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ABSTRACT

This article explores the experiences of doctoral students juggling parental and professional roles.
It proposes a balanced-integration approach in the reflective supervisor framework to tailor
support. The research focuses on identifying challenges and evaluating the approach’s
effectiveness, suggesting supervisors should serve as advocates for well-being and motivation.
With the South African government’s National Development Plan aiming for a higher education
sector that can produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per one million of the population by
2030, it is imperative to understand PhD student’s simultaneous identities as parents and
professionals who must balance the demands of their studies, families and careers. The study
advances a balanced-integration approach for supervising this demographic, with supervisors
serving as advocates for the holistic well-being of these students, architects of personalised
academic pathways, and catalysts for motivation inspired by family commitments. This approach
adds a fifth dimension to Pearson and Kayrooz’s four factors of facilitative supervisory practice.
The methodology is a descriptive quantitative study research design and a cross-sectional
approach based on online surveys completed by 47 respondents from 13 South African higher
education institutions and eight from abroad (n = 55).
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BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION

There is an adage in academia that getting a PhD is like having a baby: it is a long and painful
process, and the end of one part of the journey is the beginning of a lifelong voyage. While
imperfect, this analogy resonates, especially as many pursue a doctorate alongside parenting.
The global expansion of doctoral education, with its ambitious targets, underscores the need to
comprehend the dual roles of doctoral students as parents and professionals. According to
Moors, Steward and Malley (2022), there has been a notable increase in postgraduate enrolment
among women in the United States. Additionally, Moors et al. (2022) find a growing trend of

individuals pursuing graduate education later in life, usually as parents. This points to a need to
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understand doctoral students’ simultaneous identities as parents and professionals who must
balance the demands of their studies, families and careers. Supervisors, in particular, need to be
cognizant of some of the invisible factors that shape who their students are personally and
professionally, and they must give due consideration to the contexts that they operate in because
their interpersonal relationship with these doctoral candidates is central to the success of the
academic project (Mainhard et al. 2009). Chief among these is the work-family-career dynamic,
in light of a considerable number of graduate students being at significant junctures in their
careers and at the peak of their childbearing years in the course of their doctoral studies
(Springer, Parker, and Leviten-Reid 2009).

In South Africa, the government’s National Development Plan aims for a higher education
sector that can produce more than 100 doctoral graduates for every one million people by 2030
(National Planning Commission: Republic of South Africa 2012, 319), a goal that has seen
higher education institutions undergoing significant changes over the past decade to increase
access. Among these is the transformation of student cohorts (Leitch et al. 2022). For example,
statistics reveal that a significant proportion of doctoral students in South Africa are aged 19 to
49, coinciding with childbearing and child-rearing years (Figure 1). Understanding and
supporting these multifaceted identities is crucial in this changing higher education landscape.
However, an advanced search on the database EBSCOhost of the Boolean (parent AND [PhD
students or doctoral students] “South Africa”] yielded two results, compared to the 1 765 hits
one gets when searching for the Booleans without including South Africa, indicating minimal

scholarship that has considered the issue in this context.

2020 enrolment in doctoral degrees in
public HEIs by age group

[118 years and below
W19 -24 years
m25-29
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Figure 1: 2020 enrolment figures in doctoral degrees in public higher education institutions by age
group (Source: Department of Higher Education and Training Statistics on Post-School
Education and Training in South Africa 2020)
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Amidst changing demographics of doctoral students, crucial support measures lag, as revealed
by the 2022 Council on Higher Education’s National Review of South African Doctoral
Qualifications (2020-2021) report, which states,

“In some universities, notably large comprehensives and [universities of technology], Panel
Reports indicated that many students find themselves with personal problems (e.g., financial,
family, accommodation, access to campus issues, etc.) .... Such difficulties undoubtedly lead to
delayed completion of doctoral studies and, in many cases, result in the student dropping out of
the programme.”

The findings indicate a lack of deliberate efforts to create conducive institutional environments
for doctoral students, contributing to delayed completion and heightened dropout rates,
particularly among those facing personal challenges (Leitch et al. 2022, 48). The Academy of
Science of South Africa (2010, 16) reinforces this, identifying the age of students at enrollment
and competing professional and family commitments as significant risk factors for attrition in
South African doctoral programmes. McAlpine, Skakni and Pyhéltdé (2022) highlight the
importance of achieving a work-life balance for parent-students in the decision to discontinue
doctoral studies. Considering the interpersonal dynamics between supervisors and students, an
awareness of the invisible factors shaping students’ personal and professional lives is crucial
(Mainhard et al. 2009). The work-family-career-studies relationship, especially relevant for
students navigating significant career milestones and childbearing during their doctoral studies,

requires careful consideration by supervisors (Springer et al. 2009).

AIM AND OBJECTIVES

This study explores the experiences of doctoral students juggling parental and professional
roles. It proposes a balanced-integration approach in the reflective supervisor framework to
tailor support. The research focuses on identifying challenges and evaluating the approach’s
effectiveness, suggesting supervisors should serve as advocates for well-being and motivation.
It shows that time management, flexible work arrangements and effective communication are

crucial.

STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

The conventional doctoral supervision model, centred on academic guidance, overlooks the
distinct needs of doctoral students who are parents and employees. Balancing academic,
parental and professional responsibilities poses unique challenges for this cohort. The current

supervisory approach is inadequate in acknowledging and tackling these challenges, resulting
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in heightened stress, reduced motivation and elevated non-completion risks. This study aims to
fill this scholarly gap by investigating challenges and proposing a balanced-integration
approach within the reflective supervisor framework, enhancing supervisory practices and

institutional support.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature on university students as parents (Webber and Dismore 2021; Manze et al. 2022;
Crispin and Nikolaou 2019) reveals particular challenges for doctoral students who are also
employed parents. Balancing academic, family and professional demands poses unique
difficulties, with time management emerging as a predominant challenge. Juggling multiple
deadlines, childcare, and long work hours is common. Stress from unsupportive employers
unwilling to reduce workloads adds to these students’ hurdles.

The literature highlights a negative perception of parenthood, especially motherhood, in
academia (Morgan et al. 2021; Lutter and Schréder 2020). According to Moreau and Kerner
(2015), marginalising parent-students results in inadequate policies, forcing students to forgo
provisions like maternity leave or childcare funding. This lack of support influences
supervisors’ perceptions, as traditional ideals of who a doctoral student is and what they should
be capable of doing persist despite sector transformations. By perpetuating the notion of an
ideal student as “male, white, middle class, and unencumbered by domestic responsibility”
(Brooks 2013), supervisors end up using unsuitable supervision approaches, further
disadvantaging student-parents.

This literature predominantly examines global North contexts, particularly the United
States and the United Kingdom, focusing on challenges faced by undergraduate mothers. A
critical gap exists in scholarship, neglecting perspectives from countries in the global South,
like South Africa, or from graduate students. Notably, two South African studies highlight
constraints female graduate students face rooted in socio-cultural beliefs and financial hurdles.
The first, examining the lived experiences of female graduate students at a specific South
African university, finds that overwhelming constraints acknowledged by respondents were
based on ‘“socio-cultural beliefs rooted in traditional and religious affirmations, financial
impediments and balancing their educational pursuit with traditional role expectations within
their gendered familial domain™ (Alabi, Seedat-Khan, and Abdullahi 2019, 1). Secondly,
Herman’s (2011) research reveals personal issues as a major obstacle to doctoral completion.
Herman’s study underscores the necessity of exploring various obstacles and their implications
for supervisory support in the South African context. South Africa’s doctoral student profile

has shifted from primarily white males with ideal work setups to a diverse parent-professional
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cohort (Academy of Science of South Africa 2010). This demographic change calls for a revised
supervisory approach that extends beyond academic guidance. Studies on South African
doctorates suggest that non-completion is often linked to personal challenges, underscoring
supervisors’ need for more comprehensive support in navigating these hurdles (Academy of
Science of South Africa 2010).

This study examines the experiences of doctoral students navigating parenthood and
professional commitments, aiming to identify the unique challenges and opportunities inherent
in simultaneously raising children and pursuing a doctoral qualification. The aim is to offer
insights for supervisors dealing with candidates in this dual role. While existing scholarship
primarily concentrates on academic support, it is crucial to acknowledge the centrality of
personal factors. Models supporting students in managing family and work life are essential
(Gill and Burnard 2008). The article contends that personal and professional aspects must be
viewed holistically, challenging the tendency to separate these identities. In the existing
literature, a proposition is made that good supervisors are active researchers who have
developed expertise within their subject area and through the research methodologies applicable
to their field (Lee 2019; Walker and Thomson 2010). However, it is reasonable to argue that
being a good researcher does not necessarily mean someone will make a good supervisor.

Borders (1994, 1) suggests that a good supervisor is “empathic, genuine, open, and
flexible. They respect their supervisees as persons and as developing professionals, and are
sensitive to individual differences (e.g., gender, race, and ethnicity) of supervisees”. This is
because a key part of their success is vested in their students’ success. Gill and Burnard (2008)
propose that adequate supervision involves encouragement, advice, support, appraisal, pastoral
care and fostering independent thinking. Recognising their students’ diverse roles, including
parenthood or professional commitments, requires supervisors to extend beyond academic
expertise. Balancing these aspects is integral to comprehensive doctoral student support. This
does not imply supervisors are responsible for intervening directly but underscores the benefit
of empathy in understanding the challenges of student-parents engaged in doctoral studies while
managing professional commitments. The proposed framework in this study builds upon
Pearson and Kayrooz’s (2004) reflective supervisor model, introducing a balanced-integration
factor that encourages supervisors to support student-parents in achieving a balanced

integration of academic, parental and employment responsibilities.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: THE REFLECTIVE SUPERVISOR
Pearson and Kayrooz (2004, 99) emphasise the critical role of adequate supervision in

postgraduate student satisfaction and successful degree completion. Their conceptual
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framework defines research supervision as a facilitative process encompassing expert
coaching, facilitating candidature, mentoring and sponsoring (Pearson and Kayrooz 2004, 100,

103, 105).

1. Expert coaching involves the supervisor guiding the student in research expertise,
methodology and thesis writing.

2. Facilitating the candidature entails the supervisor aiding the student in managing processes
and staying on track.

3.  Mentoring sees the supervisor assisting in clarifying personal and career goals and
fostering relationships.

4.  Sponsoring involves providing access to resources and opportunities essential for research

SUCCCSS.

These dimensions collectively form a comprehensive model for effective postgraduate research
supervision. However, in these four dimensions, a gap exists in guiding supervisors in
supporting doctoral student-parents facing unique challenges. While mentoring appears most
relevant, its description lacks emphasis on the psychosocial skills and support deemed essential
for students’ needs, as highlighted in the literature (Pearson and Kayrooz 2004, 104).
Incorporating the balanced-integration dimension proposed by this paper is crucial to
filling this notable gap in the current supervisory framework. Explicitly addressing the unique
challenges faced by students managing doctoral studies, parenting and employment, this
dimension recognises intricate issues in time management, emotional well-being and work-life
balance. Existing supervisory roles lack dedicated attention to these aspects. This addition aims
to enhance the relevance and supportiveness of Pearson and Kayrooz’s (2004) supervisory

framework.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This study uses a descriptive quantitative design to explore the experiences of doctoral students
who are parents and employed professionals. Adopting a cross-sectional approach, data were
gathered from respondents who participated in an online survey (n=55). Ethical clearance
preceded survey distribution on platforms like Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. The study
focused on recruiting individuals who were employed and who had at least one child. They had
to either have completed or be busy with their doctoral studies. The questions respondents were
required to complete incorporated biographical details, quantitative queries and qualitative

prompts.
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BIOGRAPHICAL DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS

The biographical data collected from survey respondents provide insights into the
characteristics of doctoral student-parents and employed professionals who participated in this
study. Data include respondents’ age, gender, nationality, highest level of education, field of
study, employment status, parental status and number of dependents. The survey garnered
responses from participants affiliated with 13 of the 26 (50%) public higher education
institutions in South Africa and contributions from respondents associated with higher
education institutions in other countries, as illustrated in Figure 2. It is important to note that
the researcher did not predetermine the selection of these universities; rather, voluntary
responses were received to the online survey distributed on social media. The diverse
representation reflects the survey’s reach on social media platforms and the willingness of

individuals from various institutions to contribute to this study.

Institution where docrate studies were/are undertaken
n=>55
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Figure 2: Breakdown of respondent institutions of study (n = 55)

Figure 3 shows that two-thirds of the respondents were employed in higher education, with
approximately 10 per cent in private and public sectors. Smaller percentages in categories like
full-time students and private practice showcase additional diversity, alluding to challenges for
student-parents and employees extending beyond academia, encompassing various sectors.
Figure 4 depicts the funding circumstances of the respondents. The majority (71%)
reported receiving funding for their doctoral studies, while 18 per cent stated no funding. A
smaller portion (7%) received partial funding, and 4 per cent were uncertain (“Maybe’’). The

distribution paints a mixed picture — while a significant number benefit from funding, a
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noteworthy proportion navigate their studies without financial support, which no doubt

influences their academics.

Sector of employment

CJHigher education
M Corporate sector
& Public sector
e3Full time student
Not applicable

3 Private practice
M Research Insitute

M Prefer not to say

Figure 3: Sectors of respondent employment

Did you receive funding for your studies?

...... 3 Yes

OO @ No
R B Partial funding
AR W Maybe

Figure 4: Funding circumstances of the respondents

Figure 5 reveals that 55 per cent of respondents received study leave during their doctoral
studies, while 35 per cent did not, signifying a significant subset managing studies without this
institutional support. Another 5 per cent responded “Not applicable”, indicating possible
ineligibility or unique circumstances. Additionally, 5 per cent responded “Not yet/Maybe”,
suggesting uncertainty or anticipation of study leave in the future.

Figures 4 and 5 show that many respondents, predominantly from the higher education

sector, received funding and study leave. Varied durations — from a few days to several months
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—were reported. The higher education sector offers more funding opportunities, and study leave
is a standard provision in employment contracts, contributing to these observed patterns.

However, this is not always the case for those in other sectors.

Did you receive study leave?

HYes
C1No

& Not applicable

&3 Not yet/Maybe

Figure 5: Study leave received by respondents

Figure 6 presents the gender breakdown of the 55 survey respondents: two-thirds identified as
female and one-third as male. Despite options for non-binary and open responses, no

respondents chose these.

Gender

H Female

-"Male

Figure 6: Gender breakdown of respondents who completed the survey (n = 55)

In Figure 7, respondents’ ages (n = 54) are presented. One participant opted not to disclose. The

distribution spans 28 to 54 years, reflecting diverse life stages.
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Age
n=>54

Number of respondents

O P N W b U1 OO N @©
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Age of respondants

Figure 7: Respondents’ ages (n = 54); one respondent preferred not to say

According to Figure 8 which details the self-reported marital status of the respondents, most
(67%) reported being married, emphasising a significant representation of individuals in
committed partnerships — approximately 18 per cent identified as single. A smaller percentage
(7%) reported being divorced, 4 per cent identifying as unmarried, and 2 per cent each in
partnership and cohabitating statuses. The question was posed in light of the overwhelming
finding in the literature that marital status is an important consideration (Crawford and Windsor
2021). Obviously, some categories, such as “single” and “divorced”, could overlap, but it was

up to the participants to self-report based on the marital status that they felt best described them.

Marital status (%)

B Married
[JSingle

& Divorced
Unmarried
H Partnership

= Cohabitating

Figure 8: Self-reported marital status of respondents (n = 55)

The findings from Figure 8 demonstrate the variety of marital status among respondents,
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offering insights into the complex interplay between personal relationships and the pursuit of
doctoral studies. The substantial representation of married respondents shows the prevalence of
committed partnerships within this demographic, suggesting that a significant portion of
student-parents undertaking doctoral studies concurrently navigate the challenges of academic
pursuits alongside the responsibilities and dynamics of married life. The 4 per cent identifying
as unmarried and the 2 per cent each in partnership and cohabitating statuses further nuance the
understanding of relational dynamics within this demographic.

Figure 9 depicts respondents’ family sizes, showing half have two children, over a third
have one child, and around one in five have three or more children. This highlights a subset of

students dealing with the additional responsibilities of larger families.

Number of children (%)

60
49
50
40 35
30
20
13
10
4
0 [
1 2 3 4

Figure 9: Number of children

The number of children significantly influences the academic journey of student-parents
pursuing doctoral studies. For the 65 per cent with two or more children, balancing academic
and parenting duties poses a pronounced challenge, potentially restricting study and research
efforts (Brooks 2013). The presence and number of children impact support system availability,
affecting stress levels and work-life balance (Andrewartha et al. 2023). Larger families may
provide built-in support but heighten stress due to increased parenting duties, financial strain
and complex time management, while smaller families may require greater reliance on external
networks.

Figure 10, a graphical representation of respondents’ children’s ages at registration,
accounts for the birth years of each respondent’s child(ren). Calculations determined the age

difference between each child’s birth year and the participant’s registration year. For instance,
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two participants had children born the same year they registered for doctoral studies (y-value
at 0 on the x-axis). Twelve registered a year after a child’s birth (y-value at -1 on the x-axis).
One enrolled 21 years after their first child’s birth (y-value at 21 on the x-axis), and another

began studies 11 years before their child’s birth (y-value at -11 on the x-axis).

Age of child at respondents first registration
n=55

Number of respondants

14
12
10

O N B OO ©

-15 -10 -5 0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Age of child at first registration for doctrate where a negative number
represents number of years before the child was born

Figure 10: Age of respondents’ children at the time of registration

Most respondents had young children around the time of their initial doctoral registration,
clustering around 0 on the x-axis. This pattern indicates that student-parents are often navigating
early parenthood during the start of their doctoral journey. Balancing childcare, sleepless nights
and child development with the intellectual rigour of doctoral pursuits likely characterised this
group (France-Kelly 2022).

Figure 11 below provides an overview of the current status of respondents’ doctoral
studies as of January 2023. The figure delineates two categories: those who have completed
their doctoral studies and graduated, constituting 27 per cent of the respondents, and those
still actively engaged in their academic endeavours or anticipating completion in 2023, which
includes the remaining 73 per cent. This figure shows that around a quarter of the student-
parents who responded to the survey completed their studies, demonstrating the feasibility of
balancing doctoral studies with parenting and achieving this notable academic milestone
while navigating familial and professional duties. The larger cohort (73%) remains actively
engaged or anticipates completion in 2023.

Figure 12 provides a graphical representation of the amount of time taken by the 27 per

cent (n = 15) of the respondents who had completed their doctoral studies by January 2023 to
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M Respondents completed by
2023

Respondents still busy or
expecting to complete in
2023

Figure 11: Status of respondents’ studies in 2023

do so. Notably, the majority finished within four years, with six completing in this timeframe.

Additionally, four concluded in three years, three in five years, and one each in six and eight

years.
Duration of doctoral studies for those who have completed
n=15
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2 l

1

. L] [
3 4 5 6 8

Number of years taken to graduate

B Number of respondents

Figure 12: Duration of doctoral studies for those who have completed

Contrary to assumptions, the information in Figure 12 challenges the notion that student-parents
in doctoral studies face extended durations. The majority concluded their journeys in a
reasonable amount of time, challenging generalisations and emphasising the need to
acknowledge individualised experiences in doctoral education.

Figure 13 reveals a similar pattern for respondents yet to graduate. Of the 75 per cent of
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the respondents who were still busy with their studies (n = 40), 85 per cent had studied for four
years or less by 1 January 2023. Ten per cent of the total (n = 55) surveyed had been studying
for six years or more and were still in progress. This pattern aligns with the notion of relatively

shorter study durations for the majority.

© Number of respondents Duration of studies as at 01/01/2023

14

12 (@)

10

© © ©

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Figure 13: Duration of studies for students who were yet to complete their doctoral
qualification as of 01/01/2023

Figures 12 and 13 contend with the prevailing literature on parents in doctoral studies, often
emphasising delayed completion due to challenges. While acknowledging difficulties in
detailed responses, none of these respondents reported dropping out. Data suggest that a notable
number completed their studies within a reasonable timeframe, an aspect explored in the
following section on respondents’ perspectives on work and childcare support during their

studies.

Forms of support

Using a Likert scale, respondents assessed support levels from employers, universities and
family/community (Figure 14). Most strongly felt family/community provided the most
significant support, aligning with prior research emphasising the crucial role of these networks
for doctoral students (Alabi et al. 2019; Andrewartha et al. 2023; Manze et al. 2022). Responses
regarding support from employment varied, with almost as many choosing “strongly disagree”
(option 1) as “considerable support” (option 7). Regarding support from the institutions where
their studies were/are being undertaken, most indicated neutrality (option 5), which is surprising
given universities’ perceived role in doctoral support.

Considering literature emphasising childcare and work challenges for doctoral student-
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parents (Andrewartha et al. 2023; Alabi et al. 2019; Springer et al. 2009), respondents detailed
their support sources as depicted in Figure 15. A significant percentage (76%) relied on spouses

or partners, followed by relatives (55%). Formal structures were also used, with 33 per cent

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being strongly disagree and 10
being strongly agree, did you feel supported by...(%)
n=>55

LAAEEERERERRRIi]

Codeeeeed

Least 2 3 4 5 7 8 9 Most

support support

[e)]

HEmployer M University B Family/Community

Figure 14: Respondents’ views on support received

involving children’s schools and 31 per cent hiring childminders. Some sought assistance from
older children. This indicates a reliance on familial and formal networks to navigate childcare

and work challenges during doctoral studies.

Forms of support for child care (%)

Church m 2
Child's other parent ® 2
Connector m 2
No assistance m 4
Friends mm 5
My older children mm 7
Paid child minder m—— —————— 31
Children's school ~—SSS— 33
Relative (eg mother, father, aunt, uncle etc) T ———— 55

Spouse/Pa rtner I / 6

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Figure 15: Sources of support in terms of childcare during respondents’ doctoral studies

The substantial reliance on spouses or partners underscores the crucial role of intimate
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relationships in facilitating the academic journey of student-parents. Shared responsibilities in
childcare, household duties and emotional encouragement contribute to a conducive
environment for academic pursuits (Manze et al. 2022). In the context of changing
demographics within doctoral education, where student cohorts increasingly reflect diverse
family structures and responsibilities, the fact that more than half the respondents relied on
extended family members highlights the adaptability of support systems, suggesting that family,
beyond the immediate nuclear unit, play a crucial role in shaping academic experiences and
outcomes of student-parents.

Conversely, concerning workload support in their places of work, almost 80 per cent, or
four of every five respondents, indicated they had no assistance (Figure 16). Data reveal that a
substantial percentage (78%) did not receive any help with their work; 9 per cent had a
replacement staff member brought in, and an equal percentage sought support from colleagues;
7 per cent reported reduced work hours, taking an income cut; and 5 per cent were unemployed
during their doctoral studies. The smallest percentage (2%) relied on a “Connecticator” for

personalised assistance.

Assistance with workload (%)
n=>55

Connecticator 0 2
Not employed at thetime Il 5
Reduced work hours 1 7
Fellow staff member N 9

A replacement staff member was broughtin Il 9

| did not have any assistance in terms of
work

I 78

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Figure 16: Sources of support in terms of workload during respondents’ doctoral studies

The absence of tailored institutional frameworks from employers may explain the high
percentage (78%) of student-parents independently managing their workload (Figure 16).
Institutions might lack protocols for flexible work arrangements, reduced hours or supportive
measures addressing student-parents’ unique challenges. However, respondents with
replacement staff, colleague support or reduced work hours are evidence of workplaces

recognising and accommodating individual needs. The 5 per cent not employed may have

204



Nkoala Balanced-integration: A dimension of supervision to support students navigating parenthood in pursuit of a PhD

chosen to prioritise academics over income during their studies. Alternatively, they may have
never worked. The data collected did not ascertain this. Overall, these findings underscore the
urgency for institutions to establish comprehensive policies supporting student-parents’ work-

life balance during doctoral studies.

Perspectives on challenges and rewards

For the qualitative questions of the survey, respondents were asked to describe the most
challenging and rewarding aspects of their doctoral studies while parenting and working. This
was posed in the form of open-ended questions. Figure 17 provides a frequency graph of
relevant keywords related to challenges. Figure 18 presents a frequency graph capturing words

associated with rewards.

Frequency table of words associated with challenges faced

BALANCING
LEAVE
MANAGEMENT
MORNINGS
NIGHT
RESEARCH
STUDYING
TAKING
TEACHING
SCHOOL
BALANCE
CARE
CHALLENGING
CHILD

STUDY
SUPPORT
HOME
PARENTING
RESPONSIBILITIES
FAMILY
STUDIES

KIDS

WORK

TIME

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Figure 17: Frequency table of words associated with challenges

The most prominent words related to the challenges by a large margin were “work” and “time”,
while those related to the domestic context, such as “home”, “parenting”, and “child” care, are
notably fewer. A closer reading of the responses in this regard unveils themes related to internal
and external challenges encountered by the respondents. Internal challenges refer to the
emotional and psychological toll the respondents bear regarding their inner worlds. Emotional
distress, feelings of guilt and physical fatigue are fundamental internal forces emerging from
respondent reflections.

As articulated by a female respondent who embarked on her academic pursuit in 2009 and
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graduated in 2013, the intersection of academic commitment and personal life for her was not
devoid of emotional tribulations: “Emotional and psychological well-being was affected, went
through a divorce at the beginning of my studies, followed by clinical depression”.

Other respondents spoke of a pervasive sense of guilt as they grappled with falling short
in dedicating themselves effectively to their various roles as students, parents and employees.
A female participant who registered in 2017 and graduated in 2020 admitted struggling with
the “guilt of not being able to apply myself fully to any of these responsibilities”.

There was also a reference to the physical fatigue respondents experienced from burning
the candle at both ends as they strove to ensure they did not drop any balls. A male respondent,
who commenced his journey in 2017 and expects to complete his studies in 2023, vividly
depicted this phenomenon: “Tiredness. Sleeping with the kids who wake up frequently. I was
both a ‘stay at home’ dad and a full-time PhD student”. This profound physical fatigue had a
ripple effect in other areas of their lives.

Conversely, external pressures encompass the array of challenges emanating from
respondents’ environments, including familial responsibilities, financial constraints and
employment demands. The challenge of balancing family responsibilities with academic and
work commitments was a significant theme in the reflections. A male respondent who started

in 2019 and expects to graduate in 2023 shared,

“setting aside time to bond with my baby as well as helping my wife. I feel I strained her, and this
made me really sad. At one point, she got sick, and I feel I contributed to that. I should have helped
her more, but I was trying to balance everything.”

A female respondent who also registered in 2019 and expects to graduate in 2023 said,
“Important to note also that it is not just parenting demands but family responsibilities too
because one is a sister, aunt and daughter”.

The strain of financial pressure was another layer of complexity, as some respondents
wrote about balancing educational pursuits, parenting and work against constrained finances.
A male participant, who started his doctoral studies in 2022 with an expected graduation in
2024, acknowledged, “The most challenging thing is balancing work, studying and parenting.
Finances were the biggest challenge; can’t quit work to concentrate on studies, yet work takes
study time”.

The financial pressures underscore the structural dimension of this journey, highlighting
the intersection of economic constraints and participant aspirations. These challenges were
closely tied to work demands placed on respondents. In this regard, a female participant whose

journey spanned from 2015 to an anticipated graduation in 2023 noted that for her, the biggest
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challenge was “balancing the workload with parental and family responsibilities, and doing all
of it well”.

This sentiment resonates with another female respondent whose studies began in 2021
with graduation projected for 2024: “The high workload, in terms of work responsibilities, is a
challenge”.

Figure 18 presents a frequency table capturing words associated with rewards experienced

by the respondents.

Frequency table of words associated with rewards experienced

ABLE
BEEN
CcouLb
EDUCATION
EXAMPLE
MADE
MORE
MOTHER
PROUD
WORKING
PARENTING
STUDYING
DOING
SEE
STUDIES
STUDY
WORK
ABOUT
KIDS

TIME
CHILDREN
FAMILY
PHD

Figure 18: Frequency table of words associated with rewards experienced

In terms of the frequency table related to respondents’ descriptions of what they found most
rewarding about being doctoral students as well as parents, the words featuring most
prominently were “PhD”, “family”, and “children”. A close read of these responses unveils
respondents’ reflections on rewards experienced: the deep sense of accomplishment and
inspiration derived from their concurrent pursuit of a doctoral degree, parenting and
employment responsibilities. This highlights the motivational power of personal achievement
and its capacity to catalyse academic and personal growth. As one respondent stated, “Inspiring
my kids to study further ... they see me reading and writing so everyone in the house has
homework”. Studying and striving for higher education is a source of motivation for

respondents and their children.

207



Nkoala Balanced-integration: A dimension of supervision to support students navigating parenthood in pursuit of a PhD

Respondents noted that dedication to their studies further resonated with their children,
fostering a culture of education within their households. One respondent explained, “Being an
example to others that you can still be a mother and complete your education”. The respondents
recognise themselves as role models, breaking traditional moulds and challenging societal
expectations. The achievement of a doctoral degree while simultaneously parenting and
working serves as a testament to their determination, inspiring their children and the broader
community — the intergenerational impact of pursuing a doctoral degree while parenting was
linked to this. One respondent noted, “My kids celebrating my success with me... able to care
for their future”. Studying, reading, and writing are shared family experiences, creating an
environment that nurtures curiosity and love for learning. One respondent said, “Kids get

motivated to study when they see me studying as well ... for a culture of reading in my family”.

DISCUSSION
Based on these findings, this article proposes including a fifth role to Pearson and Kayrooz’s
framework (2004), namely the balanced-integration role in supervisors. The proposed

dimensions of this balanced-integration role are as follows:

1. Holistic well-being advocates: Supervisors take on the role of advocates for the holistic
well-being of student-parents. This involves recognising and addressing not only
academic challenges but also considering the broader aspects of student life,
encompassing personal and family well-being.

2. Designers of customised academic pathways: In the balanced-integration approach,
supervisors act as designers of customised academic pathways. This implies a tailored and
flexible approach to accommodate the specific needs and challenges of student-parents,
recognising the individuality of each student’s academic journey.

3. Catalysts for family-inspired motivation: Supervisors serve as catalysts for family-
inspired motivation. This involves acknowledging and leveraging the motivating factors
arising from familial commitments, encouraging a positive and supportive environment

that fosters both academic and personal growth.

This framework envisions supervisors not only as academic guides but also as partners in
navigating the complex intersection of academic pursuits, parenting responsibilities and
professional commitments. The balanced-integration approach seeks to bridge the gap between
academic guidance and the unique challenges of student-parents, fostering a supportive and

inclusive supervisory environment.
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Holistic

Well-being
- Advocates

Designers of
Customised
Academic Pathways

Figure 19: Supervisor balanced-integration role

Supervisors as holistic well-being advocates
Regarding the first dimension, in which supervisors serve as advocates of holistic well-being
on the part of their students, the biographical data provided earlier offer a comprehensive
glimpse into respondent profiles. Most individuals surveyed were women, primarily employed
in the higher education sector, who benefited from funding and leave to support their studies.
Data also revealed that many respondents were relatively young, with a majority having two
children and entering their doctoral studies while already parents. This transformation in the
profile of doctoral students, from previously being white males with minimal familial
responsibilities, underscores the importance of redefining supervisory approaches to cater to
this changing demographic. In contrast to the traditional view that downplayed the roles of
parenting and working, these findings emphasise the significance of equipping student-parents
with skills and strategies critical to navigating multiple roles effectively. The argument
advanced is that as the student demographic has changed, the supervisors’ understanding of
their roles needs to change to best support the students they have rather than those they would
have previously had.

Within the balanced-integration role, supervisors take steps to facilitate opportunities for
student-parents to enhance their parenting skills and strategies. For example, this might entail
sharing valuable resources, organising workshops or establishing connections with relevant

parenting support networks. Furthermore, supervisors play an active role in advocating for a
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healthy work-life balance among student-parents, engaging with institutional policies to ensure
adequate resources and support are accessible to this demographic. Effective advocacy might
mean pushing for family-friendly policies, endorsing flexible work arrangements or facilitating
childcare assistance. Beyond academic matters, the balanced-integration role extends its reach
to encompass the overall well-being of student-parents. Supervisors are actively involved in
ensuring emotional and psychological health, fostering open discussions about stressors, and
creating an environment conducive to mitigating challenges. They do not necessarily have to
provide this support but must be equipped with the skills and resources to direct students
appropriately.

As illustrated in Figures 4 and 5, the observation on funding and study leave validates the
ongoing trend within academia wherein individuals benefit from more favourable conditions
for pursuing higher education. This insight holds particular relevance for doctoral candidates
who are also parents, as it underscores the advantages of the higher education landscape that
could aid their journey compared to other sectors. Including this dimension in the model can
guide supervisors of student-parents within the higher education sector, offering insights on
effectively leveraging available provisions through targeted training on institutional policies
and human resource practices.

Contrary to the assumption that challenges faced by student-parents stem from a shortage
of parenting resources, this study has found that it is, in fact, inadequate work-related support
that is of primary concern. This realisation, particularly within a sector like higher education
where funding and leave provisions are prevalent, prompts a reassessment for policy
adjustments and institutional interventions. Universities can consider comprehensive support
structures that address childcare and work-related challenges, including flexible work
arrangements and workload redistribution. The absence of support and potential income
reductions due to reduced work hours might also impact doctoral student-parents’ long-term

academic and professional paths, warranting further investigation.

Supervisors as designers of customised academic pathways

Supervisors have an opportunity to collaborate closely with student-parents in crafting
comprehensive time management strategies that consider the demands of academia, parenting
and employment. By guiding student-parents in prioritising tasks and setting achievable goals,
supervisors can empower them to allocate their time effectively between studies, work and
family responsibilities. This approach contrasts with instances where literature highlights
supervisors expressing frustration toward student-parents struggling to meet academic

deadlines because of parenting and work complexities. Embracing this aspect may prompt
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supervisors to perceive holistic student development as part of their role. Further, in this role,
supervisors guide student-parents on effective time management, helping them juggle academic
commitments and parenting duties, including creating flexible schedules, setting practical goals
and identifying strategies for efficient time allocation.

Supervisors engaging with doctoral students who are both parents and employees need to
acknowledge student reliance on informal support networks, as indicated in Figures 4 and 5.
Often susceptible to unforeseen changes, these informal sources can significantly impact a
student’s engagement in doctoral work. For example, students who depend on their child’s
school schedule might face challenges during school closures. Sensitivity to these challenges
can encourage supervisors to incorporate clauses within Memorandums of Understanding
(MoUs) that recognise potential disruptions. This gesture demonstrates empathy and highlights
often overlooked aspects of the doctoral journey, recognising the importance of supervision
that, while focused on the end goal, is flexible enough to take a different route with each student
to support each unique journey best.

The notable issue with the workload, highlighted in Figures 14 and 16, is respondents’
perceptions that they lack adequate time for essential tasks, leading to unreasonable work
demands. While MoUs might not directly address this issue, this is a challenge that students
must confront externally, often with their employers. Here, supervisors can play a role by
communicating on the student’s behalf requesting adjustments to the workload to accommodate
dual responsibilities. Particularly in higher education, where provisions for workload relief
exist, supervisors can advocate for students who are parents to access these measures.

This encourages supervisors to consider interventions like peer support networks and
engagement with institutional wellness resources as part of the MoU. Just as supervisors would
direct students to an academic resource to bridge a research gap, they should also be prepared
to guide students toward wellness resources when emotional distress arises. While supervisors
might not be the direct providers of this support, proper training in making appropriate referrals

is crucial.

Supervisors as catalysts for family-inspired motivation

Survey findings revealed a notable trend: most respondents (73%) completed or were on track
to complete their doctoral studies within four years. This contrasts with the common notion of
doctoral students who are also parents often taking longer to finish their studies due to various
challenges. These results suggest that student-parents can achieve their academic goals within
a reasonable timeframe despite obstacles. While no direct correlation was established, this

achievement might stem from their strong motivation to serve as role models and inspire their
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children. Supervisors can leverage this powerful motivator by supporting students in their
academic challenges aligning their parental roles with their pursuit of education. The balanced-
integration role recognises that for parent-doctoral students, obtaining their degree goes beyond
their personal achievement and serves as a motivation for their children. Supervisors can
actively nurture discussions, reinforcing that academic success is a shared endeavour. By doing
so, they can reinforce how learning is contagious, fostering a culture of learning and education
within their families.

Analysis of respondents’ reflections on the rewards of simultaneously being doctoral
students and parents highlights a compelling narrative where personal success, family ties, and
educational aspirations intertwine. A recurring theme emerges the satisfaction of effectively
managing academics, parenting and work. In this narrative, earning a doctorate qualification
symbolises resilience and determination. The concept of being a role model and challenging
societal norms offers supervisors a chance to nurture and amplify this transformative influence.
By recognising and discussing the positive effects that academic pursuits have on students’
families, supervisors can emphasise that their achievements extend beyond academia. This
acknowledgement empowers students to embrace their role-model status, fuelling their

dedication to studies and fostering a culture of ambition and learning within their families.

LESSONS

A one-size-fits-all approach to supervising doctoral students is insufficient in light of the
transformed demographic of postgraduate students. Therefore, supervisors must be flexible and
proactive in addressing the unique challenges presented by this demographic shift. This
research highlights the importance of designing customised academic pathways for student-
parents: there is a need for supervisors to collaborate closely with these students, guiding them
in effective time management and goal setting to accommodate the demands of academia,
parenting and employment.

Another vital lesson is acknowledging and supporting the reliance of student-parents on
informal networks. Understanding the impact of these networks on a student’s doctoral journey
highlights the need for supervisors to be flexible in agreements and recognise potential
disruptions that may arise from changes in informal support structures. The family can also be

leveraged as a source of motivation for this group of students.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the shifting landscape of doctoral education worldwide, including in South

Africa, demands a correspondingly evolved approach to supervision. The traditional archetype
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of a doctoral student has given way to a diverse demographic that includes parents and
professionals. As explored throughout this article, the challenges faced by student-parents who
are also employed while pursuing doctoral studies are multifaceted, encompassing academic,
family and career dimensions. The proposed supervisory framework, enriched by including the
balanced-integration role, addresses these challenges holistically and offers valuable strategies
to support student-parents effectively.

The findings discussed in this article underscore the role of supervisors as advocates for
holistic well-being. Supervisors should foster a supportive environment that promotes overall
well-being by actively acknowledging the demands of parenting, employment and academia.
Embracing the role of holistic well-being advocates allows supervisors to guide student-parents
in navigating their multiple roles and challenges, contributing to their development as well-
rounded individuals. Furthermore, supervisor engagement in designing customised academic
pathways empowers student-parents to manage their time and responsibilities effectively. This
dimension recognises the need for tailored approaches that accommodate complexities arising
from balancing academic pursuits with parenting and employment. Through flexibility,
personalised planning and supportive measures, supervisors can help student-parents traverse
their doctoral journey with confidence. Finally, supervisors can act as catalysts for family-
inspired motivation, recognising the transformative impact of academic success on student-
parents and their families. Acknowledging the intergenerational influence of educational
achievement can be a powerful motivational tool. In embracing this role, supervisors encourage
a culture of learning and aspiration within families, underscoring the far-reaching significance

of academic endeavours.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that higher education institutions offer supervisor training programmes that
include holistic support strategies. Flexible policies accommodating extended timelines,
flexible work arrangements and enhanced wellness resources would better serve student-
parents. Promoting successful student-parent role models, interdisciplinary collaboration and
inclusivity in family structures would create an environment conducive to student-parent
success. Furthermore, from a research design perspective, longitudinal studies are
recommended to explore a comprehensive understanding of the evolving challenges of student-
parents over an extended period. Incorporating supervisors’ perspectives through qualitative
interviews could also enrich our understanding of support strategies from both sides of the

supervisory relationship.
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LIMITATIONS

Several limitations must be acknowledged in this study. Firstly, the research design employed
a descriptive quantitative approach through online surveys, which might limit the depth of
understanding and nuances of participant experiences. The self-reported nature of the data could
introduce response bias and social desirability effects, potentially impacting the accuracy of the
gathered information. Additionally, the sample size of 47 respondents from 13 South African
higher education institutions and eight institutions abroad might not fully represent the diverse
range of experiences and challenges faced by all student-parents pursuing doctoral studies in
various contexts. The study’s cross-sectional nature also limits the ability to establish causal
relationships or track changes over time. Finally, the study focused primarily on student-parent
perspectives, and while it highlighted the importance of supervisory roles, it did not delve into
supervisors’ viewpoints or experiences. However, despite these limitations, the study provides
valuable insights into student-parent challenges in pursuing doctoral degrees. It establishes a
foundation for future research and continued discussions on effective supervisory practices in

this evolving educational landscape.
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