essential quality of what was found 

in the text” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 68).  The researcher then attempted to generate 

key phrases that represent the themes emerging from the data.  During this step of the 

analysis, the researcher utilized the NVivo 10 software, which is a software package that 

is designed to support qualitative and mixed methods research.  Similar to what Yin 

(2011) recommended, the researcher then reviewed the initial themes that were generated 

to determine whether some of these themes represented a higher level of 

conceptualization, which allowed broader themes to emerge from the data.  

Once these broad themes were elucidated, they were listed on a separate sheet and 

the researcher continued to look for connections between them and determined any 

superordinate themes.  The researcher continually checked the transcript to be sure the 
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emerging themes truly represented what the participant had said.  This process was then 

completed for each additional transcript.  The researcher eliminated themes that were not 

found to be supported by the data in the transcripts or did not fit into the emerging 

structure.  The final superordinate themes were then discussed in a narrative account that 

sought to elucidate the meanings that emerged from the participants’ experience 

parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  This narrative account is 

contained in the Results and Discussion chapters of this study.  

Trustworthiness and Validity 

 Yin (2011, p.78) defines a valid study as “one that has been properly collected 

and interpreted its data, so that the conclusions accurately reflect and represent the real 

world (or laboratory) that was studied.”  To enhance the validity of the current study, the 

researcher utilized participant validation, where she obtained feedback from the 

participants to ensure that the findings from the data analysis represent their experience 

of the phenomenon.  Participant validation occurred after all initial interviews had been 

conducted, transcribed, and initially analyzed by the researcher.  All participants 

participated in a follow-up telephone conversation where the researcher discussed the 

data analysis from the participant’s interview and confirmed that the analysis represented 

what the participant had shared during the interview.  Throughout the analysis, the 

principal researcher also looked for rival explanations for her findings.  Similar to what 

Yin (2011) recommended to ensure validity in a qualitative study, the researcher 

maintained a skeptical attitude and consider factors such as whether the experiences and 
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actions were as they actually appeared to be and questioned whether her original 

assumptions about the phenomenon of parenting triplets and higher-order multiples were 

impacting the data analysis in any way.     

Role of the Researcher 

 When conducting qualitative research, Creswell (2007) advocated including the 

role of the researcher and disclosing any personal biases and interest in the research.  The 

researcher is the mother of triplet daughters who were seven years old at the time of 

research and a two year old son.  When preparing for parenthood with triplets, the 

researchers found a great deal of information and resources for parents of twins.  

However, it was challenging to find information or resources that addressed the unique 

needs of triplets or higher-order multiples.  As her triplet daughters got older, this trend 

continued and she had difficulty finding research or resources that addressed the needs of 

both the parents and the children themselves.  As such, her desire to explore the topic of 

parenting school-aged triplets evolved.  The current study reflected the researcher’s 

interested in understanding the experience of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-

order multiples.   

 Because the researcher is the mother of seven-year-old triplet daughters, she has 

had the experience of parenting triplets through the early stages of childhood, as well as 

now experiencing parenting triplets as they enter school and beyond.  Based on the 

researcher’s own experience parenting triplets through these stages and the findings from 

many of the studies reviewed above, the researcher believed that the data analysis might 
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show that parents report less parental stress as their triplets and higher-order multiples 

have gotten older and the physical and time demands lessen.  However, as the 

researcher’s triplets have gotten older, new parenting issues have emerged, such as 

competition and cooperation related to friendships, school, and extracurricular activities.  

It was thought that other families with triplets and higher-order multiples may also report 

new parenting challenges during this stage of parenthood.     

 Regarding marital impacts of parenting triplets, the researcher has been fortunate 

in her own marriage, and that similar to the findings of Ellison and Hall (2003), the 

researcher and her husband determined early on that in order to remain married and 

survive, that the responsibilities for taking care of the children would need to be 

discussed and shared among them.  As the children have gotten older, responsibilities 

have shifted, at times, given various career demands.   

 Given her own experience parenting triplets, the researcher needed to be 

constantly cognizant of her possible bias when analyzing the data.  In order to ensure that 

her own bias did not skew the analysis in some way, she was, as mentioned previously, 

constantly skeptical as she analyzed the data and looked for rival explanations.  In 

addition, engaging in participant validation also helped ensure that the final data analysis 

represented an accurate depiction of the experience of parenting triplets and higher-order 

multiples, as experienced by the participants in the study.   
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CHAPTER IV 

 

RESULTS 

 

 In this chapter, a description of participant demographics will be detailed, 

including gender and ages of their multiples.  A brief review of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis will be offered.  The majority of the chapter will elaborate on 

the themes that emerged about the experience of parenting school-aged triplets and 

higher-order multiples from the perspective of married, heterosexual mothers after the 

data analysis was conducted.  Illustrative quotes from the participants’ interviews will be 

presented and discussed in relation to the themes that emerged.   

Participant Demographics 

 Participants in the current study were asked to complete a brief information sheet 

which detailed the first name and ethnicity of their spouse and the first names and ages of 

their multiples as well as any other children they had.  They were also asked the 

approximate number of children in the school their multiples attended as well as the 

approximate number of classes that were offered in each grade level.   

In the current study, eight mothers of triplets or higher-order multiples were 

included as participants and interviewed.  Seven of the participants had triplets while one 

participant had quintuplets.  All participants self-identified as Caucasian/White.  The age 

of the multiples ranged from 5 to 8-years-old and they were in Kindergarten through
 

second grade.  (See Table 1: Participant Demographics) One set of triplets was 5-years-
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old and in Kindergarten, while two sets of multiples were 6-years-old and in first grade – 

this included one set of triplets and the set of quintuplets.  Three sets of triplets were  

7-years-old and in second grade.  One set of triplets was 8-years-old and in second grade 

– the participant indicated her triplets were repeating second grade.  One set of triplets 

was 8-years-old and had just completed second grade.  Two of the participants also had 

additional children – one participant had a 13-year-old son and a 10-year-old daughter 

while another participant had a 6-year-old son.  All other participants indicated their 

multiples were their only children. 

Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Participant Multiples 
Additional 

Children 

Number 

 

Type 

 
Age Gender  Grade 

Age/ 

Gender 

P01 T 8 BBB 2
nd

 6-year-old son 

P02 T 7 BBG 2
nd

 N 

P03 T 7 BBG 2
nd

 N 

P04 T 7 BBB 2
nd

 N 

P05 Q 6 BBGGG 1
st
 

13-year-old son; 

10-year-old 

daughter 

P06 T 7 BGG 2
nd 

N 

P07 T 5 BGG Kindergarten N 

P08 T 6 BGG 1
st
 N 

Note: B=boy; G=girl; T=triplets; Q=quintuplets 
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Participants indicated the current schools their multiples attended had between 

400-4000 students enrolled while the number of classes offered per grade level ranged 

from three to 13 classes.  See Table 2: School and Class Size.  

Table 2 

School and Class Size 

Participant 
Approximate number of 

students per school 

Approximate number of 

classrooms per grade 

P01 4000 13 

P02 750 4-6 

P03 600 4 

P04 400 7 

P05 600 5-6 

P06 450 3 

P07 500 5 

P08 525 4-5 

 

Regarding classroom placement, six participants indicated their children were all 

in separate classes currently while two participants shared some of their children were 

placed in the same classroom.  See Table 3: Class Placement of Multiples. 

Interpretative Phenemenological Analysis 

 The researcher utilized Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis in order 

to analyze the current study’s data.  This approach was thought to be particularly 

appropriate, given the small nature of the sample in addition to the goal of understanding 
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Table 3 

Class Placement of Multiples 

Participant Number 
Class Separation 

S=separated 

 T=together 

Class Placement of Multiples 

Placed Together 

P01 S  

P02 S  

P03 S  

P04 T BB – shared classroom 

B – individual classroom 

P05 T GGB – shared classroom 

GB – shared classroom 

P06 S  

P07 S  

P08 S  

Note: B = boy; G = girl 

the phenomenon of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  The 

researcher initially read through the transcripts of interviews several times and made 

notes and comments about possible key information.  With the assistance of the N-Vivo 

Research Software, the researcher continued to highlight key information and identify 

themes from each transcript.  Themes were then compared across transcripts of 

interviews and overarching themes were identified.  From this process, four themes were 

identified that assisted in elucidating the experience of parenting school-aged triplets and 

higher-order multiples from the perspective of married, heterosexual mothers.  The 

themes that emerged and were identified were: (1) change in demands on mother’s time, 
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(2) adjustment in parenting and spousal priorities, (3) emphasis on fostering individuality 

of multiples, and (4) schools as partners in class placement decisions. 

Change in Demands on Mother’s Time 

 This theme identified the changing demands on the mother’s time, given that her 

children were now at least five-years-old.  Three sub-themes related to the changing 

demands on the mother’s time also emerged from the data, related to both the impact on 

parenting stress and marital satisfaction.  These included: (1) increased physical 

independence of multiples, (2) increased time available for spouse, and (3) increased time 

needed to meet the individual needs of their multiples. 

Increased Physical Independence of Multiples   

Many participants indicated their multiples had become increasingly physically 

independent, which lessened the time mothers had to spend performing some parenting 

tasks and was one factor that contributed to decreased parenting stress.  These tasks 

included daily living tasks, such as bathing and feeding children, as well as the ability for 

the multiples to participate in household chores.  When asked to tell about her experience 

parenting her triplets at their current age, Participant 03 reported,  

Um, it’s gotten easier as they’ve become more and more independent.  They can 

do a lot more things so that frees up my time up at home.  Whereas before they 

needed constant supervision if they were in the tub or help with this and that, you 

know, with brushing their teeth.  I would have to floss them whereas now they 

can floss themselves.   
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Participant 01 expressed similar views when asked to describe her experience 

parenting her triplets at their current age.  She shared, “Of course, it’s gotten easier than 

when they were babies and so dependent on me.  They’re becoming very independent 

and trying to be more and more independent.”  Similarly, Participant 02 acknowledged, 

“I mean, they are obviously far more self-sufficient now than they were before, so getting 

past potty training makes all the difference in the world”  and “…just things like being 

able to feed themselves, dress themselves, brush their own teeth, take their own showers.  

Just that level of self-sufficiency.”  When asked what she finds less stressful or difficult 

with her triplets at their current age, Participant 06 reported, “They take care of 

themselves more now.”  Likewise, Participant 05 share:, 

I think they are a lot more independent now.  I don’t have to do everything for 

them, they can set their own alarm, they wake up themselves in the morning, they 

can get themselves breakfast, they can tie their own shoes, they can get dressed, 

they can do so many things by themselves, which is nice. 

Participant 08 reported:  

They are so independent as far as eating, getting themselves dressed, um, you 

know, cleaning theirs toys or what-not up, so that’s nice.  Because like now, when 

we get ready for school every morning, I get them up, they tell me what they want 

to eat. Then they know they get up, their put their dishes away, they get their 

clothes on, they brush their teeth, they put their own shoes on, it’s so much nicer 

now.  I’m having flashbacks from when they were babies, or two.  If we were to 
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go somewhere, I’d have to chase them around, and hold one down at a time, and 

put their shoes on.  And now it’s like auto-pilot, they know what to do, there may 

be three of them, but they know what to do, and I don’t have to do it anymore.    

Hence, the current study’s data would suggest that, as their multiples have gotten older, 

their physical independence has increased which has lessened the burden on the mothers 

and allowed them additional time.  

 Related to household chores, the majority of the participants indicated their 

multiples could now participate in these tasks, which again lessened the time the 

participants had to spend engaging in these activities.  Participant 04 reported, “As the 

kids have gotten older, we’ve added more chores for them to do.”  Likewise, Participant 

03 shared, “But they are all pretty helpful around the house in terms of chores.”  

Participant 02 shared: 

They all have their chores; it’s minimal, but there is some level of them being 

able to help around the house versus us as adults having to do everything.  So, like 

they help feed the dogs, they help set the table when it’s dinnertime, that sort of 

thing they can become helpful and not just another level of us doing work. 

Similarly, Participant 07 reported, “They do clean, they don’t always clean well, but they 

help with their own clothes, but I fold them.”   Their multiples’ increased physical 

independence appeared to lessen some of the burden on participants, which appear to 

have the impact of lessening some of the parental stress they experienced and expressed. 
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 Some participants also indicated that it had become much easier to take their 

multiples places due to their increased independence, which had made normal activities 

more enjoyable.  In response to what she finds more enjoyable now that her multiples 

were older, Participant 03 reported that going out in public had become much more 

enjoyable since her triplets had gotten older.  She reported:  

But I can take them to the library or the post office and know that chaos won’t 

ensue and I can focus on my task, you know.  We go grocery shopping now and 

they each hold their own cart whereas before that was a nightmare, trying to take 

them anywhere.  So, uh, and just being able to transport them around, they can 

walk on their own.   

 Similarly, Participant 04 reported going places with her triplets was less difficult 

currently.  When asked what she found less difficult about parenting her triplets 

compared to when her kids were younger, she responded: 

Going places.  When they were little we did take them everywhere with us and all 

the supplies that we needed, the choo choo wagon, the diaper bag, the triplet 

stroller, if we were going someplace crowded we needed to bring their backpack 

leashes um, you know, we’ve got family on the West Coast, so whenever we 

would fly to visit my parents, we would go through do we pack the carseats or do 

we rent them?  This last trip, we packed a bag and that was it. 
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Likewise, in response to the same question, Participant 07 expressed: 

Shopping.  Like when they were little, I could take them shopping, like I could 

take them to a fabric store and they wouldn’t tear up, they’d sit in the stroller and 

they’d be quiet.  Then when they were three, they’d be ballistic and I couldn’t 

really shop with them.  But at this age, they are much easier to shop with, easier to 

travel with once they get in the car, do their own buckle, when they couldn’t do 

that before.   

So, for some participants the increased ease of taking their children places lessened some 

of the stress they experienced and made it more possible for them to complete normal 

daily tasks more simply.   

Increased Time Available for Spouse   

As their multiples have gotten older and the physical demands of raising young 

triplets and higher-order multiples have decreased, it was found that the time available for 

their spouse was increased for the participants in the current study.  When asked about 

the impact of having triplets on her marriage, Participant 03 reported “We were both so 

focused on the kids for that
 
first year or two that we rarely got out together alone, you 

know, but we were just thrilled to be parents.”  She went on to say: 

As the kids have gotten older, we’ve definitely re-connected, so to speak, and we 

make more time for each other, have date nights, and enjoy each other a lot more.  

We can put the kids in front of a video downstairs and we can be watching a show 



63 
 

privately in our room upstairs and just the kids aren’t crawling into bed like when 

they were three and that was a problem. 

Participant 05 expressed similar views about how her marriage had changed since the 

birth of her quintuplets.  She reported:  

We’ve had more time to spend together.  There just isn’t a lot of time when they 

were younger and now they are independent.  And my son is thirteen so he can 

babysit which is totally life changing, we don’t have to find and pay a babysitter 

to go on a date night or anything.  So, we’ve been able to spend more time 

together which has definitely helped our marriage.  

Participant 08 reported:  

When they were three, we were good but it was a lot more stressful because we 

were dealing with three 3-year-olds, as opposed to three 6-year- olds, there were 

times when I was just so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open and talk to 

[husband] when they were in bed.  And now we can all kind of breathe and then 

he and I spend time together and talk about our day or go to dinner or whatever 

and it’s definitely more relaxed now than when they were three.   

When asked to describe how her relationship had changed since having triplets, 

Participant 04 also emphasized that she and her husband were able to spend more time 

working together to parent their children rather than just one parent doing the bulk of the 

work and then handing off to the other parent, which occurred when they were younger.   
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She shared:  

We work together as a team a whole lot more now than we did when they were 

infants.  It was a lot of hand-offs then, and now it’s a lot of I’ll do this, while you 

do this, instead of it’s five o’clock, it’s your turn, and now it’s eight o’clock, and 

it’s my turn to take care of everything.   

Hence, the current study found that as their multiples got older, mothers were able to 

spend more time with their spouses, which appeared to strengthen their marriage. 

Some participants also expressed that they had more time, not only to spend time 

with their spouse, but to discuss the positive aspects of parenting multiples with their 

spouse and that served to bring the spouses closer and make the parenting experience 

more positive.  Further discussing how her relationship had changed since her triplets 

were younger, Participant 04 reported: 

We just have a lot more fun together.  We can go and do things, my husband and 

I because we are so busy, it’s sometimes not until we are laying in bed at night, 

that we talk about the good events, like taking them to a baseball game or seeing 

them with friends playing and they are very well behaved, and how nice and 

refreshing that is.  Those moments of we really do have awesome kids.    

Participant 08 shared similar thoughts about her interactions with her husband and 

their discussions about their children.  She reported:   

When they were younger, it was kind of hard for [husband] and I to have time 

together because we were constantly doing babies, everything was babies.  But 
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now, you know, my son is older and [husband] can take him to his soccer game 

and have Daddy and son time and I can take the girls somewhere… So we’re able 

to kind of separate and do the girls and boys thing.  And he and I will come back 

and share, and say [son] said this while I had him so we kind of, I feel like, we 

have more experiences with them now that they are older, that bring [husband] 

and I together and make us happy and make us feel proud of how we’ve raised 

them thus far.   

Participant 05 shared similar discussions with her husband.  When asked about  

parenting her quintuplets at their current age, she shared: 

I mean, it’s a wild ride, it’s fun.  Sometimes my husband and I are like, look at all 

these people who don’t have the chance to have this opportunity, we get to have 

all these fun moments that they don’t have.  They’re really funny, it’s fun to have 

all the same age. They all think the same, sort of, like they can just sit around and 

make each other laugh for hours. 

Being able to have time to share positive parenting experiences with their spouse served 

to both make the parenting experience more rewarding as well as enhance their marriage 

for these participants.  

Increased Time Needed to Meet the Individual Needs of Multiples  

Although participants believed that the independence of their school-aged  

multiples lessened some of the time demands on them and increased the time available 

for their spouse, an additional time demand emerged from the data.  As their multiples 
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got older, the data would suggest that mothers experienced an increased burden to meet 

the individual needs of their multiples and make sufficient time for each child, rather than 

their children just being grouped together as multiples.  This often proved difficult for the 

mothers and they shared their concerns about not being able to provide enough attention 

for each of their children.  For example, when asked about parenting issues related to 

having triplets their current age Participant 02 shared, “I just can’t be three places at once 

and maybe some of that goes back to their self-sufficiency.  Some of that goes back to 

sheer need.”  She went on to say: 

Or I can’t do three things at once so maybe that’s had to, I don’t know, 

accelerated things, but I think maybe that’s a good thing.  But at the same time, 

there are times when they are wanting things or needing things and I’m in the 

kitchen, and you know, everybody’s yelling and needing things at the same time.  

And there’s only so much of me that can go around.   

Similarly, Participant 03 reported: 

I mean when they come home from school, like homework, they all want to show 

me everything at the same time and um, finding that one on one time, I think, I 

made these stations like, where it was like an hour from 4:30-5:30, they were 20 

minutes long, and one kid was on the computer for 20 minutes, one was doing 

reading time for 20 minutes, and another one was helping me in the kitchen for 20 

minutes.  And that might have been the only 20 minutes I had one on one with my 

child the entire day, you know.   



67 
 

 Participant 03 summarized by saying, “So, I do feel it’s super important, is that one on 

one time, that um, it’s hard, you know, you have to, almost like, make it purposeful.” 

 Similarly, the challenge of meeting their multiples’ needs in the school setting and 

in outside activities was a significant aspect of the experience of parenting school-aged 

triplets and higher-order multiples for these participants.  Being able to attend class 

parties and other important school events for multiples who were in separate classes was 

particularly challenging.  When asked about triplet parenting issues that come up for her 

in a negative manner currently, Participant 07 reported: 

School functions are hard when they separate them.  I know that people with 

different age kids,…our school plans Christmas parties, they’ll plan them at 

different times, but all the same grades do them all at the same time.  And last 

year it was horrible, classroom to classroom, to split the time, one of them felt left 

out.  Um, whereas I was back and forth and one of them ended up with not much 

time.  And I know she noticed, but I was spread thin.   

She summarized by saying, “Trying to split between three places, with three kids, is hard 

at the same time.”   

Similarly, Participant 04 shared that since her husband is a teacher and cannot 

attend class functions she attempts to attend all functions.  As she was discussing class 

decisions for her boys she shared:  

He [husband] cannot attend classroom parties because as a teacher, he can't just 

leave the classroom, he has to take a half day or whole day off, there's no leave 
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for an hour which meant that my job I can leave and so we would, I would spend 

part of my time in one room and part of one time in the other and that's hard. 

Having adequate time to balance their multiples’ schedule was also difficult.  When 

asked what she found more stressful about parenting her quintuplets at their current age, 

Participant 05 shared:  

I would say just coordinating everyone's schedule.  When they were three, they 

just kind of hung out at home or did whatever I told them to do.  And now, they 

want to be involved in extracurricular activities so just managing that, getting 

them to dance class or basketball practice. 

 Hence, the mothers asserted that they spent less time completing daily living tasks  

for their multiples and had more time available to spend with their spouse, which helped  

to strengthen their marriage.  However, as their multiples have gotten older, the mothers  

have struggled to meet the individual needs of their children.  This has been particularly  

difficult with respect to school functions and outside activities.    

Adjustment in Parenting and Spousal Priorities 

 An additional theme to emerge from the analysis of the data concerned the  

mother’s shifting of parenting and spousal priorities.  Participants shared that their  

parenting and spousal emphasis had changed from just meeting their multiples’ basic 

physical needs to more complex issues, such as social interactions.  In addition, spousal  

priorities had also shifted from simply making sure there were enough “hands” to meet  

the multiples’ basic needs to navigating more involved parental decisions.  As such, the  
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sub-themes which emerged were:  (1) emphasis on navigating social dynamics among 

siblings and with peers, and (2) co-parenting issues with spouse and the impact of these 

issues on the marital relationship.  

Emphasis on Navigating Social Dynamics Among Siblings and Peers   

This sub-theme identified the increased emphasis participants experienced in 

assisting their multiples with social interaction dynamics.  These dynamics concerned 

both interactions between multiple siblings as well as with same-aged peers.  Participants 

shared that social issues had become more salient as their children had gotten older and 

entered school.  Some participants discussed the difficulties and issues involved with 

having same-aged siblings learning to manage social relationships as they entered school.  

When asked about her experience parenting her triplets at their current age, Participant 02 

discussed her attempts to help her children navigate social relationships.  She shared: 

And then, even in playdates, managing the social dynamics.  When, like on 

Saturday, we just had one friend come over to play with all three of them and so, 

that one friend is the center of all of the attention.  But it’s kind of hard for that 

one friend because they can’t make all three of them happy at the same time.   

Participant 02 has two boys and a girl and described the challenges involved even if they 

have one boy and one girl over for a playdate.  Referring to her boys, she reported: 

And so there’s still somebody of the two who feels left out because there’s always  
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this notion of an odd man out and so, they’re still young enough so kind of 

managing all the feelings involved there, there’s just a lot of parental involvement 

in that. 

Similarly, when discussing what she found difficult or stressful about parenting her 

children at their current age, Participant 04 shared: 

You worry about friendships, are your kids too dependent on each other?  Are 

they making good friends outside of their brothers and what kind of influence that 

has, and the dynamics that brings.  If someone invites just one friend over, how do 

you respond with the other two?  You want them to be independent and have their 

own set of friends, but you also don’t want the other two to have hurt feelings.   

Participant 03 also had a similar experience regarding navigating her triplets’ 

social interactions with peers.  She reported “And then through the years they have gotten 

better about understanding they are not a unit, they can have their own individualized 

things with friends, but it’s still hard.”  Participant 03 also has two boys and a girl and she 

further shared:  

When they were younger, if they would get invited to a birthday party, usually it 

was all of them, but as they’ve gotten older, especially because of the gender 

difference, my daughter might get invited to an all-girls party or the boys might 

have a classmate who only knows one of them and only invites that one and then 

the other two have to realize I don’t get to go just because I’m a triplet, perhaps, 

you know.  So those struggles have been part of being a multiple that’s harder 
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because usually if you’re having friends in different age groups you don’t even 

have that as a consideration.   

Participant 05, who has quintuplets, also discussed the impact that being higher 

order multiples had on her children’s social relationships.  She shared:  

When you have that many kids, people don’t invite you over for playdates very 

often because that’s really intimidating to invite five kids over for a playdate.  So 

they did a lot with me at home and they interacted at church and things with the 

other kids but they didn’t have a lot of one on one time with other kids. 

 Some participants in the current study also emphasized how they were concerned 

about the impact of the close relationship their multiples shared with one another 

impacted their abilities to make friends outside of their siblings.  For example, when 

asked about her experience parenting her triplets, Participant 01 shared:  

It’s always been kind of difficult for them to make friends outside of their little 

brotherly group.  I’m concerned with their social abilities, especially the 

identicals.  They just want to be with each other and they have a difficult time 

making friends and when they do make friends, it seems like they can dismiss 

them easily.  Like, when we move or something they’re like, oh I still have my 

brother so I don’t really need them and that kind of bothers me. 
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When asked if she had other things she wanted to share about parenting her triplets near 

the end of the interview, Participant 01 went on to say: 

I think my fraternal is just very different from his brothers.  Different personality, 

different demeanor, just different.  So there’s always that, I don’t know.  I think 

he sometimes feels excluded.  And the identicals are in their own little thing.  

They argue too and get at each other, and then they’ll play for an hour or 

something.  But I do think he feels excluded. 

Participant 07 expressed some concerns about her children being separated at school due 

to one of her daughter’s difficulty being separated from her siblings.  She shared, “One of 

them has anxiety with school.  She’s probably do better if she had one of them with her.”  

She went on to say: 

One of them has a little more trouble than the other ones being separated at 

school.  But like if we ever try to have grandma take one for the night, it doesn’t 

really work, they worry about them.  When brother was sick and in the hospital 

last year, they worried about him.  One of them got sick and threw up at school. 

 Overall, participants asserted that managing the unique social dynamics that come 

with having same-aged children had become more salient as their multiples had gotten 

older.  They struggled with decisions about how to support their children’s need and right 

to have individual friends and social opportunities while also attempting to minimize the 

impact on the siblings who may have been “left out” of a social situation or event.   
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Co-Parenting Issues with Spouses and The Impact of These Issues on The Marital 

Relationship   

The next sub-theme identified the shifting nature of the participant’s relationship 

with their spouse and how parenting decisions were made.  The data indicated that the 

manner in which parenting decisions were made impacted how participants viewed the 

status of their marriage currently.   

 Participants who expressed that they felt supported by their spouse and that 

parenting decisions were made mutually and household responsibilities shared among 

spouses, indicated their marriage had gotten stronger since their multiples had gotten 

older.  Regarding parenting decisions, Participant 04 shared:  

We were both raised very differently and when they were little, we could kind of 

agree a whole lot more on how we should go about punishing.  And as they have 

gotten older, what I would give in, and he wouldn’t normally, and vice versa. 

She went on to say,  

…and sometimes letting the other parent run with it, even though you want to say, 

that’s not the way I would do it.  And when they do, that’s one of the hardest 

things, when my husband does issue some kind of punishment…and I don’t agree, 

it’s not backing it, taking it, saying no you don’t have to.  And making sure, 

although I don’t agree with the method, still saying you need to follow through 

with it. 
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The manner in which she and her spouse navigated these parenting decisions, although 

they were difficult, contributed to strengthening her marriage.  Regarding the status of 

her marriage compared to when her triplets were younger, Participant 04 reported, “it’s 

actually a little bit stronger”.  She went on to say, “We work together as a team a whole 

lot more now that we did when they were infants” and “it’s a marriage of mutual 

understanding.” 

 Participant 01 also expressed that she and her husband discussed parenting issues 

and attempted to compromise and support one another.  She reported, “We discuss, we 

give and take, he wins one, I win one.”    

 Likewise, in response to questions about how having higher-order multiples 

impacted her marriage, Participant 05 shared: 

In our experience, I think it’s helped us grow closer together.  We’ve had this 

really hard challenge and we’ve kind of worked through it together.  And it’s 

increased the bond between us but I’ve seen a lot of other people end up in 

divorce because of how stressful it can be.   

Regarding parenting decisions and household responsibilities, Participant 05 reported: 

I do most of the cooking and the cleaning, but he comes home, and he is very 

involved as soon as he gets home from work.  He’s actually the one who puts 

them to bed most of the time.  Um, and I usually am the homework helper, he 

does sometimes but we’re both very involved.  We try to tag team and take turns. 

Participant 08 had similar views on the status of her relationship currently and the  
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way decisions and responsibilities were shared.  When asked how her relationship had 

changed since her triplets were younger, she reported:  

If anything, I would say that our relationship has just grown stronger through the 

years.  I mean, having three children at once is a blessing, but it’s also a big 

lifestyle change and it can be stressful, and if anything, it has made us stronger.   

Regarding the parenting and household decisions, Participant 08 shared:  

 And he, a lot of times, since I do all that during the day, he’ll make their dinner 

and do their bathtime at night which is great for me, because it gives me a break at 

night.  And then on the weekends, now that they’re doing all of these sports and 

activities, we kind of divide and conquer.  He’ll take some of them and go do this, 

and I’ll take the other to do that, so it’s pretty 50/50, I would say. 

She summarized the state of her marriage by saying, “I feel good about my marriage right 

now.”   

 Participant 02 also asserted her relationship had been strengthened by the  

experience of raising and parenting triplets.  Regarding her husband’s involvement, she  

shared “But my husband just jumped in right from the get-go and is just completely  

involved.…So in some ways it’s certainly drawn us a lot closer together because we’re in 

it together from the start.”  Hence, for many participants, they asserted that their  

husbands were active participants in parenting decisions and household/parenting  

responsibilities, which had the effect of strengthening the marital relationships. 

 A few participants asserted that the experience of parenting school-aged triplets  
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and higher-order multiples had not helped their relationship and instead, appeared to have  

a deleterious effect on the marriage.  In fact, Participant 06 reported that she and her  

husband were recently separated but were still working on the marriage.  Parenting  

decisions did not appear to be made mutually.  Regarding parenting decisions,  

Participant 06 shared:  

Since they were older than three, it’s more of a battle of how do we parent, you 

know?  He’s okay with the kids running down the street to play with a friend and 

I want to follow them down the street to make sure the friend is home.  It’s just 

those parenting decisions were very different. 

She went on to say, “I’ve think we’ve grown apart, we went from being a couple, to 

being parents of crazy triplets and trying to survive day to day and now it’s, we don’t 

have much husband/wife anymore, we kind of have lost that.”  Participant 06 reported 

that she manages all the school, health, and day to day responsibilities of parenting their 

triplets while her husband carried the financial burden.  She reported:  

Up until last year, I was always a stay at home. I didn’t return to work unti first 

grade, so I felt like it was my responsibility to handle those things.  And when I 

went back to work, it just didn’t work. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, when asked to describe her satisfaction with her marriage 

currently, Participant 06 expressed, “Not very good right now.”   

 Participant 07 experienced similar difficulties with her marriage.  Regarding the 

current state of her marriage, she reported, “It’s very difficult.  I don’t know if it’s just 
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kids in general, or it was just so many kids at one time”.  She asserted, “I would say we 

were probably closer and more of a team when they were little.”  It appeared that 

parenting and household decisions were not decided upon collaboratively, as she shared, 

“We don’t have a terrible relationship but we do argue.  And you know, his idea of doing 

things and my idea of doing things is totally different.”  Participant 07 asserted that she 

had the majority of the parenting responsibilities, which contributed to some conflict in 

her marriage.  Regarding her husband, she reported: 

He wants attention, I guess you would say, and I’ve dealt with this all day.  Like 

today, I literally got them up, got them ready, dropped them off at school, I had to 

bring one to a doctor’s appointment one and a half hours away then come all the 

way home.  Stop in the city which is 30 minutes away, run errands, go back, pick 

them all up.  Make one take a bath, feed them, throw one in the car and take him 

to karate.  I’m just burnt, I mean just burnt when he gets home and I don’t think 

he understands how burnt I am most of the time and that’s been a big issue. 

When he was home, Participant 07 reported her husband did share in some parenting 

tasks.  However, she reported: 

I have to pretty much tell him exactly what to do.  And I don’t know if that’s a 

man thing or if it’s just him.  Like I have to give him specific instructions, and I 

feel like he should know these things, I shouldn’t have to have a fourth kid and 

tell him exactly what to do, he should just know.  But I think I’m just kidding 

myself and I get mad over something that’s probably never going to change. 
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So, Participant 07’s relationship had struggled as her children had gotten older, with her  

asserting that the bulk of the parenting decisions and responsibilities fall on her.  This  

appeared to cause additional tension in the marriage. 

  Overall, participants experienced a shift in parenting and parenting priorities as 

their children got older.  The mothers experienced a greater need to assist their same-aged 

children in navigating social relationships with peers outside the family.  These social 

dynamics could be challenging for participants, as they worked to balance the individual 

social needs of their children outside of the sibling relationship.  In addition, the spousal 

relationship at this stage of parenting involved navigating more complex parenting 

decisions and household responsibilities.  Participants who felt supported by their spouse 

and reported their spouses were involved in making decisions and taking care of the 

children expressed greater satisfaction with their relationships.  Participants who 

expressed that the burden of parenting and household responsibilities typically fell to 

them and that decisions were not made mutually expressed more frustration with their 

relationships.   

Emphasis on Fostering Individuality of Multiples 

 An additional theme to emerge from the data analysis involved the participants’ 

increased emphasis on cultivating and encouraging the individuality of their school-aged 

multiples.  This emphasis on individuality was particularly evident during the 

participants’ responses regarding school decisions.  Three sub-themes became evident 

during the analysis.  They were: (1) class placement decisions guided by participants’ 
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beliefs about fostering individuality and independence, (2) placement of multiples in 

same classrooms guided by beliefs about cultivating individuality, and (3) parents’ 

willingness to manage three separate classrooms in order to maximize children’s 

individuality. 

Class Placement Decisions Guided by Participants’ Beliefs about Fostering 

Individuality   

This sub-theme identified the belief many participants expressed that class 

placement decisions for their multiples were often guided by their children’s need for 

individuality and independence.  Participant 02 reported that she had kept her children in 

the same class for Kindergarten because they had just moved to a new area and the school 

housed students in Kindergarten
 
through eighth grade.  Participant 02 shared that keeping 

them together for Kindergarten “was really about managing the change for them so they 

could stay together and not be so overwhelmed.  However, for
 
first grade, Participant 02 

and her spouse decided to separate her multiples into three separate classrooms.  She 

shared:  

It was very apparent even before the end of Kindergarten that they needed space 

from one another in order to stand on their own two feet because, as is the case 

with any three kids, even if they are not all the same age, different kids have 

different strengths.   
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She went on to express:  

And so that was the rationale for
 
first grade, everybody needed to learn how to 

start creating their own individual ability to be their own personality and be their 

own individual person. And not ride on each other’s coattails, either academically 

or socially. 

Participant 02 reported that she was pleased with the impact of classroom separation on 

her children, reported, “I’m glad we had them separate for
 
first, so that aspect was great.” 

 Participant 03 has two boys and a girl and they have been in separate classrooms 

since they were in Pre-K.  She shared that they initially separated them because the boys 

would copy one another and then her daughter would try to “mother” or correct them 

when they were misbehaving.  She reported it had been a great idea to separate them, 

saying:  

I think not being in the same class, it took away all their competitiveness, given 

the boys are identical, nobody confused them anymore, in terms of the class and 

the teacher.  They had developed their own identity and just really boosted their 

self-esteem, I think.  And they felt really proud, I think, to have their own, this is 

something that is only theirs when they’ve had to share pretty much everything 

their entire lives. 

She concluded by saying:  

I think having their own classroom it really fostered their own identity and self-

pride and took away any kind of negative effects of having their sibling in there, 
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both from a behavior management point of view as well as an academic point of 

view. 

 Participant 01, who has two identical boys and one fraternal boy, also decided to 

separate her triplets into their own classrooms beginning in Kindergarten in order to help 

cultivate their own identity and experience.  When asked about her classroom decisions, 

Participant 01 shared:  

The identicals I wanted them to be separated because they rely on each other so 

much that I thought they needed to make their own friends and get their own 

identity.  My fraternal I wasn’t so worried about because he tends to be more 

social anyway whether he sees that he’s kind of excluded because of the other two 

or that’s just his personality. 

Looking back on her decision to separate her children into their own classrooms, 

Participant 01 discussed her satisfaction with her decision by saying, “It’s good, I think it 

was good that they were separated.” 

Participant 08 also asserted that the decision to separate her children was based on 

a desire to encourage their individuality.  She has two girls and a boy.  When asked what 

factors she considered when making the decision to separate her children, she responded:  

I really want to encourage their individuality.  Because when they were babies, it 

was always like the [Last-name] triplets, the [Last-name] triplets, and I wanted to 

get away from that because yes, they share a birthday.  But other than that, they 

are three individuals, and they are very different and I felt like it was important 
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for them to go to school this year and be able to say, “I’m [son]” and that’s it.  

And for that teacher to just have one of our family in that class, there’s no 

comparing. 

Participant 08 also expressed satisfaction with her decision to separate, stating “And so 

far everyone is doing very well and we’re very happy and the teachers’ personality really 

matches the children’s personality.” 

 Participant 06 expressed similar views on her decision to separate her children 

into three classes. She emphasized her desire for there not to be competition or 

comparing among her children.  When asked about factors that led to their decision to 

separate, she shared:  

They are three totally different kids on three different learning curves.  I have one 

who learns extremely quick and is very competitive and if she wants something, 

she going to learn it.  And I have one, she could really care less.  She just wants 

someone to take care of her.  And the third one, is just kind of average and he 

goes with the flow, he learns exactly how he is supposed to.  I did not want the 

three of them to be competitive with each other. 

She reported that she was overall very happy with the decision to separate her children.    

Placement of Multiples in Same Classrooms Guided by Beliefs about Cultivating 

Individuality  

The second sub-theme related to the participants’ beliefs about the need to 

encourage individuality and independence in their multiples, even if they were placed in 



83 
 

the same classroom.  Some participants, because of the size of their school, did not have 

the opportunity to separate all of their children into different classrooms, even though 

they expressed a desire to have their multiples separated.  When this situation was 

present, participants discussed that they made the decisions about which children were 

placed together, guided by their desire to emphasize the individuality and independence 

of their multiples.   

 Participant 08’s multiples are currently in first grade.  When they were in 

Kindergarten, there were only two classes so some of her children had to be placed 

together, although her preference would have been for all of them to be in their own 

classrooms.  When asked about how they decided which two children were placed 

together, she reported asking their pre-school teacher for advice, based on their desire to 

cultivate individuality.  The pre-school teacher recommended one of her daughters be 

separated from her other daughter and son.  Participant 08 shared:  

[Daughter A] struggles with her emotions, she’s very sensitive, she can be very 

hard on herself. And she [pre-school teacher] kind of felt like she was the one 

who really needed the individual attention and nurturing away from her brother 

and sister.  And then her brother and sister were in the other class.  [Son] is 

extremely independent and very laid-back, especially since they are a boy and a 

girl, they’ve wouldn’t even notice each other in class because [son] would go to 

the boys and [daughter B] would go to the other girls and that is in fact what 

happened. 
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She summarized her thoughts on how the classroom split worked out by saying, “So it 

worked out thank goodness”. 

 Participant 05 decided to separate her quintuplets into three separate classrooms 

during their Kindergarten year.  Although the school had enough Kindergarten classes to 

separate all five children, she expressed it would just be too difficult logistically to 

manage five different classrooms.  However, she wanted them to have their own 

independent experience, even if some of her children were placed together.  When asked 

what factors she considered when deciding which children to put together, she expressed:  

So I just really wanted everyone to have their own independent experience.  So I 

put people together who were the least buddies.  I didn’t want anybody to go to 

Kindergarten and stay with their buddy from home….So my goal was to split 

them up and make them as independent as possible.  I put all three girls in a 

separate class and then I put the two boys, I paired up with girls who I thought 

they wouldn’t necessarily hang out with.  And they did actually, the kids were 

actually all independent. 

In
 
first grade, her children’s current grade, she asked the school to make class placement 

decisions.  She shared that she wanted to mix up the children who were together and were 

apart, keeping in mind her goal to encourage their independence.  She shared that two of 

her daughters were placed together this year.  When discussing this, she shared:  

It’s interesting, I thought, they may hang out together, but I think they go off, on 

the open house, I started setting up their desks close to each other and then a 
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friend came in that was in one of the girl’s classes last year so that girl got all 

excited and moved all her stuff to be by the other girls and left her sister over 

there.  So, I think they have kind of made enough friends that they can be friends 

with each other and be friends with other people. 

She summarized her satisfaction with their class placement decisions by saying, “So far, I 

think it’s been great.  They’ve had really positive experiences so far.” 

Parents’ Willingness to Manage Separate Classrooms in order to Maximize 

Children’s Individuality   

Many participants in the current study expressed that managing separate 

classrooms for their multiples entailed a significant amount of organization and 

paperwork for the parents.  However, these same participants reported that allowing their 

multiples to cultivate their own individuality and have their own independent experience 

in an individual classroom was worth the increased work on the part of the parents.  

Participant 03, whose triplets have been in separate classrooms since pre-school reported:  

The fact that we get flooded with e-mails from three different teachers a lot, 

oftentimes the same information, there again, it’s finding a way to make it easier 

for you and sift through the e-mails as opposed to having one teacher would be a 

lot simpler for us, but we, you know, see how our children grow and have 

different relationships with their classmates and their teachers and just how that 

impacts them. 
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Participant 02 also concurred with the increased workload for the parents that comes with 

separate classes.  However, she also asserted that it was worth it.  As she discussed her 

reasons for separating her children into separate classes for
 
first grade, she reported: 

It’s certainly harder for us, dealing with the multiple teachers, but given the social 

dynamics amongst and between the three, to have them in the same class at the 

end of the day in Kindergarten when I would pick them, just in the short drive 

back to our house, it was just bicker, bicker, bicker.  Because it was just a 

continuation of the day that they had just had together.  And at the end of the
 
first 

grade, when I would pick them up and drive them home in the one and a half mile 

drive back to our house, they’re chatting away, telling stories….And so the social 

dynamics amongst and between the three of them were like night and day.  And 

so it was worth it to me, the hassle.  I would rather have the hassle on my 

shoulders than on theirs, in terms of dealing with all the different teachers. 

It appears for Participant 02 that the benefits or having her children separated into three 

separate classes greatly outweighed the difficulties of managing three separate teachers. 

 Participant 06’s triplets were separated into three separate classes in first grade.  

She shared the difficulties associated with managing three similar but different classes.  

She reported: 

First grade we were not happy with it.  The teachers in
 
first grade were on totally 

different playing fields.  And it was difficult to navigate homework and activities 

and trying to keep track of who was doing what was very hard on me.   
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Despite these difficulties in
 
first grade, her children continued to be separated in

 
second 

grade. Regarding
 
second grade, she shared, “So far, we’re very happy.  They [the 

teachers] actually made the comment that they are aware they have triplets and they are 

trying their best to do the same thing”. 

 Hence, it appears that class placement decisions of multiples were often guided by 

the participants’ desire for their children to maximize their independence and be viewed 

as an individual, rather than as only a multiple.  Decreasing the competition between 

multiples as well as discouraging teachers from comparing multiples were also key 

elements in class placement decisions.  For participants whose children were separated 

into three or more classrooms, it was shared that this tended to increase the workload on 

the parents.  However, these parents also shared that the increased workload was worth it 

for them based on the benefits they observed for their children. 

Schools as Partners in Class Placement Decisions 

 The final theme that emerged from the current study’s data concerned the 

interactions participants had with school personnel as they considered class placement 

decisions.  The current study’s data would suggest that overall, participants expressed 

that school personnel were supportive of the parent as the final decision maker in how 

their children were placed in classes.  

 Participant 01, in discussing her interaction with school personnel during her 

children’s Kindergarten year, shared “They said they would give me the choice if I 

wanted them together or not.  But, I just right out, flat out said I wanted them separated, 
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in separate classes.”  Participant 08 shared her experiences in working with school 

personnel as she considered the best decision.  She reported:  

I wanted them separated and I even wrote a letter to the principal.  I kind of have 

a unique situation at our school because I worked as an assistant principal there 

about seven years.  I wrote to the principal and said I want them separated.  Here 

are their personalities and please try to match them with a teacher that fits them.  

Um, and she granted my wishes because like I told you, their teachers are great. 

Hence, Participant 08’s experience with her children’s school administration has been 

very positive. 

Participant 05 currently has her quintuplets separated into two classrooms.  When 

discussing their Kindergarten and
 
first grade years, she expressed:  

So for Kindergarten, it was all me.  I thought about how I wanted it split up and I 

went to the school and said this is how I want my kids split up, these are the kids I 

want together, this is the one I want by herself, and um, yeah, the school’s been 

great, they’ve been willing to do whatever I want.  So they set up that way and 

then it actually worked really well, it worked fantastic.  I thought that everybody 

had a great experience for Kindergarten.  But for
 
first grade, I kind of wanted to 

mix it up, I didn’t want to keep the same people together.  I was having a hard 

time trying to figure out who should be together and who should be apart and so I 

kind of turned it over for
 
first grade and said I want my kids to be in at least two 

but no more than three classes and this is what the kids have expressed what they 
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want to do.  And I wanted the teachers to talk and based on how they interacted at 

school, the teachers would be able to talk and make better decisions than me. 

For Participant 05, she felt supported by the school, even though she was choosing to 

keep some of her children together.   

 Participant 04’s school has two classes per grade level, due to her children being 

in the high cognitive ability group.   As such, she shared that each year since 

Kindergarten, her spouse, the school, and she have discussed what would be the most 

appropriate class placement for her children for the coming year.  In Kindergarten, her 

children were all together but one child had some behavioral difficulties and the school 

suggested putting that child in his own classroom in
 
first grade to see if that was 

beneficial.  In discussing these meetings, Participant 04 reported: 

And we just kind of take the stance that every year we re-evaluate it.  Next year, 

we’ll look and see where they are placing and can we do three apart or three 

together? Ideally, that’s what we would have, all three apart, or all three together.  

Our school just doesn’t have that ability with the types of classrooms they are 

placed in.   

When asked whether she felt she had significant input into the class placement decisions, 

Participant 04 asserted that she believed she did.  She went on to say” 

I think we would prefer them all together, but we also understand and want to 

respect the opinions of other educators who thought that putting [son A] by 
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himself might be more beneficial and then respect this year when [son B] said I 

want to be by myself. 

Hence, although the school may have recommended a separation that the parents were 

not entirely in favor of in
 
first grade, it appears that Participant 04 and the school worked 

together to make decisions.  When the parents chose to put their child back with one of 

his brothers the following year, the school was supportive of that decision. 

 Only one participant expressed that she had little input or involvement in how her 

multiples were placed.  Participant 07, whose triplets are currently in Kindergarten 

reported great dissatisfaction with how class placement decisions were made.  When 

asked what role she placed in class placement decisions, she responded: 

None, none.  I got no, when they were put in Kindergarten, kind of, it’s public 

Kindergarten, so you go and they test them and I got the paper in the mail, it was 

already decided before I was even talked to.  Same thing happened to a twin mom 

I know, even though I know she requested them to be together.   

Participant 07 further stated, “I just kind of feel like they pushed me into separating, 

when they didn’t want to give them a chance and try them together.”  She expressed that 

in the future, she may be moving her children to a different school due to the lack of 

input she has experienced from the current school. 

 Hence, the majority of participants were satisfied with their interactions with 

school personnel as they made class placement decisions.  One participant had a different 
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experience interacting with school staff, and expressed significant dissatisfaction at her 

lack of input regarding how her children were placed in separate classes. 
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CHAPTER V 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 The current researcher sought to gain a greater understanding of the experience of 

parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples from the perspective of 

heterosexual, married mothers.  Several themes emerged from the data analysis which 

shed greater light on the phenomenon of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order 

multiples.  The themes which emerged included:  (1) change in demands on mother’s 

time, (2) adjustment in parenting and spousal priorities, (3) emphasis on fostering 

individuality of multiples, and (4) schools as partners in class placement decisions.   

Change in Demands on Mother’s Time 

Overall, participants indicated that as their multiples had gotten older, their self-

sufficiency with daily living tasks (i.e. feeding, bathing, toileting) had increased.  This 

greatly reduced the burden of work and time participants spent on these tasks, which 

allowed them to spend time in more enjoyable activities, such as spending time with a 

spouse.  Jenkins and Coker (2010), in their qualitative analysis of triplet parents whose 

multiples were four or younger, found that these parents asserted that the time spent 

nurturing their relationship as a couple dramatically decreased after they had triplets and 

this appeared to be a source of significant stress to them.  The findings of the current 

study suggested that parents of triplets and higher-order multiples were able to spend 

more time together once their children were school-aged and more self-sufficient.  The 
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increased time together, as well as the ability to reflect on the growth and changes in their 

children and enjoy their multiples more, appeared to increase marital satisfaction, at least 

among mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.   

Jenkins and Coker (2010) found that parents of younger triplets expressed 

frustration about having to change or discontinue common activities and errands, due to 

the difficulty involved in managing three children and their assorted gear.  Results of the 

current study suggested parents of triplets and higher order multiples were able to 

participate in common daily activities with more ease than when their children were 

younger.  This appears to lessen the parenting stress they experience, as they are able to 

have a more “normal” family experience. 

The current study’s findings were also consistent with the findings of Feldman 

and Eidelman (2009).  Feldman and Eidelman determined that mothers of triplets 

exhibited better adjustment to parenting multiples when the multiples were age five 

compared to younger ages.  Consequently, mothers were found to exhibit less parenting 

stress when their multiples were five years old.  Similarly, the findings of the current 

study would suggest that participants experienced less parenting stress currently, when 

their children were between five and eight years of age than when they were younger.  

The increased self-sufficiency of their children and increased ease in having a more 

typical family routine, such as the ease in taking multiples places, contributed to less 

parenting stress and a more enjoyable experience parenting multiples.    
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Although parenting stress overall appears to have lessened since their multiples 

were younger, the current study’s participants continued to express concern about 

meeting the individual needs of their children.  They expressed the continued difficulty in 

having individual time with each of their multiples and discussed how their multiples 

really craved that time with their parent(s).  These findings were similar to the findings of 

Garel et al. (1997) who found that mothers of four-year-old triplets expressed guilt about 

not being to spend enough time with each of their children.  Hence, the current study 

found that a continued source of parenting stress for mothers of triplets and higher order 

multiples was their difficulty in meeting the individual needs of their children.  This 

appeared to be an issue that continues to be salient, regardless of the age of the multiples. 

Hence, the results of the current study suggest overall parenting stress has 

decreased for mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples as their children 

have gotten older.  However, the ability to meet each of their children’s individual needs 

and have individual time with each one continues to be a source of parenting stress for 

many mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  As their children have 

gotten older and more self-sufficient, there has been additional time for spouses to spend 

together and “reconnect,” which has also contributed to increased marital satisfaction.    

Adjustment in Parenting and Spousal Priorities 

 The current study determined that parenting priorities had shifted for the mothers 

of school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples.  Meeting basic daily living needs was 

no longer a priority as their children had become much more self-sufficient.  Navigating 
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social relationships between their children and with peers, however, was a priority for 

them now.  This involved mothers assisting their multiples as they learned to make 

friends individually and felt the impact of their siblings making their own friends as well.  

Mothers were focused on helping each of their children develop friendships outside of 

their sibling group.  However, the mothers also expressed concerns about their multiples 

feeling left out when one or more of their siblings was invited to a play date or party.  

They struggled with the most appropriate way to manage these social issues.  This 

finding was not found in research on parenting younger triplets and higher-order 

multiples, which suggests there is a definite shift in parenting priorities as triplets and 

higher order multiples get older and enter elementary school.   

The current study also found that mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-order 

multiples experienced changes in their relationship with their spouse as their multiples 

became older.  Parenting decisions involved issues such as discipline and the amount of 

freedom their children were allowed at their current age.  Mothers who felt that parenting 

decisions and household responsibilities were discussed and jointly decided upon by both 

partners in the marriage expressed greater satisfaction with their relationship.  

Conversely, mothers who expressed that parenting decisions were not arrived at jointly or 

that most household responsibilities fell to them expressed more dissatisfaction and 

resentment with their spouse. These findings were consistent with the findings of Ellison 

and Hall (2003).  Ellison and Hall found that marriages tended to deteriorate when 

couples were unable to work as a team or divide responsibilities equitably.   Ellison and 
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Hall also determined that marriages were strengthened when both partners determined 

they would have to work together for their marriage to survive.  As such, the current 

study supported the finding that how parents of triplets and higher order multiples 

navigated parenting decisions and household responsibilities has a significant impact on 

their satisfaction with their marriage.   

 The impact of children on marital satisfaction has been studied extensively for 

decades.  A meta-analysis by Twenge et al. (2003) suggested the more children a couple 

has, the lower the parents’ marital satisfaction.  Twenge et al. did not report on whether 

parents of multiples were included in any of the studies included in their meta-analysis.  

The current study’s participants all had between three and seven children.  The findings 

of the current study would suggest that how parents navigated their parenting decisions 

and divided household responsibilities had a significant impact on how satisfied wives 

were with their marriage.  In addition, as their children got older and assumed more self-

care responsibilities, the mothers had increased time to spend with their spouse, which 

appeared to help strengthen the marriage.  The current study would suggest that, despite 

their large families, many married mothers of triplets and higher-order multiples report 

satisfaction with their marriages, particularly when they perceive the marriage to be one 

of mutual support and mutual responsibilities.  When marriages were perceived to be 

mutually supportive, it appeared that the experience of raising young triplets and higher-

order multiples has, in fact, strengthened their marriages, at least from the perspectives of 

the wives.  It should be noted, however, that two participants reported deterioration in 
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their marital relationship and in both cases, the wives reported that their husbands were 

less participatory and prone to more conflicts over parenting than did more satisfied 

participants.  

Emphasis on Fostering Individuality of Multiples 

 The current study determined that mothers of school-aged triplets and higher-

order multiples emphasized the importance of cultivating the individuality and 

independence of their multiples.  Class placement decisions were often made based on 

how best to maximize their multiples’ individuality and independence.  For many 

participants, this meant separating their children into individual classrooms so they could 

have their own independent experience and not be compared to their siblings.  Some 

participants had some of their multiples in the same classes, either due to not enough 

classes being available to separate them into their own classes or for other reasons.  These 

participants also asserted that promoting their children’s individuality was a central 

concern, even if they shared a classroom.  Staton et al. (2012) found that most parents in 

their study chose to keep their children in the same classroom in order to provide 

emotional support and familiarity in a new environment.  Staton et al. found that parents 

who chose to keep their children together still believed that fostering individuality was 

important, but could be achieved with their children in the same class. 

 The current study’s findings were consistent with the findings of Staton et al. 

(2012) in some ways and differed in other aspects.  Participants in the current study 

reported that their multiples often began pre-school in the same class and then were 
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separated beginning in Kindergarten
 
or first grade.  So, initially, participants in the 

current study believed that keeping their children together in the same class was best.  

However, in contrast to Staton et al. (2012), the current study found that many mothers 

believed that separating their multiples into separate classes was very important to 

promote their individuality and reduce the competition and comparison among siblings.  

The benefits of class separation outweighed any potential harmful effects, such as the 

lack of emotional support that might have been provided by having a sibling present in 

the multiple’s classes.  The benefits of having their children separated were also viewed 

as worth the additional time and organizational demands placed on the parent to manage 

three or more classrooms.  For those participants who either chose or had to have some of 

their children placed together, they also asserted that ensuring their multiples could have 

their own individual experience was a significant factor in how they decided which 

multiples would be placed with which of their siblings.   

The current study’s findings were also similar to the results of Segal and Russell 

(1992).  Segal and Russell found that the most common reason to support class separation 

of twins was to increase independence and individuality and to decrease competition and 

comparison between the twins.   

 Hence, the current study found that helping cultivate and increase the 

individuality and independence of their multiples was a significant component of the 

experience of parenting school-aged triplets and higher order multiples.  Class placement 
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decisions were based largely how on best to emphasize the individuality of multiples and 

decrease comparison among multiples.    

Schools as Partners in Class Placement Decisions 

 Overall, the current study found that mothers of triplets and higher-order 

multiples experienced a good working relationship with their children’s school staff as 

they made decisions regarding class placement of their multiples.  Only one participant in 

the current study expressed that she was given no input in how her children were placed 

in their classes and that her children were separated into three classes, although she 

would have preferred two of her children be placed together.  As discussed previously, 

many participants wanted their children separated into individual classrooms and school 

staff were always supportive of these decisions.  Two participants had some of their 

children placed together in the same classroom and expressed that school staff were 

willing to work with them on their choices. 

 Previous researchers, such as Nilsson et al. (2010), found that schools generally 

prefer for multiples to be separated into their own classes.  Since most participants in the 

current study expressed the same desire for their children to be separated into their own 

classes, it is unlikely that there was significant opportunity for parents and school staff to 

be in conflict regarding class placement decisions.  For those few participants who did 

want to keep at least some of their multiples together, two participants expressed that 

schools were supportive of these choices while one participant indicated she was give no 

opportunity to keep her multiples together.  This would suggest there may still be some 
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conflict between what schools prefer and what some parents want when considering class 

placement decisions.  Further research could be helpful in elucidating how parents and 

schools work together when deciding how multiples are placed in classrooms. 

Limitations of the Current Study and Implications for Future Research 

The current study sought to understand the experience of parenting school-aged 

triplets and higher-order multiples, particularly with respect to issues of parenting stress, 

marital satisfaction, and class placement decisions.  The four identified themes have shed 

light on this experience and allowed a greater understanding of what parenting school-

aged triplets and higher-order multiples entails.  However, some limitations exist with 

regard to the findings of the current study. 

The current study intended to be an in-depth exploration of the experience of 

parenting school-aged triplets from the perspective of married, heterosexual mothers.  As 

such, it excluded some types of parents and families from the study who may experience 

parenting school-aged triplets and higher multiples differently.  Lesbian mothers were not 

included in the study.  Gay men and lesbians may choose to expand their family through 

adoption or fertility procedures.  Due to the increased possibility of conceiving multiples 

when using fertility procedures, it is likely that there is a significant population of gay 

and lesbian parents raising multiples.  As such, future research could shed light on the 

experience of these parents raising multiples to determine how results compare to the 

current study’s findings as well as previous research.   
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In addition, the perspectives of fathers on parenting school-aged triplets and 

higher order multiples were not analyzed in the current study.  The current researcher 

identified one research article that studied fathers of triplets.  Brout, Lepofsky, 

Silverstein, and Auerbach (2010) studied triplet fathers and were interested in examining 

whether the increased demands for childcare in triplet families contributed to relatively 

high paternal involvement.  The average age of the triplets during the study was 36 

months.  Brout at al. (2010) found that fathers of triplets tended to be highly involved in 

child care responsibilities, and their involvement was similar to what was typically found 

in dual-earner families, even though most of their partners stayed home full time with 

their children.  Fathers of triplets also expressed a conflict between work and home, a 

finding that is commonly found with working mothers, according to Brout et al.  As such, 

additional research is needed to gain a greater understanding of the father’s (both 

heterosexual and gay) perspective  in raising triplets and how it impacts their relationship 

with their partner and parenting stress.    

In the current study, all participants identified themselves as Caucasians.  As 

such, possible differences that exist between parents of multiples from different cultures 

could not be examined.  A study by Dillon and Beechler (2010) conducted a meta-

analysis of research articles on the impact of children on marital satisfaction which 

contained data from collectivist cultures.  Their meta-analysis determined a small, 

negative relationship existed between marital satisfaction and parenthood in individuals 

from collectivist cultures but it was significantly lower than data from solely 
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individualistic cultures.  Dillon and Beechler suggested this finding may be due to 

childcare being shared between extended family members in collectivistic cultures which 

thus reduces the burden and stress experienced by the parents.  Another study conducted 

with Nigerian families found that there was a positive relationship between marital 

satisfaction and number of children (Onyishi, Sorokowski, Sorokowska, & Pipitone, 

2012).   Onyishi et al. (2012) suggested that this finding may be due to beliefs about the 

social desirability of having children in Nigeria and the continued preference for large 

families in this culture.  Given these findings, it is possible that parents of multiples from 

different cultures may experience different levels of marital satisfaction and parenting 

stress.  Further research could examine these possible differences.   

The current study consisted of seven mothers of triplets and one mother of 

quintuplets.  As there was only one mother of higher-order multiples in the study, 

additional studies could examine just parenting higher order multiples.  Higher order 

multiple pregnancies tend to be associated with more long-term health and developmental 

risks for the multiples (Campbell et al., 2004; Sutcliffe & Derom, 2006).  As such, there 

may be additional stressors or factors that impact these mothers and families that were 

not elucidated by the current study.   

The current study identified that mothers expressed concerns about not being able 

to meet the individual needs of their multiples.  However, this study did not examine how 

multiples themselves experienced being a multiple and whether they shared the 

perspective that parents were not able to meet their individual needs.  In addition, the 
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current study did not examine the multiples’ perspectives on class placement and what 

their preferences were about being with their siblings.  Additional research could focus 

on triplets and higher-order multiples themselves to determine their perspective on some 

of these issues. 

Lastly, future research could also examine parenting older triplets and higher- 

order multiples, such as when they enter middle school and/or high school to determine 

salient parenting factors during this time period.  This may shed light on whether 

parenting stress continues to decrease for parents of multiples as their children get older.  

Summary and Implications for School Psychologists 

 The current study elucidated the experience of parenting school-aged triplets and 

higherorder multiples from the perspective of married, heterosexual mothers.  It 

particularly studied parenting stress, marital satisfaction, and decisions regarding class 

placement in this population of women.  As most previous research on parenting triplets 

and higher order multiples focused on young triplets and higher order multiples, the 

present study broadened the current research base on parenting multiples.   Given the 

continued prevalence of women using fertility procedures and choosing to become 

pregnant at a later age, it is likely that the incidence of triplets and higher order multiples 

will continue to be a small but stable part of the population.  As such, continued research 

will be needed to understand the experience of parenting triplets and higher order 

multiples.    
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 School psychologists have the opportunity to work with children and families 

from many different backgrounds and cultures.  As required by the Principles of 

Professional Ethics: Standard II: Professional Competence and Responsibility set forth by 

the National Association of School Psychologists (2010), they have the responsibility to 

be aware of factors impacting the children and families they serve.  The present research 

extended the knowledge base on families with triplets and higher-order multiples, 

particularly the experience of parenting these children.  Although the population of 

triplets and higher-order multiples is small, it is likely that school psychologists will serve 

families with these types of multiples at some point in their career.  As such, 

understanding the factors which impact these families will be an asset to them as they 

strive to provide effective, research-based services to all children and families.  
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title of Study: The Experience of Parenting School-Aged Triplets and Higher-Order 

Multiples from the Perspective of Heterosexual, Married, Mothers: A Qualitative Study 

 

Principal Investigator: Katherine Pierce, M.A….972-746-7523.. kpierce626@yahoo.com 

Research Advisor: Kathy DeOrnellas, Ph.D.………………………kdeornellas@twu.edu  

  

You are being asked to participate in a study for Katherine Pierce’s dissertation.  The 

purpose of this study is to examine the experience of parenting school-aged triplets and 

higher-order multiples (i.e. quadruplets, quintuplets, sextuplets).  This study seeks to 

understand the experience of parenting triplets and higher-order multiples as they become 

school-age and enter Kindergarten into the early elementary years.  Specifically, this 

study seeks to understand the perspectives of these parents with regard to the issues of 

parenting stress, marital satisfaction, and school separation or non-separation.  In 

addition, in the current study, the focus is on a heterosexual, married mother’s 

perspective of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order multiples. 

 

As a participant, you are asked to participate in an individual interview with the principal 

investigator.  This interview will take no longer than 60 minutes and can be conducted 

either rin person or via the telephone.  If the interview takes place in person, it will take 

place in a convenient location for you that will ensure confidentiality to the maximum 

extent possible.  In addition, after the principal investigator has completed the data 

analysis, you will be asked to participate in a follow-up session.  The purpose of the 

follow-up session is for you to verify the data analysis accurately portrays the experience 

you shared in the initial interview.  The follow-up session is estimated to take no longer 

than 40 minutes and will likely take place several weeks after the initial interview.  

Again, the follow-up session can be conducted in person or via the telephone.  The total 

time commitment for you is estimated to be one hour and forty minutes.  

 

The initial interview will be audiotaped by the principal investigator, so that interviews 

can then be transcribed verbatim.  The principal investigator and her research advisor will 

be the only people who have access to the audiotapes and transcripts.  The audiotapes and 

transcripts will be maintained in a locked file cabinet in the principal investigator’s home 

that only the principal investigator has a key to.  
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Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  You are free to withdraw your 

consent and discontinue your participation at any time with no penalty.   

 

There is the potential for some risks associated with participating in this study.  The 

principal investigator will take every step to ensure that the potential for risks is 

minimized to the maximum extent possible. 

       

 

Risk Steps to Minimize Risk 
Loss of confidentiality Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is 

allowed by law.  Interviews and follow-up sessions will 

take place in a location which ensures confidentiality.  

Audiotapes and transcripts of interviews will be kept in a 

locked file cabinet that only the primary investigator has 

access to.  When transcribing audiotapes, only first 

names will be used, rather than full names.  There is a 

potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all e-mail, 

downloading, and internet transactions.  The audiotapes 

and transcripts will be destroyed within five years from 

the end of the study.   

Emotional Discomfort You can take a break or stop the interview at any time.  

In addition, you can choose not to respond to a question 

if you are uncomfortable with the topic.  You can also 

choose to stop the interview at any time if you become 

uncomfortable.  If you experience any emotional 

discomfort from participation in this study and 

wish to seek out professional assistance, the 

following website may be helpful in finding an 

appropriate psychologist in your area: 

http://locator.apa.org/ 
Fatigue and/or Physical Discomfort Interviews will last no more than one hour and 

participants will be told they can take a break or stop the 

interview at any time.   

 

The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this 

research. You should let the researchers know at once if there is a problem and they will 

help you. However, TWU does not provide medical services or financial assistance for 

injuries that might happen because you are taking part in this research.   

            

You will be given a $25 gift card to Target as an expression of appreciation for taking the 

time to participate in the study.  It is hoped that the results of this study will yield new  
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information about the experience of parenting school-aged triplets and higher-order    

multiples.  At the conclusion of the study, if you would like to learn the results of the 

study, the principal investigator will mail you a copy of the summary of the results. 

 

You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. If you have any 

questions about the research study you should ask the researchers; their phone numbers are 

at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this 

research or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact the Texas Woman’s 

University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-898-3378 or via e-mail at 

IRB@twu.edu. 

 

 

 

 

________________________________   ________________________ 

Participant       Date 

 

                                                                                                                                    

 

 

If interested, participants will be e-mailed a summary of the results of the study.  The 

summary will be general in nature about the results; no names or other identifying 

information will be used on the summary of results sent to you.  The summary will be a 

Word document that will be e-mailed as an attachment.   In order to reduce risk and 

enhance confidentiality, the principal investigator will utilize the “blind carbon copy” (i.e. 

BCC) of her e-mail server when e-mailing the results to you and any other participants.  

Hence, your e-mail address will be protected and no other participant will be able to view 

or have access to your e-mail address.  

 

If you would like a summary of the results of this study, please list your email address on 

the line below: 

 

 

____________________________________________ 
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Interview Protocol 

 

Introduction:  Greet mother, thank her for her willingness to participate, give overview of  

interview process, review informed consent, and obtain informed consent signatures 

 

Questions: General 

 

1) What is your name? 

2) What are the genders and ages of your triplets/higher-order multiples (HOMs)? 

3) What grade is your triplets/HOMs attending? 

4) Do you have other children?  If so, what are the names and ages of your other 

children? 

5) What is the name of your spouse? 

 

Introductory Question:  Tell me about your experience parenting your triplets/HOMs, 

now that they are ______________ (five, six, etc.) 

 

Questions: Parenting Stress 

 

1) Overall, compared to parenting your triplets/HOMs when they were younger, how 

would you characterize the stress and/or difficulty involved currently? 

2) Compared to parenting your triplets/HOMs when they were younger (three and 

younger), what are some things you currently find: 

a. More difficult/stressful 

b. Less difficult/stressful 

c. More enjoyable 

3) What kinds of parenting issues, related to having triplets/HOMs who are at their 

current age, typically come up for you?   

a. Negative 

b. Positive 

 

Questions: Marital Impact 

 

1) How has having triplets/HOMs impacted your marriage, if at all? 

2) How has your relationship with your spouse changed, if at all, since your 

triplets/HOMs were three or younger? 

3) How would you describe the breakdown of the roles and responsibilities each 

parent has currently?   

a. How were the roles/responsibilities decided? 
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b. how satisfactory do you find these roles/responsibilities?   

4) How would you describe your satisfaction with your marriage currently?  How is 

it different, if at all, than when your children were three or younger? 

 

Questions: School Decisions 

 

1) Are your triplets/HOMs currently in the same class, in separate classes, or a 

combination?  Have they always been this way (i.e. separated or together) or is 

this a change this year? 

2) What role did you play in whether your triplets/HOMs were separated or 

together? (i.e. is this a school policy or did you tell the school what you wanted?) 

3) If you played a role in whether they were separated, together, or some 

combination, what factors did you consider when making this decision?  What 

role did your spouse play in this decision? 

a. If your triplets/HOMs are split in some way (i.e. some children together 

while some children are separated) what factors did you consider when 

deciding which child went where? 

4) How would you describe your satisfaction with the class placement decisions you 

made for your children? 

 

Wrap-Up Questions 

 

1) Is there anything else you would like to share about parenting your triplets/HOMs 

at their current age? 

2) Are there any questions you would have liked to have been asked? 

3) Do you have any questions for me at this time? 
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Information Sheet 

 

First Name:____________________ 

First Name of Spouse: __________________ 

Race/Ethnicity:  ______________________ 

First Names and Ages of Children: 

_________________________   _________________________ 

_________________________   _________________________ 

_________________________   _________________________ 

 

If known, approximately how many children attend the school your multiples attend? 

______________ 

If known, approximately how many classes are offered in each grade level in the school 

your multiples attend?__________________ 
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