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The COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020 and threw higher education institutions worldwide into
a rapid transition from face-to-face to online learning modes. While students everywhere were
grappling with the changes to their learning experiences, those with parenting responsibilities
had additional pressures. This study investigated how university student-parents across the
United Arab Emirates experienced the change, and their perceptions of the impact of COVID-
19 on their studies. One hundred seventy-five students responded to a questionnaire exploring
domains such as their domestic set-up for study, levels of support from family and their
institutions, and the situation’s impact on their learning, well-being, and peer and instructor
interactions. It was found that while many students relished being more involved with their
children’s online schoolwork, this caused tremendous strain for some. Many students had
responsibility for at least one child beside them as they studied, leading to multiple distractions
that affected their learning and ability to meet deadlines. While most students reported
keeping up social support networks with peers, a majority also stated feeling less supported
academically by peers and faculty. Many students also felt that their mental health and well-
being had been diminished due to the situation. The implications of the findings to higher
education are discussed.
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It is well-established in the research literature that students with additional caring
responsibilities, such as to young children, have a different student experience to those
who do not, and they negotiate more stressful situations than their non-parent coun-
terparts (Lynch, 2008; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2017). They usually adapt their studies
around their children’s lives, juggling the demands of their academic assignments, exam
preparation, etc., with the practicalities of child-rearing. These practicalities may include
the physical care of young children, transport of children to care facilities and schools,
and related chores such as cooking, cleaning, and homework supervision (Mahaffey et
al., 2015). The COVID-19 pandemic, which began in early 2020, may have exacerbated
the strains and responsibilities on those with caring responsibilities, such as student-
parents. Already, research literature from around the world indicates the potential impact
on students’ abilities to work toward degrees without the protected time a schooling day
may have provided prior to the pandemic. An examination of the situation for students
in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) was timely for several reasons. Firstly, there are no
studies (as yet) on this in the country, and perhaps not in the Gulf region. Secondly, in
a country where many students are parents due to cultural trends and traditions, the
pandemic is even more likely to affect a large segment of student bodies. The possible
effect on students’ study experience and retention is therefore critical to document and

begin to address.
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The paper begins with a literature review of how student-parents worldwide have
struggled to cope with the effects of the pandemic, and how higher education insti-
tutions have attempted to support this important student body demographic. We then
lay out the study methodology before presenting findings of the UAE student parents’
experiences during this time. The paper closes with a discussion of the implications of

these findings, and some recommendations to key stakeholders in higher education.

21. Student-parents: Juggling the dual role during the COVID-19
pandemic

In addition to the juggling of academic and domestic work, student-parents also perform
emotional work which is intrinsic to effective parenting but which is often less visible,
including the emotional labor of parenting such as listening to children’s worries or
anxieties, helping them to handle challenging situations, and performing the work
involved in organizing and planning schedules involving recreation and educational
experiences. This kind of work is also much less likely to be assigned to other carers
involved with child-rearing, including extended family members and paid domestic help.
The experience of faculty support for student-parents can often be variable (Dickson
& Tennant, 2019; Ricco et al.,, 2008). However, research also indicates that student-
parents can be more dedicated to their studies than non-parents (e.g., Thomas et al.,
2012), andfaculty often perceive them to be resilient and self-reliant (Dickson, 2019).
Student-parents maydevelop coping mechanisms such as optimal time management,
peer support networks, and studying during times when their spouses and extended
family can support them to enable them to progress with their studies (Dickson &
Tennant, 2019; Kulp, 2020).

By March 2020, the seriousness of the pandemic, which was beginning to take over
the world, had become clear to authorities, leading to mass closures of educational
institutions and a move to distance learning for students and faculty in the UAE. While
some institutions had programs with elements of blended learning, the rapid transition,
in parallel with sporadic school closures, meant that an unprecedented situation was
created for parents. Students were studying online, and some also had full-time jobs,
many of these also hastily moving online. They were simultaneously trying to adjust
and help their children adapt to their new home learning situation. An initial theoretical

framework built upon previous literature on student parenting is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1
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A conceptual framework of the critical elements of effect on the student-parent experience

during the COVID-pandemic.
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The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns compounded challenges for student-parents
worldwide. As a result of the ongoing pandemic, student-parents were coping with
the closure of colleges and universities, transitions to remote instruction, along with
childcare and school closures, among other crises (Cruse et al., 2020). Student-parents
(particularly mothers) were faced with the unprecedented challenge of readjusting
their time extensively for homeschooling and childcare along with their own stud-
ies (Arowoshola, 2020; Manze et al.,, 2021; Savage, 2021), since childcare provided
by schools or others outside their immediate household was no longer accessible
(Lantsoght et al., 2021). This added role presented challenges to student parents’ ability
to complete their own college assignments while homeschooling and/or caring for
their children (Lantsoght et al., 2021; Manze et al., 2021). These changes have further
complicated the boundaries of study with family life. Student-mothers who had shifted
to online classes while simultaneously caring for children experienced negative impacts
on their physical and mental well-being because of these competing and challenging
intersecting roles (Ajayi, 2021; Lantsoght et al., 2021). Completing assessments online
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from home, with all the associated stresses and distractions, has further aggravated
the situation (Arowoshola, 2020). Additional parental challenges included supporting

children’s physical and social well-being in lockdown (Lantsoght et al., 2021).

The current study, described in this paper, looks at student-parents, both mothers and
fathers. However, it is notable that the vast majority of literature on student parenthood is
based on studies of student motherhood, and all indications are that mothers are more
impacted by their dual student-parent status than fathers. Students and females have
been found to be two sub-groups that reported higher psychological impacts due to
COVID-19 (Alkhamees et al. 2020; Alsalman et al., 2020; Cheikh et al., 2021; EI-Zoghby
et al.,, 2020). In particular, student mothers’ vulnerabilities have been shown to have
increased during the pandemic due to anxieties over their ability to keep their families
healthy and secure on top of maintaining their studies remotely (Cruse et al., 2020). It
is likely that the uncertainties associated with the pandemic impacted student-parents’
ability to engage fully with their courses and affected their ability to attain high levels
of academic achievement.

Students in the UAE commonly marry at a relatively young age, and many undergrad-
uate students are parents of young children. University students in Saudi Arabia (KSA)
who were parents of young children (zero to five years old) reported higher academic
negative self-perception, low academic self-efficacy, and lower course satisfaction when
taking virtual classes during the COVID-19 pandemic (Hassan et al., 2021). In a different
study, university students and parents of young children in KSA were found to be
among the groups more likely to be depressed during the pandemic (Sonbol et al,,
2021). The study also showed the age of the children to be correlated with depression
rates, with parents of younger children more vulnerable to higher rates of depression.
University students in Israel who had young children reported higher anxiety scores
during the pandemic. This was attributed to the fact that the children were isolated,
the parents lacked support, and online learning placed an additional burden on the
parents’ shoulders (Savitsky et al., 2020).

2.2. Support for student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic

Cruse et al. (2020) advocate that communities and policymakers must prioritize student
mothers’ and their families’ mental health during the pandemic. Similarly, university and
college administrators must reach out to student-parents and prioritize their academic
needs to ensure their continued engagement and completion of studies (Lin et al.,
2020). Multiple strategies and targeted-mental health services need to provide special

attention to student-parents, their children, and families to mitigate the pandemic’s
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impact. There may also be implications for public health, policy, and research (Ajayi,
2021).

Several accommodating strategies were reported to be productive in supporting uni-
versity student-parents during the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic. As children
of student-parents would commonly need to attend classes during the same time as
their parents, and some families did not have more than one computer, some universities
have provided student-parents with recordings of classes and allowed for flexible
attendance at the synchronous sessions, in order to accommodate this issue (Savitsky
et al., 2020). Students have benefited from compassionate and flexible pedagogies and
approaches to learning, including appropriate adjustment of the curriculum and assess-
ments along with consistent, effective communication to support students’ well-being
and success (Gelles et al., 2020). Additional protective factors against academic stress
during the pandemic have been suggested, including responsible togetherness and a
strong sense of belonging (Procentese et al., 2020). Other factors include increased
faculty flexibility, synthesized information about remote resources, and provision of
one-on-one make-up classes for those who missed a synchronous lecture (Manze et
al., 2021).

This study investigated how student-parents across the United Arab Emirates experi-
enced the changes to daily life caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and their perceptions

of its impact on their studies. Two key research questions guided this study:

1. In what ways have student-parents been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in
their domestic spheres (e.g., additional responsibilities, changes to the working

environment, etc.) and various aspects of their studies?

2. Is there a significant difference in factors of study productivity and levels of ease
experienced with their study between parents with varying home circumstances,
such as the provision of private study space, children of varying ages, or different

numbers of children?

3.1. Research participants

The participants in the research study were undergraduate and graduate students
studying full-time in both private and public higher education institutions in the UAE. In

addition to their full-time study status, a criterion was that they should be parents of at
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least one child under 18 years old living full-time at home with them. Around 85% of the
175 respondents were female, and 15% were male.

The bilingual survey was sent to eight institutions in the UAE, recruiting participants
via purposive sampling. Initially, the research proposal was approved by the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of the institution of the PI of the research team. Since no cooperative
agreements for reciprocal IRB arrangements exist in the UAE, IRB approval from each
university was then sought and received, as per current national practice. Invitation
emails containing the survey link were then sent to the higher education institutions’
Research Office or equivalent office for administration to the student bodies. As a result
of the slightly differing timeframes between institutions, while we awaited their IRB and
other internal permissions to administer the survey, the overall data collection period

was between February and June of 2021.

3.2. Data collection tool

A mixed-methods design was adopted for the research study. The data collection tool
was a survey questionnaire containing 33 questions. Fifteen items were demographic
questions relating to the number and ages of their children, gender, study location,
domestic help, etc. The other survey questions pertained to study-home life balanc-
ing and comparative study productivity (with various selections, tick-boxes, and Likert
scale-type questions). The survey also contained three open-response style questions,
generating qualitative data about their perceptions of life as student-parents during
COVID-19 compared to prior — asking about whether their life was easier in some ways
and whether they felt that their institutions could have done more to support them as
student-parent during this time.

The research team developed the survey questionnaire based on the literature-
informed conceptual framework shown earlier (Figure 1). While we searched for pre-
developed tools that could be used or adapted for this study, we could not find an
appropriate tool. This was likely because COVID-19 is a relatively recent phenomenon.
While at the time of writing, some publications were beginning to emerge on the subject,
these have tended to be theoretical, secondary data, or small-scale qualitative data-
based. Furthermore, the Gulf region, which includes the UAE, has particular contextual
and cultural nuances which arguably cannot be captured via a tool developed to suit a
different global region.

The developed tool was administered in both English and Arabic. Most higher educa-

tion institutions in the UAE have English as the medium of instruction; some institutions
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teach courses in Arabic, and Arabic was likely to be the first language for many par-
ticipants. By providing the survey bilingually, we ensured all students could access the

survey. The survey was anticipated to take participants about 15 minutes to complete.

3.3. Data analysis procedures

3.3.1. Quantitative data analysis

The quantitative data were first analyzed descriptively using frequency, mean, and stan-
dard deviation. In particular, the frequency of selecting each option for each statement
was calculated, as were the mean and the standard deviation of each option for each
statement. Second, inferential statistical tests were conducted to investigate whether
there were statistically significant differences between the means of two or three
groups of students. Specifically, independent t-tests were carried out to explore whether
there are significant differences between students’ responses regarding the level of
ease in dealing with several aspects of student life due to the following independent
variables: (i) the physical working environment in the home (i.e., dedicated private
closed space versus dedicated space which is not private nor closed or no dedicated
workspace) and (ii) the number of children they have living at home with them (i.e., one
to two children versus three or more children). In addition, independent t-tests were
conducted to explore whether there were significant differences between students’
responses regarding how aspects of their academic life have been affected since the
pandemic began due to the previously mentioned independent variables. A set of
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests was carried out to examine whether there
are significant differences between students’ responses regarding the level of ease
in dealing with aspects of student life, as well as how aspects of their academic life
have been affected since the pandemic began, compared to whether children are
present or near their parents when they are studying online from home. Where overall
statistically significant differences between the group means were detected, post hoc
tests (i.e., Tukey’s honestly significant difference; HSD) were conducted to determine

which specific groups differed.

3.3.2. Qualitative data analysis

The three open-ended questions were analyzed using a predominantly thematic-based

method. Relevant codes were extracted and grouped using a phenomenological lens
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to create themes and sub-themes. These were guided mainly by the conceptual frame-

work, but we were also open to the possibilities of in-vivo data-generating themes.

3.4. Research ethics

We considered that the risks to participants in this study and responding to the survey
were minimal. However, given the turmoil of the pandemic and the potential trauma or
stress that participants might have gone through, we were aware that we might have
been touching upon subjects in which participants felt psychologically vulnerable and
stressed. Much research indicates the unpredictable nature of this and that the nature of
a study topic is not necessarily a predictor of participant response since “what is highly
sensitive and emotional for one person may be matter-of-fact for another” (Hutchison et
al., 1994, p. 162). We also reflected, though, that people may appreciate the opportunity
to communicate freely (and anonymously) about a difficult period in their lives, and so
in this sense, participation in the research may provide some comfort as sharing can be
cathartic for some (Hutchison et al., 1994; Wolgemuth et al., 2015).

Nevertheless, we worked to avoid any potential upset by taking measures such
as reminding participants, both in the invitation text and consent information at the
beginning of the survey, of the voluntary nature of the study and their right to not respond
to any individual question. Moreover, the survey instrument was shared with several UAE
national colleagues to check for the cultural sensitivity of the survey items. The survey
went through various feedback rounds, with the research team carefully debating and
refining each item. We could maintain complete anonymity of the survey responses in
the following ways. Firstly, the survey questionnaire does not ask participants to provide
any personal identifying features beyond gender, the number of children, and the age
range of children. Since the data was collected in one centralized database, it would be
impossible for researchers to identify institutions from these responses, let alone from
individuals. Critically, the survey platform the research utilized (Qualtrics’™) enables
responses to be collected with no identifiable email IDs or IP addresses. The data was,

therefore, entirely anonymous.

41. Participant demographics

The surveyed sample was made up of 175 students, the majority (149 or 85%) of

whom were female and 15% male. Of these 175, 89% were UAE Nationals, and the
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Table 1

Participants’ physical working environment in the home.

Percentage
Dedicated private, closed space 33.2
Dedicated space which is not private nor closed 31.3
No dedicated workspace 35.5

remaining 11% of the sample were expatriates. Participants had at least one child as
per the inclusion criteria of the study, and almost half (47%) had four or more children
living at home with them. A relatively large proportion of participants (63%) employed
domestic help for household work or chores. Those with school-aged children placed
their children in a diversity of schooling systems. Provision of care for children was
undertaken predominantly by the student-parent themselves (44%), but also by spouses
(20%), nannies (18%), and extended families (18%).

Of the sample, 16% had infants between the ages of zero and two years, and 18%
had at least one child between the ages of three and five. Approximately one quarter
(24%) of participants said they employed educational support for their children outside
of school (e.g., tutoring). The breakdown of student participants per degree type was
81% undergraduate and 19% graduate (6% of whom were doctoral students). While 77%
of the sample stated that they did not work in addition to study, 16% worked full-time
and 7% part-time.

How have the participants been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in their
domestic sphere?

More than half (54%) of the participants had studied completely at home since the
onset of the pandemic in March 2020, with the remainder experiencing a mixture of
home and on-campus study, which had varied throughout the pandemic. Table 1 shows
the participants’ physical working space provision in the home. This was important, as
we hypothesized that this might have a direct bearing on the likelihood of being able
to work effectively in the house, which we use in further analysis later in the paper.

The majority of participants (71%) said that their child or children’s school learning
situation had been completely at home throughout the pandemic, with the remainder
having children who were educated in a varying model of home and school. The
participants were asked about their personal effect of illness due to COVID-19, and
just over half (53%) stated that either they or their immediate family had the virus, giving
the research team a helpful insight into the situation faced by participants. In addition,
65% of the students had been affected due to issues such as close contact with a

positive case and needing to isolate due to this or travel.
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Table 2

The effect of the pandemic on support levels experienced by student-parents.

Less Unchanged More Not applicable
Spousal support 11.9% 27.3% 38.5% 22.3%
Extended family support 19% 24.6% 31% 25.4%

Table 3

Perceptions of changes to domestic responsibility since the pandemic.

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
disagree
My domestic responsi- 52% 27.6% 14.5% 3.3% 2.6%

bilities for children at
home have increased

My domestic respon- 38.5% 23% 29.7% 6.1% 2.7%
sibilities about things

other than my children

have increased

| have had to supervise 44.1% 23.7% 23% 6.6% 2.6%
and help my children

with their schoolwork

more frequently

Table 2 shows how support from others in looking after children had varied due to
the pandemic, with 38.5% of participants experiencing more significant levels of support
from their spouses, presumably due to their increased physical presence in the home
of both parents. The student-parents indicated that a large proportion (almost 80%)
had either agreed or strongly agreed that they had experienced that their domestic
responsibilities in relation to their children had increased (see Table 3). Domestic duties
other than in connection with children also increased predictably, as did involvement

with children’s schoolwork.

This finding, that the online learning situation increased students’ domestic respon-
sibilities, is similarly echoed in qualitative responses. Many felt responsible for doing
chores that they may not have previously, such as one woman who felt that:

It made it harder. It is difficult to focus on online lectures and manage between
studying, caring about children, and doing chores.

Table 4 presents the levels of ease or difficulty with which the student-parents
experienced academic life during the pandemic, compared to before. Around half of the
sample found certain study elements easier, such as class attendance, taking exams
online, and meeting deadlines. Predictably, aspects of student life that were much
less likely to be organized face-to-face (such as community service) became more

challenging. Since access to a private, closed workspace was an essential consideration
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Table 4
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Levels of the comparative ease of dealing with academic aspects of student life during the

pandemic.

More difficult Same
Attending classes 35.5% 10.7%
Taking exams online 32.7% 18.2%
Taking exams face to face 48.8% 26.2%
Meeting assignment deadlines 24.6% 25.1%
Finding quiet time for reading or 46.2% 16.4%
revising
Carrying out mandatory volunteering 57.7% 9.2%
or community service
Carrying out workplace internships  58.3% 15%

Table 5

Easier
53.8%
49.1%
25%
50.3%
37.4%

33.1%

26.7%

Comparing the academic experiences of student-parents with, and without, private closed

spaces at home.

Aspects of n M (mean)
student life
Private N?t Private N?t Private
private or private or
closed closed closed
closed/no closed/no
space space space
workspace workspace
Attending 4, 100 272 194 0.65
classes
Taking
exams 48 96 2.63 1.96 0.67
online
Meeting
assignment 49 100 2.61 2.02 0.64
deadlines
Finding
guiet time 100 2.49 155 074
for reading
or revising
Carrying out
mandatory
volunteer- g 81 2.09 1.51 097
ing or
community
service

SD t
Not
private or
closed/no
workspace
0.94 5.16
0.89 4.56
0.86 4.26
0.81 6.85
0.81 3.60

df

145

142

147

147

124

P-value

“t-test is
significant
(p < 0.05)

0.000*

0.000*

0.000*

0.000*

0.000*

for participants (see Table 1), we then used t-tests to compare these responses to those

of Table 4. Table 5 presents these results, showing statistically significant differences

between these two groups of student-parents (with/without a private, closed space) in

all aspects of student life presented in Table 4.

A lack of a dedicated workspace in which to focus on studies was a challenge also

mentioned in the qualitative responses. Even where they were happy not to have to

DOI 10.18502/gespr.v3i2.12615

Page 278



Gulf Education and Social Policy Review Martina Dickson et al

Table 6

Proximity of children during online lessons and the effect of this.

Yes No Sometimes
When studying online from home, are your children present or 46.6% 18% 35.4%
near you?
If children are present or near during your online lessons, does 53.1% 18.8% 28.1%

this cause you to experience distractions or interruptions?

commute to face-to-face learning, some student-parents simply did not have adequate

space in the home to allow them to study effectively, as these quotes show:
There is no quiet time at home to focus on studying.
The situation became harder since | always get distracted by my children.

I like that | don’t have to go to campus but | don’t have the right space to study at

home.

The relative position of children while the student-parents were studying at home is
important, given the possibility of interruptions to study. Table 6 below shows almost
half had children present or near them while studying, and just over half had been

distracted or interrupted as a result.

One participant directly related her decreased academic performance with having
had to take care of her children during online learning. The necessity to time manage,
and deal with blended learning modes and adjustments to schedules which meant
classes were held in the evening, was problematic for some:

No, it became way more difficult as now | have to divide my time for online classes,
face-to-face classes, online labs, exams held late online, and also allocate time for my
child and life partner.

Further analyses (one-way analysis of variance) were carried out to investigate the
possible effect of students having children beside them (yes, no, and sometimes), on
each of the aspects of student life noted in Table 4 (attending classes, taking classes
online, meeting assignment deadlines, and finding quiet time for reading or revising).
See Appendix A for a full table of this analysis. Similarly, since this test showed an overall
difference between the three groups, we used a follow-up post hoc test (Tukey HSD) to
check what specific pair had led to this overall difference (see Appendix B). The results
indicate a significant difference in the level of ease in taking exams online between
those who have their children near them and those who do not. Also, there is a significant
difference in the level of ease in taking exams online between those who have their

children near them and those who sometimes have their children near them.
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Table 7

Participants’ perceptions of changes to student life as a result of learning online during the

pandemic.
Diminished/ Unchanged Improved/
Decreased Increased
Interaction with my peers 62.5% 23.7% 13.8%
Interaction with my teachers 53.9% 20.4% 25.7%
Support with my studies from my peers 42.3% 29.5% 28.2%
Support with my studies from my teachers 44.7% 22.4% 32.9%
The quality of my submitted assignments 32.7% 24.7% 42.7%
My course workload 29.6% 31.6% 38.8%
My ability to effectively manage my time 48% 13.2% 38.8%
My academic grades 40.1% 22.4% 37.5%
My personal health and well-being 51% 17.9% 31.1%

Over a third of participants said that they were responsible for their children while
they were studying online and attending lessons, while for a similar proportion, a helper,
nanny, or family member was responsible. Only 19% of participants said their spouses
were accountable for the children while attending online, possibly due to them not
working at home or for other reasons.

Table 7 shows the participants’ perceptions of how a range of aspects of student life
have been affected by the pandemic and resulting online learning, such as interaction
with and support from peers and teachers, and academic outcomes. Again, we used
t-tests to analyze differences between the groups of parents who had private closed
spaces in which to work online and those who did not. All responses were significantly
different between the groups (p < 0.05; see Table 8).

Some students describe the difficulty of interacting effectively with peers in the
qualitative responses, one of whom said:

Peer to peer interactions have been awkward at best and there is no way of reaching
out to new people (study related or socializing) as the need arises.

Others simply struggled to understand course content while learning online. Perhaps
due to all of these aspects of the challenges of learning online, some described the
impact on mental health, for example:

I don’t think mental damage is considered as much it should be. Stress and anxiety
are common problems with students yet we still suffer from them.

We also analyzed the aspects of academic life outlined in Tables 4 and 7 for com-
parison between parents of children of particular ages, hypothesizing that it might be

possible that parents with only one or two children might be experiencing these things
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Table 8

Comparing the study experiences of student-parents with, and without, private or dedicated

workspaces.
Aspects of stu- n M SD t df p
dent life
Private No private Private No private Private No private t-test is
closed or closed closed or closed closed or closed signifi-
space workspace space workspace space workspace cant (p <
0.05)
Interaction with 38 94 1.92 1.31 0.82 0.61 4.74 130 0.000*
my peers
Interaction with 38 94 2.21 1.52 0.84 0.79 447 130 0.000*
my teachers
Support with my 37 93 2.22 173 0.79 0.82 3.07 128 0.003*
studies from my
peers
Support with my 38 94 2.39 1.62 0.79 0.81 5.05 130 0.000*
studies from my
teachers
The quality of 38 93 2.61 1.87 0.64 0.86 4.74 129 0.000*
my  submitted
assignments
My course 38 94 1.58 2.03 0.64 0.86 -293 130 0.004*
workload
My ability to 38 94 2.45 1.69 0.80 0.92 445 130 0.000*
effectively
manage my time
My  academic 38 94 2.42 179 0.76 0.88 390 130 0.000*
grades
My personal 38 94 2.39 1.52 0.79 0.80 570 130 0.000*
health and
well-being

with lesser challenge than those with three or more. Still, none of these differences
were statistically significant. In other words, we did not find that student-parents with
larger numbers of children were any more or less likely to find student life during the

pandemic more challenging.

4.2. Positive experiences of being a student-parent during the pan-
demic

The qualitative responses that were received indicated that for some students, there
were aspects of life that were easier (this was also indicated in the quantitative data

presented in Tables 4 and 7).
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4.21. Online modes of learning provide greater flexibility

Sub-themes within this theme of “flexibility” include, for example, not having to commute
to a physical campus, which some utilized as more time to spend with their families.
For example, those who could attend lectures asynchronously by watching recorded
lectures appreciated the flexibility that this afforded them. One participant expressed
this:

Live lectures are not useful for me as | am always busy with my children. Therefore,
recording the lectures gave me the opportunity to listen to them again whenever | am
free.

Those who had only been offered synchronous learning wished to have other options
to increase this learning flexibility. Some participants also extrapolated this beyond
the pandemic and made statements about wanting these elements of flexibility, such
as blended learning modes, to extend permanently. This seemed particularly helpful
to them as parents and allowed them to balance their studies with their parenting

responsibilities.

4.2.2. Stronger family bonds

An interesting theme that arose from these responses was from participants who felt
that their bonds within their family units had grown stronger due to spending more
time with them. One participant described feeling closer to her children, while another
explained:

Because of the lockdown, my relationship with my family members became much
stronger.

Some also felt that their lives were more balanced between work and home envi-
ronment and had a sense of well-being in proximity to their family, as one participant
explains:

The life for a student parent is easier [during COVID-19], as you feel comfortable that
you are with your child in home. Eating well in home and your health. Manage time
properly.

This well-being may have arisen with regard to the feelings of conflict and guilt,
which are often themes within student parenting literature, and perhaps the ability to
be at home more alleviated these feelings. Greater well-being from students could

foreseeably lead to positive outcomes such as greater levels of student retention.
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4.2.3. Other areas considered “positives” of the pandemic situation

One participant also mentioned that they had developed their computing skills since
the move to online learning, which they perceived as a benefit to them. This came
about as a result of increased professional development offerings by institutions, online
communities for online pedagogies, and perhaps the fact that everyone was moving to
online teaching at the same time meant that faculty felt a sense of community learning
together. Another felt supported by their university in the reduction of assignments,
and preparation of materials and resources, which they were able to use in their
learning. Other support experiences mentioned by participants were health and well-
being lectures and programs provided by their institutions. The Ministry of Education
created a pass/fail system for a previously graded course, which was perceived by some

to reduce pressure.

The key ways participants were affected by the pandemic were firstly connected with
online learning. While some positive comments arose from the qualitative responses,
and a small percentage of participants felt that aspects of their lives as students had
become more accessible since the pandemic, this was not the prevailing sense from
the participants. Instead, many found working at home, often without a dedicated
workspace, with simultaneous childcare responsibilities and distractions, was extremely
challenging, mirroring similar findings in the Gulf region and beyond, for example, in KSA
(Hassan et al., 2021), in Israel (Savitsky et al. 2020), in the USA (Cruse et al., 2020; Manze
et al,, 2021), in the UK (Arowoshola, 2020), and Australia (Savage, 2021). In addition, for
some, it affected their academic outcomes. Interestingly, significant differences in the
challenges faced in multiple aspects of student life between those who had dedicated
space at home and those who did not, were observed (as seen in Table 5). The fact
that a space was created in the first place possibly indicates some degree of status
within the home, or perhaps (physical space allowing), the importance of this, which
has its own indications of both power dynamics and the priority placed upon education.
This may indicate a need for support beyond the pandemic, such as extended opening
hours for study areas such as libraries in universities, quiet “pods” or other types of

study spaces.

Our findings strongly indicate that the situation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic
affected student-parents’ mental health and well-being, with over half of parents stating

that their personal health and well-being had diminished or deteriorated throughout the
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pandemic (Table 7). This result supports worldwide findings (e.g. Lantsoght et al., 2021).
This is an essential reminder to institutions of the need to support students’ mental
health and continue to reach out to them online with various well-being strategies. Loss
of peer-to-peer interactions has had adverse effects on student-parents, unsurprisingly,
given what is known about the importance to students of social relationships (e.g.,
Maymon et al., 2019). Creating online substitutes for this is challenging, given the often
informal, spontaneous nature of face-to-face student interactions. . However, it is an
issue worthy of reflection among administration and student services departments.
Facilitating peer groups’ discussions through interactive online breakout rooms, and
moving away from didactic lecturing methodologies, would also help in this regard.
Perhaps universities could facilitate small student groups (such as tutor group models)
where a small humber of students meet with faculty or academic advisors regularly.
None of these suggestions are likely to truly fill the gap created by the lack of face-to-
face interaction. One implication of this study is that we now have a better understanding
of the importance of these elements of student life — that student well-being is not just
about academics and that more focus on holistic student issues is required. Many
student-parents have been directly affected by illness, shielding, or isolation due to
COVID-19. Falling ill can be stressful, especially when domestic and study-related tasks
cannot then be attended to. With illness relating to the pandemic, there are a raft of
state and institutional rules and procedures to comprehend and follow — a situation that

can add further anxiety and stress to student-parent experiences.

The findings around students experiencing less interaction with teachers (54% stated
that this decreased during the pandemic, Table 7) and a significant proportion also
reported feeling less supported by teachers, which may also have contributed to feelings
of loss in terms of relationships. However, this may also imply an over-dependency
on faculty. It seems unlikely that faculty would be actively choosing not to support
students who reached out to them. Perhaps students need to be guided to develop more
self-regulation, self-dependency, and metacognitive skills, particularly as the student-
parents also reported that the online learning environment had a detrimental impact
on academic attainment (through exam grades, course work, etc). Our study did not
indicate perceptions of a lack of empathy on the faculty’s part, but instead, where there
were negative perceptions, these were more aimed at institutions as a whole. The
findings that some students struggled with synchronous learning due to this inflexibility
and the incumbent issues around attendance suggest that perhaps, where lectures can
be recorded and shared, this should be an option for students. The disadvantage of
this, of course, is that students are then unable to participate “live” and ask questions

as they occur during more student-centered classes.
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A large proportion (63%) of participants reported having domestic help at home to
help with cooking and other household chores. However, this help was in place before
the pandemic, so it could be that the student-parent’s presence in the home meant
that they became involved in domestic tasks, which they otherwise would not have
been. It is well-researched that domestic duties and responsibilities tend to be highly
gendered, with women shouldering a heavier burden than men (Perales et al., 2015;
Sangawe, 2020), so this perhaps was a heavier burden for the student mothers in
the study than for the student fathers. It is possible, then, that duties that were not
expected of student mothers while they were outside of the home and studying on
campus became an expectation during the pandemic. Supporting this idea, one UAE-
based study showed that the presence of domestic help does not necessarily reduce
the workload of student mothers in the home (Dickson & Tennant, 2019). Furthermore,
almost a quarter of participants also reported working full or part-time in addition to

their study, which added to the relative burden of their experience.

Significantly, almost half of the participants reported experiencing difficulty in finding
quiet, focused time (Table 4) in which to perform the academic work which requires this
— namely — the thought and reflection processes around reading and writing involving
higher-level thinking skills. The fact that the majority of the study participants were
female indicates that participating in the study in the first place somehow resonated
more with female parenting identity. It also shows that the lack of “quiet time” is a
significant issue for female students. Institutions in the UAE and worldwide must ensure
that this does not have long-term ramifications for women’s academic success and

access to higher education.

This study has highlighted the challenges faced by university student-parents in the
UAE during the pandemic. Given that students in the UAE and the wider Gulf region,
commonly marry at a relatively young age, and many undergraduate students become
parents during their studies, these challenges affect a group of students proportionally
more prominent than in other areas of the world. Thus, while the findings of this study
are essential for all higher education institutions, they are particularly so for the Gulf
region. We have demonstrated that most student-parents have found it challenging to
fit childcare, supporting children’s online learning, and domestic chores alongside their
own learning during the pandemic. This study also highlighted the challenges faced
in doing this without more interactive support from peers and faculty. Institutions need

an increased focus on the mental health and well-being of all our students, particularly
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vulnerable student groups such as parents. We hope these findings and the implications
presented will provide scope for discussions and actions in higher education institutions

not only in the UAE, but in the wider Gulf region and beyond.
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Table 9

Appendix A One-way analysis of variance of aspects of academic study by attendance of
children when studying.

Source SS df MS F P-value
Between groups 96.24 126.00 0.76

Between groups 5.59 2.00 2.80 3.69 0.028*
Beweeengroups 9252 12200 o7
Total 98.11 124.00

~ Frdngquettmeforreadngorrevisng
Source SS df MS F P-value
Beweengioups 6 200 _ oss  oan
Between groups 80.38 118.00

Meeting assignment deadlines

Between groups 9.00 2.00 4.50 757 0.001*
Beweengioups 7547 2700 089
Total 84.47 129.00

~ Fidngquettmeforreadngorrevisng
Source SS df MS F P-value
Beweengoups 678 200 33 43 oo
Between groups 97.42 126.00 0.77
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Table 10

Appendix B Post Hoc comparisons- Tukey HSD — Aspects of academic study by attendance of
children when studying

Mean difference SE P-value
Sometimes -0.481* 0.17 0.016

Yes No —0.582* 0.215 0.021
~ sometmes  -ow6  om o5
Sometimes No —0.406 0.224 0.170
~ Meetngassignmentdeadines
Mean difference SE P-value
Ys  Ne  -o706°  om9 0001
Sometimes -0.35 0.15 0.056

Yes No -0.638* 0.216 0.01
Sometimes No -0.435 0.225 0133
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