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ABSTRACT

The systemic pressure within South African higher education to accelerate doctoral production
risks favouring throughput over substance. This strain remains unaddressed by standard quality
assurance (QA) frameworks, which tend to promote a rushed approach, narrowly focusing on
quantifiable outcomes such as short completion times and independent research, while neglecting
the psychosocial and holistic aspects of students’ lives. This paper argues that current QA
standards largely adopt a Western-based ‘I think, therefore | am” orientation, placing a
disproportionate emphasis on cognitive mastery, while downplaying the need to foster the holistic
development of researchers whose knowledge and impact are deeply rooted in their social
context. The study proposes that, to counter this, QA frameworks must integrate an Ubuntu-based
“I am because you are” orientation if they are to recognise the critical influence of students’ social
roles, responsibilities, and relationships as essential levers, and to infuse the transformation
envisaged in the democratic dispensation into doctoral QA. Drawing on in-depth interviews with
19 past and present doctoral students who are parents and mostly employed, the study
undertakes a discourse analysis to examine how their social roles and responsibilities shape their
experience of quality learning, highlighting the essential dimensions of community engagement
and situated knowledge that are currently neglected by existing QA models. The findings reveal
a systemic quality trap arising from a mismatch between rigid institutional metrics and students’
lived realities, based on four themes: conflicting paradigms that penalise relational
responsibilities; institutional cultural myopia regarding necessary support structures such as
childcare; a cumulative burden resulting from intersecting identities; and a constriction of student
agency.
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The transformation of South African higher education following the democratic transition in
1994 represents one of the most ambitious attempts to align educational quality assurance (QA)
with democratic values and social transformation goals (Symes 2006). Now three decades in
the making, this relationship between QA and democratisation extends beyond technical
considerations of educational standards to encompass fundamental questions about the role of

higher education in building a democratic society (Gouws and Waghid 2006). Central to this
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transformation has been a concerted effort to dismantle the exclusionary legacies of the past
and build an equitable, inclusive system. During the apartheid regime, higher education was a
fragmented and deeply segregated system designed to serve the political and social architecture
of racial oppression (Bunting 2006). While institutions designated for the white minority often
enjoyed significant state funding and academic autonomy, those established for Black,
Coloured, and Indian populations were systematically under-resourced, politically controlled,
and academically marginalised. In this context, quality assurance was an instrument of racial
stratification. Before the democratic era, quality assurance was essentially an internal matter
for institutions. Universities and technikons had their own internal mechanisms, but there was
no national, coordinated system. The Committee of Technikon Principals established the
Certification of Council of Technikons Education (SERTEC), and universities had the Quality
Promotion Unit (QPU). These bodies laid the groundwork for future frameworks but operated
in a fragmented, pre-democratic context. Thus, the very notion of quality was implicitly tied to
the standards and norms of elite, white institutions, reinforcing a discriminatory status quo and
ensuring that academic excellence remained the exclusive domain of a privileged few. This
created a dual-track system in which quality was defined by a specific, exclusionary model of
scholarship, and the academic reputations of historically Black institutions were often
undermined.

Now, in the democratic dispensation, the government has faced the challenge of
simultaneously establishing robust quality standards and dismantling these historical
inequities. It has always been clear that the two objectives were inextricably linked (Symes
2006). Over the past three decades, the state has had to develop frameworks that not only define
and measure educational quality but also serve as policy levers to redress past injustices and
promote democratic participation in a once-exclusive domain (Gouws and Waghid 2006).
Reviews of the South African government’s post-apartheid efforts to align QA with
transformation have yielded notable successes and persistent shortcomings. A key success has
been the institutionalisation of equity as a core principle of quality. By establishing a unified
national system and creating bodies such as the Council on Higher Education (CHE) and the
Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC), the state has broadened access and participation
in higher education, explicitly linking QA to democratic values (Gouws and Waghid 2006).
This framework has served as a powerful policy tool for addressing the fragmentation of the
past and ensuring that quality is no longer a clandestine concept tied to racial privilege.
However, a significant shortcoming is the frameworks’ struggle to move beyond bureaucratic

uniformity. Despite the stated aims of transformation, the implementation of QA has often
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devolved into a checklist mentality, in which institutions focus on meeting quantifiable
accreditation targets rather than fostering a genuinely inclusive and responsive culture
(Makola, Ramchander and Naidoo 2025). This top-down, one-size-fits-all approach can
inadvertently overlook a diverse student body’s specific, lived experiences, creating a gap
between the policy’s transformative intent and its on-the-ground impact.

As articulated in documents like the Framework for Programme Accreditation (Council
on Higher Education 2004), and the Framework for Institutional Audits (Council on Higher
Education 2021), the CHE’s approach to QA has historically been rooted in a model that
privileges institutional-level inputs and academic outputs. These frameworks focus on aspects
such as curriculum design, faculty qualifications, research productivity, and student completion
rates. The implicit assumption is that a universal level of quality can be assured across the
system by standardising and monitoring these elements. While effective in establishing a
baseline of academic credibility, this approach tends to treat quality as a fixed, measurable
commodity rather than a dynamic, socially constructed concept. For instance, while intended
to promote accountability, the CHE’s emphasis on programmatic review and institutional audits
can inadvertently streamline and homogenise the student experience (Mbati and Juta 2024).
The focus remains on formal processes and quantifiable metrics, often overlooking students’
lived experiences as they navigate the system. Scholars have noted that because these QA
benchmarks default to the resource structures and linear academic traditions characteristic of
historically white institutions (HWIs), they create a systemic bias against historically
disadvantaged institutions (HDIs) and non-traditional students (Bunting 2006). Consequently,
by framing quality through an assimilationist lens that demands compliance with Eurocentric,
individualistic norms rather than structural redress, the framework inadvertently stymies the
radical, socially just transformation central to South Africa’s democratic project (Badat 2010;
Saidi and Mbhele 2023).

The central problem confronting South African postgraduate QA is this structural
mismatch between institutional performance metrics and the demographic reality of the
contemporary student body. While post-apartheid higher education has successfully
democratised student access, national regulatory mechanisms remain tethered to a Western-
based, individualistic archetype of the unencumbered scholar. As argued above, existing QA
frameworks inadvertently penalise and marginalise doctoral students who concurrently manage
professional careers and family responsibilities by defining educational quality strictly through
quantifiable outputs.

To address this systemic gap, this study is guided by two primary research objectives:
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To critically deconstruct how current doctoral quality assurance standards operate as
mechanisms of exclusion by analysing the lived experiences of employed doctoral student-
parents.

To propose a relationally embedded, Ubuntu-informed conceptual framework for higher
education QA that values interconnectedness, compassion, and community-situated
knowledge.

This study aims to challenge this status quo by drawing on the lived experiences of
doctoral student parents, a group that exemplifies the complexities of the contemporary student
body. Their reflections expose that no singular, ideal student identity exists and, therefore, no
single metric can capture their journey. Using a relationally embedded lens and discourse
analysis, the paper demonstrates how identities related to race, gender, and parental status
intersect to create unique challenges largely unacknowledged by current QA frameworks. The
study argues for integrating an Ubuntu-based ‘I am because you are’ philosophy as a
foundational principle for quality assurance in South African doctoral studies. I elaborate on

what this entails in the theoretical framework section of this paper.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The transformative imperative: Linking QA frameworks and PhD studies
For South Africa’s higher education system to realise the transformative mandate of the
democratic era, examining the quality of PhD education is an important entry point for
institutional critique, as doctoral degrees are the highest institutional output. The standards used
to measure their success fundamentally dictate the type of knowledge and researchers they
produce, and whether the quality is genuinely transformative. The existing literature on PhD
education highlights a significant gap between a doctoral student’s traditional, idealised
identity and the reality of the contemporary student body. The conventional archetype, often a
young, male, white, and unencumbered individual, is a full-time, self-funded researcher with
no family or employment obligations, able to dedicate themselves entirely to their studies
(Thouaille 2017). The “storybook image of the scientist” is a pervasive stereotype that
attributes higher levels of objectivity, rationality, and intelligence to scientists, often aligning
with the image of a young, white male. This stereotype is held by the general public and
scientists themselves, who often perceive PhD students as embodying these traits more than
early-career scientists (Veldkamp, et al. 2017).

This archetype, though largely outdated, continues to influence institutional policies and

expectations, creating a system that disadvantages a growing number of students. Even in
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contexts like South Africa, where a significant number of students are women, professionals,
and parents, Nkoala (2024) argues that this has shifted from primarily white males with ideal
work setups to a diverse cohort of parents and professionals, making traditional institutional
support systems and policies increasingly obsolete and inequitable. Scholars show that this is
rooted in academic institutions' inherent resistance to change and in long-standing traditions
and structures that perpetuate the “unencumbered scholar” archetype (Blockett et al 2016;
Salter 2019). For example, many programs still operate with funding and timeline expectations
that are only feasible for students who can dedicate themselves entirely to their studies (Leitch,
et al. 2022). Furthermore, policies on study leave, part-time enrollment, and parental support
have been slow to adapt to the needs of working parents or students with caregiving
responsibilities (Wladkowski and Mirick 2020). Another aspect that scholars find to be an
entrenchment of this archetype is the socialisation process. New PhD students are socialised
into a professional culture that upholds the traditional archetype (Salter 2019; Blockett et al
2016). This socialisation operates through both informal and formal academic practices.
Informally, it occurs via casual department conversations, mentorship dynamics, and peer
networks that celebrate overwork and continuous campus presence as markers of dedication.
Formally, the culture is reinforced through structural silences such as the absence of
institutional spaces for children or family discussions and a lack of visible, successful role

models who balance caregiving with high-level research.

Competing paradigms of quality in doctoral education

Traditional QA metrics are another evident site of tension. The metrics, such as a short time-
to-completion, a high publication count, or the expectation of full-time, on-campus presence,
reflect the ideal of a young, unencumbered student while failing to account for the realities of
students who are also professionals, parents, or caregivers (Héctor, Guzmén and Fosado 2023).
When QA frameworks push these narrow metrics, they can inadvertently compromise the
quality of the student experience. Students who cannot meet these unrealistic expectations, not
because of a lack of academic ability but because of their life circumstances, as Nkoala (2024)
argued, may face delayed graduation, increased mental health challenges, or a higher risk of
attrition. This outcome contradicts the very purpose of QA, which is to ensure a high-quality
educational environment and successful outcomes (Saidi and Mbhele 2023). This, in turn,
creates a quality trap in which institutions appear to meet standards on paper but, in reality, fail
to support the majority of their students. The scholarship on QA in South African higher
education does not sufficiently address this knowledge gap regarding the quality trap in QA
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frameworks for postgraduate studies, thereby foregrounding an analysis of how institutional
practices and policies perpetuate reliance on the unencumbered scholar archetype. Therefore,
there is a need to explore how a relationally embedded QA framework might assist in
diagnosing and addressing systemic inequities to promote a more just and inclusive academic
environment and to genuinely enhance the quality of doctoral education and research for all
students.

The struggle to reconcile national doctoral targets with the lived experiences of parenting
students underscores a deeper issue: the highly contested nature of quality in higher education
(Filippakou and Tapper 2008). Indeed, the notion of quality in higher education is highly
contested, and, due to its intangible nature, it is difficult for higher education institutions to
develop a uniform definition that applies to all faculties and professional support units within
their institutional quality assurance frameworks. This challenge is particularly pronounced
when considering quality in postgraduate studies, mainly NQF 9 and 10 research programs.
Various instruments can be used in undergraduate studies as process measures, including
student evaluations, curriculum reviews, and program reviews (Asuquo and Onyinye 2022; Er
et al 2020). However, it remains challenging to determine the effectiveness of such instruments
in positioning students’ agency within the academic project at the postgraduate level,
particularly at the PhD level (Houston and Rees 1999).

Héctor, Guzman, and Fosado (2023, 230, 231) suggest two overarching paradigms for
quality management in postgraduate studies: the competitive approach, which is “based on
compliance with academic, scientific and administrative standards, and the positioning of
universities in world lists of best institutions” based on graduation and retention rates, and the
humanist-social approach, which prioritises institutions’ commitment to the social impact of
knowledge and education, ethical values promoting collective well-being, equitable access and
support for students, social justice, and sustainable development (see Table 1). The former
emphasises quantifiable metrics and external recognition, often neglecting the nuanced aspects
of the research process and the individual experiences of postgraduate students. The humanist-
social approach, meanwhile, emphasises intangible aspects such as mentorship, intellectual
growth, and social impact, which are inherently difficult to quantify and measure, making it
challenging to demonstrate the effectiveness of quality assurance mechanisms based on this
approach and leading to a lack of concrete evidence of impact. This study is aligned with the
humanist-social approach because the competitive approach’s rigid focus on numerical
efficiency inevitably masks the structural inequities of the post-apartheid university, reducing

complex human experiences to bureaucratic throughput.
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Table 1: Indicators of Doctoral Quality and Their Negative Effects Under the Competitive Approach
(Héctor, Guzman, and Fosado, 2023)

Indicator or trend Effects

On-time student graduation rate -Reduced quality of learning

-Training simplification

-Specific investigations, only to achieve graduation,
without scientific relevance

Students’ and teachers’ publications related to the | -Irrelevant publications of unconsolidated partial
graduation process results

-Publication in low-quality scientific journals
Investigations that relate one variable to another in | -Reductionism in science

closed experimental environments -Lack of a systematic approach
Non-integrative training, aimed at individual research | -Little or no training as teachers
for the development of a thesis -Little leadership ability

-Difficulties with teamwork

This inherent difficulty in applying conventional quality metrics to doctoral education directly
impacts the pursuit of national targets. If one looks at the push by South African universities
and the higher education sector as a whole to increase the number of doctoral graduates
expeditiously in the quest of ensuring that South Africa can claim its space in the knowledge
economy, one can deduce that our approach falls into the latter paradigm, with a push that
prioritises quantity over quality, leading to a rushed approach in doctoral supervision that risks
neglecting critical dimensions of the doctoral journey. The paradigm essentially adopts the
competitive approach, rooted in René Descartes’ Western-based philosophical orientation of “I
think, therefore I am”, which upholds individual thinking as ultimate, overlooking the
psychosocial aspects of students’ lives, which are deeply tied to their identities and essential
for a quality learning experience. This oversight becomes particularly evident when
considering the broader landscape of doctoral education in South Africa, which, despite
considerable growth and progress toward national targets, continues to grapple with high
attrition rates and ongoing systemic issues (Leitch et al 2022; Makola et al 2025), especially
concerning the underexplored challenges faced by student-parents. To address this issue, this
paper proposes postgraduate quality indicators grounded in an Ubuntu orientation. Such an
orientation advocates for interdependence, collaboration, and a strong community context,
reflecting the imperative of “the insertion of postgraduates in society for the solution of local

and global problems” (Héctor, Guzmén and Fosado 2023, 236).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The first written references to the notion of Ubuntu date back to 1846, but it was not until 1993
to 1995 that Ubuntu was associated with the saying umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, an association

that scholars have accepted (Maris 2020, 318). Louw (2001, 15) notes, “The maxim ubuntu
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ngumumntu ngabantu articulates a basic respect and compassion for others. As such, it is both
a factual description and a rule of conduct or social ethic. It not only describes human beings
as ‘being-with-others’, but also prescribes how we should relate to others, i.e. what ‘being-

with-others’ should be all about. Meanwhile, Eliastam (2015, 2) argues,

“The principles of ubuntu resonate with universal values of human worth and dignity. Archbishop
Emeritus Desmond Tutu explains that the meaning of ubuntu is that ‘a person is a person through
other people. It is not “I think, therefore I am”. It says rather: “I am human because I belong”. 1
participate; I share. The concept highlights the interconnectedness of human society, with the
implication that people should treat others as part of the extended human family.”

Scholars emphasise the social and compassionate aspects of Ubuntu. Makhudu (1993) sees
Ubuntu as the manifestation of warmth, empathy, understanding, open communication,
interaction, participation, sharing, reciprocation, harmony, cooperation, congruence, and a
shared worldview. Broodryk (2006) further conceives of Ubuntu as a comprehensive ancient
African worldview grounded in humanness, caring, sharing, respect, compassion, and related
values, aiming for a happy, high-quality human community life in a spirit of family. Various
interpretations of Ubuntu highlight its essence as a state of being. Mkhize (2008, 35) describes
it as “the process of becoming an ethical human being.” Chikanda (1990) specifically views
Ubuntu as African humanism, characterised by sensitivity to others' needs, charity, sympathy,
care, respect, consideration, and kindness. Letseka (2000) synthesises these views, contending
that Ubuntu has normative implications, encapsulating moral norms and values such as
altruism, kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, courtesy, respect, and concern for
others.

Thus, there is no denying its existence, even though, according to Maris (2020), Ubuntu’s
essence is so difficult to define. I posit that this is similar to defining the notion of quality — we
know it when we see it, but cannot put definitive parameters on it due to the inherent
epistemological challenges of articulating a concept grounded in tacit relational knowledge.
Nevertheless, distilling the above, Ubuntu can be centred on four tenets. The first is
interconnectedness (I am because we are), which signifies that individual existence and identity
are inherently tied to, and affirmed by, one’s relationships with others and the community
(Letseka 2000). The second is compassion and empathy that shows a deep concern for the well-
being of others, characterised by sympathy, care, sensitivity, kindness, generosity, and
benevolence, calling for treating others with warmth, understanding, and actively striving to
alleviate their suffering and promote their flourishing (Letseka 2000; Broodryk 2006; Makhudu
1993). The third is respect and dignity, based on recognising the inherent worth and dignity of
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every individual, regardless of their status, which translates into courteous conduct,
consideration for others’ rights, and a commitment not to undermine another’s humanity
(Broodryk 2006). The final one is social responsibility and collective harmony, based on the
view that individuals are responsible for contributing to the collective good, including sharing,
cooperation, participation, and striving for consensus and harmony within the community

(Makhudu 1993). Figure 1 shows the relationship between these tenets.

Interconnectedness
Recognising "l am
because we are," this
tenet emphasises our
inherent ties to others,
leading naturally to
compassion for the
community

Social Responsibility
and Collective
Harmony

Our duty to contribute
to the common good,
stemming from respect
for others. This
commitment reinforces
our interconnectedness
within the community

Compassion and
Empathy

A deep concern for the
well-being of others,
fostered by
interconnectedness.
This concern drives us
to treat others with
respect and dignity

Ubuntu

Respect and
Dignity
Based on
acknowledging
everyone's inherent
worth, this respect
ensures harmonious
interactions, paving
the way for collective
responsibility.

Figure 1: The Core Tenets of the Ubuntu Philosophy and Their Interconnected Dimensions (Source:

Author)

In the context of quality in postgraduate studies, the tenets of Ubuntu offer a framework that
extends beyond traditional academic metrics. Beginning with interconnectedness, the “I am

because we are” orientation emphasises the primacy of reciprocal relationships among
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students, supervisors, and the broader academic community, in which a student’s personal well-
being and social context are recognised as integral to their scholarly journey. Next is
compassion and empathy, which foreground postgraduate studies characterised by genuine care
and sensitivity from supervisors and ethical research practices from students. Thirdly, we
consider the importance of the values of respect and dignity, which centre on the humans
involved and their value. Finally, social responsibility and collective harmony mean that
research endeavours embody a worldview of interconnectedness in their conceptualisations of
time, space, and shared resources. These tenets are not exhaustive, but they provide a careful
and nuanced consideration of the philosophical debates about what Ubuntu is. They form the
basis of this paper’s proposal for quality indicators that facilitate the implementation of the

humanist-social approach outlined by Héctor, Guzmén and Fosado (2023).

METHODOLOGY

Data collection

The study employs a qualitative approach (Hesse-Biber 2010), rooted in the view that meaning
is socially constructed and best understood through individuals' lived experiences. The research
design is a multi-phase, sequential qualitative inquiry (Chandanabhumma et a/ 2024). The
study began with an online survey completed by 44 respondents. Participants were selected
using a non-probability purposive sampling strategy, supplemented by snowball sampling to
reach this specific, often hard-to-access demographic. To ensure data relevance, the inclusion
criteria required participants to be either doctoral candidates or graduates, to hold primary
parental responsibilities, and to be employed (full-time or part-time). The survey invitation was
distributed digitally, allowing for a diverse cross-institutional reach. An overview of this
group's demographics is presented in Table 2 below. A detailed discussion of the findings from
this survey was presented in a previously published paper and will thus not be the focus of this
one (Nkoala, 2024). To gain deeper insights into the survey responses, respondents were asked
to indicate their availability for in-depth interviews. The insights discussed in this paper are

based on interviews with 19 respondents. These interviews were conducted over Zoom.

Data analysis

The interview data were analysed using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA, as theorised
by Norman Fairclough (2023), is a research method that analyses the relationship between
language, power, and ideology. It goes beyond merely what is said to examine how and why it

is said, revealing how dominant narratives and social structures are reproduced through
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discourse. For instance, when a doctoral student’s discourse centres on the perceived
institutional pressure to complete their degree within a normative timeframe, CDA reveals a
deeper ideological conflict. Using linguistic markers or expressions of guilt to attend to familial
responsibilities directly reflects a power relationship in which the student’s lived experience
conflicts with a dominant discourse.

The study’s use of CDA is crucial for unpacking the quality trap, as it enables analysis of
how discourses of time, success, and academic identity reveal the limitations of QA
frameworks built on an outdated, idealised archetype. In this study, the quality trap has been
operationalised by examining how participants described their lived experiences in relation to
institutional expectations, their coping strategies and challenges, and their navigation of
multiple roles. The institutional discourse of academic success often valorises metrics such as
a high volume of publications in high-impact journals that are more attainable for the
unencumbered scholar (Allen 2020). When a student’s personal definition of success, rooted in
their ability to balance multiple demanding roles, is devalued by this dominant discourse, it
exposes a power dynamic where the institution’s definition of quality invalidates the

achievements and lived realities of a diverse student body.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of the interview data identified four core thematic areas that structure the
discussion around the limitations of the current QA model, confirming the central argument
that the one-size-fits-all model perpetuates a quality trap. These themes emerged from the
participants’ accounts of navigating academia alongside parenthood, beginning with the
Conflicting Paradigms theme, which speaks to the tension between the QA framework’s
competitive, individualistic approach and the humanist-social realities of parental obligations
and time poverty, which together express the Ubuntu relational self. This conflict is enabled by
Cultural Myopia, which refers to the institutional blind spot regarding the need for essential
support structures, such as flexible policies and childcare. For the students, this institutional
failure results in a Cumulative Burden, which is the compounding effect of multiple, communal
intersecting identities, including race, gender and parenting, that transforms academic stress
into overwhelming unseen labour and mental health strain. Finally, these systemic pressures
lead to the Constriction of Agency, which refers to institutional processes that reduce the
student’s autonomy, force a denial of their relational self, and turn the negotiation of multiple
life roles into an academic impediment for which the student is held accountable. Each of these

1s now discussed in turn below.
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Conflicting paradigms

The lived experience of the idealised student, unencumbered by external responsibilities, aligns
perfectly with institutional expectations of a linear, uninterrupted academic journey. This
congruence means the QA framework’s metrics appear fair and logical. In contrast, the lived
realities of the relationally embedded student, who often juggles professional careers,
childcare, and personal responsibilities, directly conflict with these institutional norms. This
mismatch exposes a quality trap in that while appearing valid for the small group of students
they were designed for, the QA metrics are ill-equipped to measure the quality of the experience
for the majority (Saidi and Mbhele 2023). The parents' experiences reveal this seemingly fair
framework to be an apparatus of exclusion, as their non-academic responsibilities inherently
disrupt the linear path and disqualify them from meeting these rigid institutional ideals,
confirming that the traditional archetype continues to influence institutional expectations
(Thouaille 2017).

The analysis reveals that for many participants, the system’s rigid expectations actively
conflict with core communal values, highlighting a deep ideological divide between the
academic project and students' social reality - a tension previously noted in the scholarship on
QA frameworks (Filippakou and Tapper 2008). Participant 5, a black woman, explicitly states
this conflict, declaring that “the parental obligations come first. And then the PhD next, because
you know, my child has only one parent, me,” thereby prioritising a relational, Ubuntu-based
outlook on her life over the competitive, output-driven demands of the university (Héctor,
Guzman, and Fosado 2023). This choice inevitably slows her time-to-completion. This
prioritisation, which the QA framework views as a personal impediment, is, in fact, an
affirmation of a relational worldview that the institution fails to value, thereby contradicting
the democratic imperative to align education with broader social values (Waghid 2003). The
consequence of this conflict is often immense personal strain, exemplified by Participant 19’s
experience, as a white woman, that her “mental health did take a knock™ due to the effort

required to meet the system’s deadlines, while being the primary caregiver.

Cultural myopia

The second theme observed relates to the cultural myopia where, in higher education, QA is
evident in the institutional blind spot toward the unique, often compounded, needs of
relationally-embedded students, which converts essential support mechanisms into active,

systemic barriers, a significant shortcoming that the literature identifies as a struggle to move
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beyond bureaucratic uniformity (Makola et al 2025). For the idealised student, for instance, the
absence of campus childcare or flexible scheduling is irrelevant, as the system implicitly
assumes they have the financial and social capital to manage these external logistics. Still, for
a student like Participant 7, a black woman, the non-existence of these resources is a structural
barrier that is not registered. In her interview, she states, “I don’t think they are aware. Because
there hasn’t been a time when we were asked whether we are parents.”

This complete lack of inquiry or institutional awareness demonstrates a myopia in which
the institution’s standard operating procedures are based on a narrow cultural norm, failing to
see, let alone address, the needs of its diverse population. This institutional failure to recognise
the student’s holistic, communal identity is a fundamental denial of the Ubuntu ethic, which
posits that a person is a person through other people. This structural bias suggests that three
decades into democracy, transformation in South African higher education has remained
largely assimilative rather than genuinely structural (Badat 2010; Mbati and Juta 2024). It
reveals that while national policies have successfully altered the demographic profile of student
access, institutions have left the underlying, Western-centric definition of academic excellence
untouched (Saidi and Mbhele 2023).

The institution’s refusal to adjust to the realities of its students is further exposed in the
participants’ discourses on personal space and time, which the institution’s policies assume are
readily available to students. Participant 2, a black man, admitted that because of having young
children at home, he must spend “a lot of my weekends in the office... just to be in a quiet
space” to focus on his work. This underscores that he must personally engineer the
“unencumbered” time that the institution assumes is simply a given for all its students.
Moreover, the failure of work environments to support Black professional women like
Participant 13, where her PhD “was secondary” and done only “after hours or during university

holidays”, further complicates this challenge.

Cumulative burden

The concept of the cumulative burden is used in this paper to differentiate the academic
challenges of the idealised student from the compounded, intersecting struggles faced by the
non-traditional scholar, revealing the vast amount of unseen labour that the current QA
framework remains blind to. The challenges faced by the idealised student are primarily
academic, and their coping strategies focus on scholarly tasks (Salter 2019). For the relationally
embedded student, however, challenges are compounded by their multiple, intersecting

identities (Allen 2020). Their strategies are not just about managing academic stress but about
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navigating the dual demands of scholarship and life. An Ubuntu-based approach to this point
reveals that a single black mother, like Participant 5, for example, faces challenges
compounded by racial bias, gendered expectations, and the profound societal expectation to
uphold her communal role, all of which require unique and often exhausting coping strategies.
For the idealised student, challenges are typically confined to the academic sphere. In contrast,
for the relationally embedded student, their coping strategies must concurrently address the
compounded pressures arising from the intersection of race, gender, and parental status
(Wijeyesinghe and Jones 2014), as well as the imperative of personhood as defined by the
community.

In her interview, Participant 19 described having to “drop certain balls” ranging from
rushing into lectures to “not being able to cook a healthy meal” for her family. This illustrates
this compounding effect, where the academic pressure directly compromises her ability to fulfil
her roles as a parent and maintain her health, showing that her failure is a measure of the
system’s burden, not her academic capacity, thereby creating a quality trap where institutions
appear to be meeting standards but fail to support students (Nkoala 2024).

Participants also noted that, while their supervisors knew they were parents, their
supervisors did their best to act as though the two roles were separate. Participant 13 stated:
“They were aware of that, but I never burdened them about that if something needed to be done,
I would not say just because I have kids, I cannot achieve this particular goal. I just basically
did not bring the kids into the PhD - I separated the two”. This speaks to a feeling that they
needed to deny their reality as a Black female professional parent, whose time is already
fragmented by the societal expectations of personhood that marginalise both her racial and
gendered identities in the professional and academic sphere. Her necessity to complete her PhD
because she “understood what having a PhD meant for my career in academia” transforms her
doctoral journey from a pursuit of knowledge into a high-stakes, necessary burden to secure
professional and familial stability, compounding the emotional weight of the process and
illustrating how the socialisation process upholds the traditional archetype (Salter, 2019;
Blockett et al, 2016).

The idealised student’s experience, often serving as the singular, uncompounded
benchmark, stands in sharp contrast to the lived reality of the Black female parent, whose
journey is shaped by the simultaneous pressures of gender-based assumptions about caregiving,
racial bias in academic spaces, and the economic necessity to maintain a professional career
alongside her studies (Wladkowski and Mirick 2020). In his interview, Participant 18, a white

man, spoke about his experience, noting: “I realise that I speak as a male - as a white male. And
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so I've been able to take time off when our children were born without any kind of academic
repercussions, whatever. There was actually funding available for me. That experience would
be different if I was a mother. There's no question about that. But it certainly has been very
challenging to balance the responsibilities of being a parent.” The simple acknowledgement,
“That experience would be different if I were a mother,” while insightful, only captures the
gender component; the challenges faced by a Black mother would be further amplified by the
historical and systemic inequities inherent in South Africa’s transforming higher education
sector, where race and class intersect to affect access to resources and the quality of supervision
(Snyder 2014).

This compounded reality means that the institutional metrics of quality inadvertently
assess the student’s ability to compartmentalise and overcome relationally embedded
discrimination, rather than their academic prowess alone, revealing the implicit assumption
that quality is tied to the standards of elite, white institutions, a legacy of the pre-democratic
era. For example, a student’s need for “a safe space” to write, as described by Participant 2, is
partly a challenge for parents. The challenges faced by Participant 13, a black woman, with her
unsympathetic supervisor are not just about a lack of empathy but the manifestation of a power
dynamic where the supervisor, operating from a position of authority often aligned with the
idealised archetype, dismisses her Black, female, professional parent realities as irrelevant,
thereby denying her personhood as a relational self at once, further entrenching the “storybook
image of the scientist” (Veldkamp et al 2017).

The quality trap is acute in this context, as a QA framework built on a one-size-fits-all
approach is structurally incapable of accounting for or addressing these compounded,
relationally-embedded challenges, thereby perpetuating a system that effectively punishes
students for their very identities. The QA framework provides no mechanism for diagnosing or
intervening in specific forms of discrimination because it fails to disaggregate data and audit
for differential experiences arising from the relational complexity of the Ubuntu self (Makola
et al 2025). The proposed solution must therefore incorporate an audit tool that specifically
measures the provision of targeted support, prioritising communal and relational well-being
over individual output alone. An example of this could be mentorship that accounts for identity
and maternity/paternity leave policies. These would go a long way towards ensuring that
institutional quality is genuinely defined by its capacity to serve all students, regardless of the
complexity of their intersecting roles, aligning with the call for QA to serve as a policy lever

for redressing injustices (Gouws and Waghid 2006).
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Constriction of agency

When we bring the three notions discussed above, namely the conflicting paradigms which
equates institutional quality with the linear, uninterrupted progress of the unencumbered
scholar, the cultural myopia that structurally omits and fails to audit for essential support
mechanisms like childcare and flexible policies and the cumulative burden which quantifies
the immense, exhausting strain of managing multiple, non-negotiable life roles simultaneously,
the result is a self-reinforcing quality trap that constricts parenting doctoral students’ agency.
This perpetual duality of demands severely restricts their autonomy over their time, resources,
and mental focus, transforming the pursuit of a PhD into a constant balancing act where, as
Participant 19 notes, one is always “holding a lot of glass balls in the air,” a task that is
unsustainable in the long term, and which contradicts the expectation of an unencumbered
student.

The Constriction of Agency is exacerbated by institutional and supervisory practices. As
evidenced by the Participant’s supervisor, who insisted, “it was not their problem, you signed
up for the programme,” this discourse fundamentally externalises the problem, shifting the
responsibility for systemic friction entirely onto the student and diminishing their agency to
navigate their academic journey at a sustainable pace (Symes 2006). By holding the student,
rather than the system, accountable for academic friction, the QA framework perpetuates a
system not designed to accommodate students' realities, thereby constraining their agency. To
break this trap, QA must recognise the negotiation of multiple roles as a valid component of
the student experience, advocating for a shift towards a model that emphasises intangible
aspects (Héctor, Guzmén, and Fosado 2023) and actively empowering the relationally

embedded student to define a successful, yet sustainable, academic journey.

CONCLUSION
This paper has argued that the prevailing blanket QA model is severely limited because its
metrics are built on the outdated and privileged unencumbered scholar archetype, thereby
creating a quality trap in which a minority of students meet institutional standards, while the
majority of diverse students are systematically undersupported.

The need to align QA with the democratic project demands structural policy changes at
the national level. The primary recommendation is to incorporate a relationally embedded audit

tool into national QA frameworks, such as those governed by the CHE, which must move
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beyond a mere checklist mentality to audit the existence, accessibility, and efficacy of specific
support structures. This includes mandating flexible doctoral timelines and funding to
accommodate part-time or parental leave status, thereby acknowledging the Cumulative
Burden on student parents. Furthermore, the CHE should require evidence of comprehensive,
compulsory, and relationally embedded supervision training for all academic staff, ensuring
that supervisors understand the systemic biases associated with race, gender, and parental
status, and are equipped to adopt a humanistic and social approach to mentorship.

An important next step is to develop and pilot an Ubuntu-Informed Quality Assurance
Index (UIQALI), a quantifiable tool that the CHE could use to measure institutional support for
students across various intersecting identities, including disability, socioeconomic status, and
geographical location, thereby operationalising the humanist-social approach. Future studies
should also conduct longitudinal research to track the academic progress, mental health
outcomes, and attrition rates of relationally embedded student cohorts relative to those of

unencumbered students, providing concrete data on the differential impact of the quality trap.
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