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Online Communities of Practice and doctoral study: working women with

children resisting perpetual peripherality

Abstract

This article examines the lived experience of working women with ‘children’ (defined as under
18 years old (NSPCC, 2020) undertaking part-time PhD study. While there exists wide
literature on the isolation of doctoral experience, ‘mothers’ and all this identity may entail, has
been overlooked. Drawing on 35 in-depth interviews, the experiences of this marginalised
group in the higher education sector are explored. The study’s findings underline the tension
between the public, private and professional domains, and the important role online
Communities of Practice (CoP) can play in overcoming peripherality and helping to manage
the context of gendered organizational cultures. The article highlights the role of online CoP in
enhancing the experience of an otherwise marginalized group, providing a space for self-
expression, the development of a shared repertoire, and mutual engagement. It also has

resonance in relation to the changing situation generated by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: working student mothers, online communities of practice, research degrees, part-time

doctoral study, marginalization, perpetual peripherality



Introduction

Managing the role of part-time doctoral student alongside those of ‘mother’ and ‘worker’
brings challenges arising from what Brown & Watson (2010) describe as ‘dual lives’. Viewing
the part-time doctoral experience through the lens of working mothers can provide an
additional perspective on the ‘non-traditional’ PhD student experience. This allows for a deeper
understanding of both the challenges facing working mothers studying for a PhD and also the
ways they seek to overcome those challenges. In focusing on ‘working women with children’
the article also recognizes, for example, that male part-time doctoral students may also be likely
to have wider private and professional responsibilities and obligations. Nevertheless, it is the
particular aim of this paper to deepen understanding regarding the under-researched gendered

female role of working mother/ part-time doctoral student which is the focal concern of the

paper.

This article explores a possible solution for isolation identified as helpful by that group and
encourages its adoption by other groups falling into non-traditional doctoral categories

as well as encouraging its consideration by more mainstream groups of doctoral students. That
solution constitutes the notion of the online community of practice (CoP), the result of an
initiative taken by a number of the students in the study. While social media and online
communities are very much a 21% century phenomenon, the idea of an online CoP dedicated to
‘working mothers doing doctorates’ explores a way of mitigating the very particular issues of
identity and isolation they experience. In capturing this distancing, we coin the term perpetual
peripherality, a concept we find particularly useful (not just for working mothers but generally
in relation to doctoral study) in understanding the potential dangers facing particular groups of

doctoral students sitting outside the mainstream of the doctoral experience.



‘Perpetual peripherality’ (as opposed perhaps to periodic peripherality) is a potentially useful
but largely unexplored concept applied to date in only two settings. The first is an investigation
of ‘masculinities and femininities as communities of practice’ where perpetual peripherality is
seen as being a possible consequence of transgression of communal norms (Paechter 2006: 22).
The second refers to the situation threatening countries that are both at the geographical
extreme of blocs and also less well-integrated into economic structures (Pori Report 1999: 14).
From these usages, we understand the concept of perpetual peripherality as referring to
situations in which social actors find themselves constantly (rather than periodically) outside a
perceived ‘mainstream’ and unlikely to be able to access that mainstream without the
development of additional structures, processes or bridges. Given its ability to express the
relationship between position and the consequences of that position, we employ the concept to
understand both causes and consequences in one area in doctoral education - the doctoral

student who is also a working mother with children.

Gender in higher education

Higher education (HE), as an environment in which people study and work, presents structures
and processes that maintain a gendered division of labour, often locating men in the highest
positions of the hierarchy and the impact of doctoral study on identities (Crimmins 2016; Dann,
2018; Sinclair, Barnacle and Cuthbert, 2014). In HE there are long-standing reports of female
faculty members feeling marginalized. There is substantial evidence of their receiving lower
salaries than male colleagues (Wolf-Wendel et al. 2007:259). This marginalized status is also
reinforced in the case of women with caring responsibilities and particularly those who are
mothers reflected in Rafnsdottir and Heijstra’s (2013) study on work-family life in academia.

Importantly, they found it was women rather than men who often carried the major part of the
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responsibility of domestic and caring issues. For women actually working in academia, Kuhn
et al. (2009:237) talk of the: ‘medieval structures and traditionally juvenile attitudes towards
women’ which make navigating a career in academia difficult, especially in light of the:
‘myriad of obstacles erected by academic culture’. Gardner (2013) provides a review of earlier
studies identifying these ‘obstacles’ including lower pay, fewer promotion opportunities
(August & Waltman 2004), heavier teaching loads (Austin & Gamson 1983) and greater
administrative responsibilities (Rosser & O’Neil Lane 2002). These are overlaid by a general
lack of supportive policies for familial responsibilities, leading Fothergill and Feltey (2003:17)
to argue that (women in academia): ‘the standard for tenure track academics is to be childless
or at least to have an invisible home life, leading to a chilly climate for mothers in academia’.
Moreover, it has been proposed that there is a presumption in academia that women can
overcome peripherality simply by leaving their personal lives ‘at the door’ (Wall 2008).
However, due to the demands of families and academia - the two ‘greedy institutions’
(Edwards, 1993:63) — women, whether as students or employees, are placed under enormous
pressure to respond to the conflicting requirements of both (Webber 2017). This collision
between responsibility for childcare and engaging with academic studies can result in career

plans being affected (Probert 2005) and can solidify peripherality.

The importance of work-life integration and maintaining the balance between family and work
lives as a key aspect of well-being also applies to the postgraduate research sphere where
women have both lower well-being and a more negative perception of environmental

conditions than men (Clouder et al, 2018).

Having children during postgraduate studies may impede women’s progress, increase their
peripherality, and thereby affect their future employability (Svanberg et al. 2006). If the goal

is a career in academia, Bozzon, Murgia and Poggio (2019:39) argue the ‘precariousness’
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experienced by early career researchers: ‘is not gender-neutral and tends to put women at a
consistent disadvantage’. Crabb & Ekberg (2013:12) suggest this can act as a self-fulfilling
prophesy because the: ‘perceived incompatibility between motherhood and academic study has
had a notable effect on the consideration female postgraduate students give an academic career’
(2013:12). This perceived incompatibility is one of the keys to understanding the experiences
of student mothers and underlying it is the wider context of narratives deriving from the
challenges of a gendered society, sexual stereotyping and economic inequality - challenges
faced by women in many social contexts including academia where it can lead to and sustain a

cycle of perpetual peripherality.

Working women with children are far from the stereotypical full-time, young PhD candidate
envisaged by many policy makers and institutions when they structure provision (McCulloch
2004; McCulloch and Stokes, 2008 sic: young, recently completed masters, independent).
Working mothers have been largely neglected in previous research on doctoral education and
the article uncovers cohort members’ experiences of negotiating and overcoming peripherality.
As such, the unit of analysis operates at the micro-level (i.e. individual working
women/mothers) experiences. Nevertheless, in tandem, it also progresses to explore the
possibility of a meso-level (i.e. group or community within an institutional/organizational
context) as a way forward for these students to combat peripherality. The interaction of the
micro and the meso may in turn inform macro-level (institutional) policy and actions (Bozzon,

Murgia & Poggio, 2019). It is to this the meso-area that the argument turns next.

Communities of Practice and Online Communities of Practice



Communities of Practice (CoP) theory an approach constitute a social theory of learning that
views learning as participation (Wenger, 2008). In this article, by online CoP we mean an
ongoing social media network established to support doctoral students and with membership
limited to those studying for a PhD. Its organization does not have to be formal, but it has
discrete character and identity. It is important that CoP are organised to be supportive,
collaborative environments that provide space for sharing ideas and information (Dei & van

der Walt 2020; Groen & Roy 2020).

Wenger (2008:73) outlined three dimensions of practice that form a community: mutual
engagement, joint enterprise and a shared repertoire. Mutual engagement highlights the
requirement for members to interact with each other and form relationships based on a mutual
understanding and shared beliefs and goals (Harvey ef a/ 2013). This becomes a joint enterprise
instilling members with a sense of mutual accountability around their engagement and the
process of learning (Hill & Haigh 2012). Members recognise that the community has connected
them and that they are part of a group with identifiable goals and a shared understanding of
expectations and what is acceptable from a member (Keay et a/ 2014). Such communities can
manifest themselves in a range of spatial and temporal settings with the Internet and social
media offering many examples. On-line or virtual communities can be established as CoPs
without the need for face-to-face interaction, providing a platform for knowledge delivery and
mentoring (Struminger ef al 2017). A key aspect of virtual CoPs is that they can reduce barriers
to participation, make membership accessible to more and, in doing so, implicitly recognise

each individual’s uniqueness and importance to community goals (Ardichvili et al. 2003).



However, it must be noted that CoP theory per se, and virtual CoPs in particular, are not without
critiques and a number of issues have been raised (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Cross et al 2006).
The discipline of becoming a PhD can revolve around practices, research methods and other
repertoires which may divide as much as unite. Different technology platforms can work to
exclude those with particular disabilities and access to tools and technology is not universal
(Guldberg & Mackness, 2009). Smith and Rust (2011:117) argue that CoPs in HE are
increasingly difficult to develop and sustain. They suggest that not only is there fragmentation
by discipline, but there is also ‘fragmentation by function’, with staff separated from students
and administrators and organized into the various roles of lecturer, researcher or manager,
hindering the possibility of joint enterprise or mutual engagement. For those not able to
participate fully, the participation of members on the periphery of a CoP can be viewed
negatively by others and this negative view may prevent them moving towards fuller
involvement in the learning process (Brooks 2010). Moreover, the very notion of communities,
including on-line ones, may also rely on some of the members having more experience than
others so this can be passed on. However, it should be signaled this may not always be the case
and the community may sometimes (such as in the case of people embarking on doctoral study)

consist of all members feeling the way forward tentatively together.

Furthermore, in losing the face-to-face aspect of the more traditional structures of social
learning, online CoPs can reduce the motivation to remain engaged due to the remoteness
implicit in online communities and there can be misunderstandings due to the lack of social
indicators such as facial expression and tone of voice which is present in face-to-face
conversation. However, they can perform an equalizing function as judgements around identity
indicators such as clothing or accents are absent (Arasaratnam-Smith & Northcote 2017).

Online CoPs can also provide a recorded history of participants and their contributions and



engagement, thus becoming a learning resource for those joining the group later (Zhang &
Watts 2008). This record of activity may also serve as a motivating factor for peripheral
members who can reflect on knowledge shared and develop confidence based on increasing
understanding (Wang 2010). Less confident individuals may benefit, with the physical self
being sidelined due to the foregrounding of written articulation. ‘The obsoleteness of non-
verbal skills presents opportunities for self-expression of some individuals who may not yet
have the confidence in a face-to-face environment’ (Arasaratnam-Smith & Northcote
2017:192). As a consequence, there is the possibility for online CoPs to have a democratizing
effect on group participation as all are welcomed without judgement. It is important therefore,
to acknowledge the role that connection plays in supporting doctoral students. Mantai
(2017:637) highlight the doctoral students' needs to feel validated as researchers by oneself and

others, emphasising the social nature of researcher identification and development.

Therefore, CoPs have a potentially very important role to play in supporting a range of different
groups at risk of marginalisation in HE and doctoral contexts. In the light of Covid-19 this has
become particularly relevant and poignant. In the specific case of working women with
children doing doctorates, a CoP may be a valuable community. In some regards, this has
already been alluded to through networks such as ‘Mumsnet’ (an general online community
for young mothers) (Pedersen and Lupton, 2018). More directly focused on academia, Acker
& Armenti (2004) underline the importance of collective support for females. While general
networks are available in wider domains, a range of specific networks within HE have
particular scope to consider the role for a CoP to address the concerns arising for mothers who
are doctoral students and it is to an examination of field date relating to this that the argument

now turns.



Methodology

This article draws on in-depth face-to-face interviews (at micro-level) with 35 working mothers
with experience of pursuing doctoral degrees. As a prelude to the study, the topic of including
men was discussed and a pilot study was undertaken, involving 5 women and 3 men. The
women talked at length about the difficulties, the ‘juggling’ of tasks and the lack of time
available to them to dedicate to the PhD. The three men generally talked in more practical
terms - e.g. as a career-enhancing exercise, a logistics exercise — fitting writing into the
workday and finding time in the evening. Their reports took a more functional approach to the
work, treating it as something separate and work-oriented whereas the pilot study women
respondents talked more about weaving the PhD into their non-doctoral lives, adding it to the
list of things for which they deemed themselves responsible. The women also talked about ‘the
guilt’ they felt at having to miss weekend family outings or having quality time with their
children when they were there but not really ‘there’. The men did not directly report feeling
compromised by the time their PhDs required, and did not discuss feelings of guilt, focusing
instead on the PhD as a priority, a means to an end. Of course this does not mean that guilt was
not experienced — it was just not present in the data. It was felt therefore, that mothers with
young children stories on their experience of doctoral study pointed at a distinctive, compelling,

under-researched and worthy study in its own right.

Respondents were recruited from 12 different institutions via a call for participants in an online
postgraduate newsletter, Vitae (part of the UK Vitae programme). Participants were contacted
by email, and provided with an information sheet and consent form to read prior to the meeting.
Interviews were conducted across a six-month timescale, each undertaken by the first-named
author, recorded and transcribed (Manen 1990). Interviews lasted two-to-three hours and were

conducted in a variety of social settings including cafes, workplaces and one participant in her
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home. Due to the nature of the interviews, the duration and the location of some, the ethics of
the study were carefully considered by the University Ethics Committee before approval was
granted. To validate the interviews, each respondent was sent her transcript to confirm that it
accurately represented her views and to allow for the withdrawal of any aspect of the interview
which, after consideration, she might not want to be included in the research (Creswell 2007).

Pseudonyms were then given to each participant to ensure anonymity.

Open questions without assumptions were used to avoid respondents being led towards
particular answers and each discussion began with the respondent being invited to talk about
their experience in a descriptive, rather than evaluative way. This approach helped respondents
feel more comfortable (Smith et al. 2010) and facilitate an empathetic approach. By using a
series of in-depth interviews, where the questioning is driven by information from the
informant, the research aimed to grasp a deeper understanding of the respondents’ experiences
and thus establish a narrative - ‘the textual actualization of a story at a specific time and context

and to a specific audience’ (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008:121).

Thematic analysis was employed to identify the patterns emerging from the narratives, focusing
on what was said rather than the context, audience or structures of speech (Kohler Reissman
2008). Themes therefore focus on the essential - ‘making the phenomenon what it is’ (Manen
1990:107). There could be concerns that by identifying common themes within narratives, the
nuanced lived experiences of the women are too distanced (Lewis 2013). However, in
acknowledging that there was a possibility of similar experiences across the respondents, we
felt that identifying themes across individual narratives would provide offer some commonality
pointing at a meso-level CoP: ‘where the part is interpreted in relation to the whole and the

whole is interpreted in relation to the part’ (Smith er al. 2010:92; Creswell 2007:58). The
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backgrounds and life dynamics of the women respondents are all very different. However, the
roles they adopt, their feelings around studying whilst bringing up children and their
perceptions of the process point towards common themes and suggest rich insights into the

similarities of experience and feelings within individual diversity.

Findings and Discussion

Mothers’ marginalisation
‘I had an induction thing and their focus was very much, “You are supposed to be in
your early thirties. You are all supposed to be single; you are all supposed to be full
time students. “Well, I'm old. I'm in my late thirties. I work full time. I'm a part-time
student”, they don’t know what to do with you. The attitude of the university is to take

a one size fits all approach.’ (Therese)

In exploring the gap between the expected route for PhD students and the experience of the
women in this study, it became apparent that their experience occurred from within, and in
relation to, a marginalized or peripheral position. Mothers have an identity that is not
recognized or acknowledged in the normative representation of doctoral study and rather than
having an identity which is reaffirmed by, and connected into, a CoP, they feel fragmented,

disconnected and isolated and report feelings of identity erosion.

‘I didn’t realise how isolating a PhD is. I expected more connection with other PhD

students, more things that made it a supportive experience’. (Grace)
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They experienced shifting roles as they are pulled simultaneously between multiple identities
and the doctoral processes did not support them in dealing with this. The women in this study
lacked the opportunity for practice as connection, reinforcing their peripherality, and impeding
their opportunities for learning. The mothers’ experiences of part-time PhD study was one of

marginalization:

‘There’s no network, you can’t access anybody doing a part-time PhD as a mother,

there’s nowhere you can go to feel support’. (Jan)

‘I do feel quite isolated, it makes you feel much worse about stuff. You're responsible

for it but no-one really cares. It doesn’t matter to anyone else’. (Stephanie)

‘1 will graduate and no-one from the Uni will know who [ am’ (Mia).

The CoP framework considers the practice of shared resources and perspectives as key to the
development of a CoP, however the women remained peripheral members or non-members of
their institutional cohorts during their PhD because rigid institutional infrastructures failed to
adopt a flexible approach to their part-time status, something noted by Teeuwsen et al. (2014).
Further, PhD candidates who worked from home rather than on campus echoed feeling
‘invisible, forgotten or disparaged as not serious participants by other members of the
(institutional) community of practice because of their spatial location’ (Jewson 2007:164). This
risked having a negative impact on the overall experience and reinforced peripherality.
Consequently, in this study, despite many of the women living in the same city as their

institution of study, it was only through the online environment that some respondents found
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their own community and a counter to isolation, enabling resistance to the tendency towards

perpetual peripherality.

Mothers’ identity as a ‘non’-doctoral student
In relation to macro-dimensions, the institutions the women were registered at played a major
role in the women’s experience of being a PhD student. Not feeling as though they had a student

identity was one of the things all of the women related:

‘1 didn’t look at myself as a student, ever. I suppose because you're not living that
student role. Your role is very different really, isn’t it? You're never part of that
student environment. You don’t really fit that group of people or a group of younger
or full-time students, you just don'’t fit the model. So you re a bit of a mismatch then,

slightly marginalized.’ (Sara)

‘I think if you were a full-time PhD student you would be attached to a department and
you would have access to a lot more things. So I think maybe they should engage their
part-time PhD students a lot more to deliver things in their department. That’s

something I haven'’t really had the opportunity to do.” (Denise)

‘After I had my child, I couldn’t go to my support sessions because they were on the
wrong day for my childcare. I think I really could have, you know I think I could have

got more from.. If I had had more collaborative discussions and engaged more.’ (Lynn)

Respondents thought that feeling like a student or at least a full member of the institution would

reinforce self-belief through their being recognized by the institution as being capable and
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worthy of a PhD. The problem facing the women, however, was their lack of engagement with
others (following Clouder ef al, 2019). They could identify the benefits of mutual engagement
with other students, yet their actual interaction and therefore their engagement was minimal or
non-existent due to childcare demands and familial responsibility. They therefore could not
sustain mutual engagement long enough to enjoy a sense of joint enterprise with other students
and did not benefit from a shared repertoire which could have provided them with access to
new methods, different ways of approaching research and resources to aid them with their
research work. They lacked involvement in learning new research approaches, there was little
access to resources and had little opportunity to discuss their own research methods with

anyone other than their supervisory team.

‘I don’t think I was prepared for it feeling so lonely. At times it feels like a very lonely

occupation, so trying to find the motivation has been really hard’. (Helen)

Peripherality to the institution and distance from the student experience were mutually self-
reinforcing and led to respondents being in danger of becoming perpetually peripheral. It was
only through the development of online communication that some of the women began to feel
a sense of belonging and community and over time, progressed to developing independent

approaches to supporting other online members.

Mothers’ access to resources and sites of learning

Addressing peripherality and helping to prevent its becoming perpetual is not simply a case of
making research seminars and workshops accessible, although this could be a useful starting
point for some institutions. Learning as belonging is about practice as connection (Wenger,

2008). It involves students actively participating in the research community and developing a
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shared repertoire of research methods and resources through joint enterprise (Tummons 2012).
In supporting each other through virtual networks, the respondents were able to sustain a level
of motivation for their research. The online CoP highlighted in this study therefore tended to
be student driven, this is supported by the work of Hopwood et al (2011:222) who argue that

students play key roles in instigating a wide range of interactions to help them with their work

‘Having a network on Twitter has been amazing. There are times you go on PhD chat

and you see people saying exactly what you 're thinking’. (Paula)

Initially, discussions focused on a variety of research approaches and resources but over time
the discussions also addressed more personal topics of self-belief, coping mechanisms and
encouragement, thus establishing a deeper level of trust and support within the community. As

Jairam and Kahl (2012) assert, social relationships help to improve the PhD experience

‘We have a lot of online discussion boards and stuff, so there I do feel much more of a

student. We can kind of get that bit of banter going’. (Laura)

Although PhD research is often thought of as an independent task, increasingly the role of the
wider group is recognized as being important (Cumming, 2010). Within a community setting,
students develop new ways of thinking by interacting with and contributing to the learning of
others, and it is the nature and functionality of these relationships that is critical for CoPs to

work (Bitterman 2008:316).

For a CoP to form, maintain itself and evolve, members must participate in mutual engagement

and reinforcement. The formation of an individual’s sense of belonging to the online CoP was
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a process in which the other women members actively participated (Moore 2014). Studying at
a distance can impact a sense of connection with fellow students, especially in relation to the
formation of social identity (Arasaratnam-Smith & Northcote 2017). However, the online CoP
overcame this by cultivating a sense of belonging and participation, regardless of physical
location. A community was therefore created and sustained by the members who developed a
feeling of responsibility for each other (Chang 2012) and the degree of peripherality thereby
reduced. Rachel talked about the peer network set up by the University, and discussed the

online community that developed as a result.

‘I don’t think I would have managed it on my own. It makes you feel that you're part
of something. They 've got a kind of social area on the digital e-learning which happens
to be populated by other students, from near completed to students who have just

started, so things like that are nice’.

Respondents discussed their minimal involvement in physically located university CoPs,
echoing Teeuwsen et al. (2014) who argue identification with the institutional CoP can be
problematic for part-time students. Respondents’ peripherality was emphasized in their failure
to experience learning as social involvement but rather as a fragmented process involving low
levels of institutional and supervisory engagement. Supervisors could play a role in connecting
students to the university CoPs, but the women had mixed experiences with their supervision
and the supervisors were not active in making links for their students. Overwhelmingly,

supervision was not experienced as a link to a community of practice.

‘I’'m 48, I'm not like an undergraduate who’s never had professional dealings with

people — but I often find that I'm the one driving supervisory meetings, saying, “I’ve
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done this, this and this, and I need to do that, that and that. What do you think? " I get
hints and tips, but very minimal direction. I don’t know whether that’s normal or not’.

(Vanessa)

Learning was, in many cases, self-directed rather than collaborative (echoing Monaghan
2011). The normative approach of HE towards students reflects an expectation of availability,
flexibility and mobility. Due to the personal circumstances and restrictions the women had to
manage, they could not match these expectations and were often effectively excluded from
activities including research seminar series, research training and doctoral conferences. They

looked to the online community to provide the support they otherwise lacked.

‘You only have to post a quick comment and someone will get back to you, even if it’s

just to ask if you are ok.” (Paula)

Academic and social integration is not always possible (Ampaw & Jaegar 2012) but its
achievement can be made more difficult by a university’s infrastructure and procedures. As
Wenger said, ‘relations of non-participation are mediated by institutional arrangements’
(Wenger 2008: 169; McCulloch & Stokes 2008). Just as apprentice learners are surrounded by
the characteristic activities of their trade (Lave & Wenger 1991:69), so too are students who
observe and learn research skills and academic writing practices through participation in
research seminars, conferences and reading groups. Unable to participate through traditional
means in traditional surroundings, respondents sought support through the online CoP allowing
them to challenge their peripheral status. The respondents’ response was to adopt an online
CoP to overcome their inability to engage with University research culture due to conflicting

familial and work demands. Over time, and through interaction with other members, they
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developed the skills and other attributes appropriate to full membership, while at the same time

developing confidence as practitioners in both their knowledge and its use.

Fusing the micro and the meso- macro: lessons for institutions

An example of how students can connect, then stay connected despite distance, was given by
Paula who was enrolled on a PhD programme with a University that established an on-line
learning space. The students ‘met’ online, allowing them opportunities to interact, arrange
informal meetings and support each other. Discussions on-line led to off-line gatherings.
Students developed trust and began peer-reviewing each other’s work. These connections grew
into friendships as discussions about the PhD led to talk about more personal issues as the PhD
was adopted into everyone’s lives. This ‘practice as connection’ allowed participants to form
close relationships, develop repertoires and an understanding of their enterprise not easily
shared by outsiders (Wenger 2008:113), thus providing a much-needed sense of relatedness
and, ultimately, enhanced motivation. There is probably no ‘right’ time to hold sessions for all
doctoral students, but more on-line activity would provide access for those unable to physically
attend. Trish suggests expanding current facilities to incorporate more online learning material

and research sources.

‘We have an online learning environment where you can get to e-journals and e-books
and things like that. I think the more that can go online, the better. I mean, I really rely
on that. Using a virtual learning environment, you could have podcasts and discussions
that facilitate the contact. It may not be a lecture, but you could have a skype

conversation’. (Trish)
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The on-line environment can be utilized to make the more traditional aspects of the PhD such
as poster days, more accessible, and to allow part-time students opportunities to participate and
discuss their research with others in forums and other virtual environments. One of the women
in this study belonged to an online support group that was set up by the students themselves.
All were distance learners and wanted a place to communicate that was instant and inclusive.
She found the group a huge support to her throughout her PhD as it developed from a tentative
place to chat into a strong support network that fostered friendships and a sense of community,
where participants would critique each other’s work and encourage members during their
studies. Institutions should encourage and support the development of informal groups like this
as they can play a crucial part in sustaining a student’s journey to completion (Duguid 2008).
Institutions need to support their students and acknowledge the growth in diversity in the
doctoral student population and also that with diversity comes a different set of needs. In
addressing these needs, institutions should provide a diversity of support networks, some
utilizing online resources and exposing students to new ways of engaging with the discipline,
other students and the institution as a whole. PhD students are generally self-motivated and
resourceful, and this is particularly the case with students who are mature and already in
employment. Those students can, therefore, be expected to provide much of the leadership
required to establish and maintain CoPs, but institutions can help by contributing advice,

leadership and resources to support the development of self-directed CoPs.

Conclusion

The mothers in this study faced many challenges. Their peripheral status was reinforced by
institutional infrastructures, and on occasion institutional actors (e.g. supervisors) appearing

not to consider issues regarding part-time students’ engagement and involvement in the broader
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research culture. They worked while studying part-time and had responsibility for dependent
children, and recognised they were on the periphery of the student experience. According to
Brown & Watson (2010:402): ‘women’s academic careers suffer not because they are women,
but because they marry and have children’ a sentiment voiced very honestly by Sara, who spoke
for many of the women in this study on the tension between the roles of mother and PhD
student.

‘I suppose that’s what we struggle with as mums; because were not the traditional

student. There’s a picture of what an academic student should be doing and that doesn’t

always fit with being a mum, and I think we re a bit of a mismatch there. And I think

that’s got to change.’ (Sara)

These issues are far reaching but do not simply emanate from competing time demands.
Changes are required within academia to make higher education more equal and accessible to

students with childcare responsibilities.

In examining the gap between the expected normative route for PhD students and the lived
experience of the women in this study, it became apparent that their experience needed to be
approached taking account of their marginalized or peripheral position. Mothers have an
identity that is not recognized or acknowledged in the standard representation of doctoral study.
Rather than having an identity reaffirmed by, and connected, into the institutional doctoral
student body as a CoP, they experience fragmentation, disconnection and isolation. It was only
through the utilization of online CoPs that some of the women began to shape an identity as a
student and connect with the process. The online environment provided a forum for

development and interaction, helping to create a virtual space for enhancement of learning.
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Our conclusions are also important at an institutional macro-level for a number of reasons.
First, data collected by HEFCE as long ago as 2007 showed that students enrolled for part-time
PhDs have a lower completion rate. This is even without the added complication of familial
responsibility, with 76% of full time students completing within ten years against only 48% of
part time students within the same time-frame and the issues aligned with mothers’ identity
explored above. Instead of trying to ‘fix the problem’ regarding the progress of working women
with children undertaking a doctorate, institutions should approach the situation strategically,
looking at how they can best serve this non-stereotypical demographic who are intellectually
capable but have time demands and conflicting roles that make student life harder to engage

with.

Doing so would also serve more ‘traditional’ students by increasingly creating diverse cohorts
of doctoral students. Universities must anticipate recruiting in a future in which widening
participation to doctoral education becomes the norm: ‘as governments invest in increasing the
pool of doctoral graduates needed to build globally competitive knowledge economies’ (Halse
& Mowbray 2011:517; also McCulloch & Thomas 2013). This increasing demand for doctoral
students will require universities to acknowledge that diversity in the doctoral student
population is growing and will bring different needs. In responding to these needs, universities
will have to provide varied support networks utilizing online as well as campus-based resources
and exposing students to new ways of engaging with subject areas and disciplines, other
students, and the institution as a whole. The boundaries of ‘local’ doctoral CoPs should not be
confined to on-campus locations. By creating online CoPs, spatial limitations are removed and
the CoP becomes a more open environment for potential participation regardless of physical
location. Part-time PhD students participating in online forums or virtual communities can

benefit through engagement without the necessity for physical face-to-face contact. This can
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provide members with shared historical and social resources that can sustain mutual
engagement (Cronshaw, 2017). Due to changes in society after the Covid-19 pandemic, virtual
face-to-face contact is now an accepted approach for many. Further research is therefore
required to explore the impact of online communities of practice, as the use of visual platforms

such as Zoom and Teams have become a standard medium of communication.

The difficulties faced by the women in this study came about not because they were
disorganized, nor intellectually capable enough. They were there because they were working
while also being responsible for the welfare and upbringing of children, an aspect of their lives
towards which the HE institutions at which they studying were generally myopic. During their
experience of being a PhD student, the women found that the role of mother contributed to
their peripherality as they were marginalised by the concurrent demands of the identities of
mother and worker, and the gendered culture of the institutions at which they studied, all these

factor conspiring to some degree to threaten to make that peripherality perpetual.

In highlighting the issues of the marginalisation of working mothers who are also doctoral
students, this study has clearly identified an overlooked sub-group and explored the potential
problems and obstacles they may face during their studies, knowledge of which can help both
women and individual institutions establish strategies and coping mechanisms to overcome
them, thereby empowering individuals. It therefore expands the dialogue around issues of
marginalization and peripherality. Those in peripheral positions in doctoral education need to
know that, in feeling apart from the student community, they are not alone, that many others
experience the same feelings and that looking to the online environment to find others in the
same situation and/or developing their own, autonomous CoPs can be a way of resisting and

overcoming the threat of peripherality and its becoming perpetual. Furthermore, the authors
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anticipate that the Covid-19 pandemic, which has made many research degree students at least
temporarily peripheral, and both institutional and individual responses to it, will have prepared

the ground for and given birth to many such developments and experiments.
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