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Abstract 
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]This study seeks to unveil the social disparities inherent in higher education by exploring the structural inequities impeding doctoral studies in Kenya and Africa as opposed to developed nations, such as those in the Global North. The research sheds light on the grim realities confronting numerous PhD candidates in developing regions when compared to their peers in developed countries. Through an in-depth analysis of the existing literature, the study identifies crucial factors contributing to a sense of social injustice: insufficient financial assistance for doctoral students, overburdened academic mentors, and a lack of specialized support for both students and faculty members. These obstacles not only hinder individual progress but also worsen the phenomenon of "brain drain" as disillusioned scholars and professors look for opportunities abroad, resulting in a depletion of valuable financial resources and experienced staff for educational institutions in Kenya and Africa. The study puts forth recommendations to establish a more equitable and supportive doctoral environment in Kenya, with the ultimate goal of enabling universities to retain talent and nurture future generations of scholars.
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 Vignette 
Maria, a PhD student, sat pensively on one of the hallway seats at the School of Graduate Studies feeling lost. She had come to see one of her supervisors who had kept her first draft of her dissertation for more than eight months, and yet had not given her any feedback. She had travelled four hundred kilometres to the university because the supervisor had also not responded to any of her many emails, phone calls or short messages. Maria felt angry and frustrated that, seven years later, she was not even close to graduating. Yet she could not give up now. She had taken up two loans from the bank to facilitate her studies and had been forced to take up an extra job to ensure that she could repay her loans. According to her, she needed the doctoral certificate to secure a better paying job. She had two young children, one of whom had been born three years ago, forcing her to take more than a two-year break from her studies. Being a single parent, she had been forced to divert money meant for her education into taking care of her family. She had come to seek for help and was apprehensive about it. What disturbed her the most was that she did not know who to complain to about her supervisor. She could not get any kind of funding from her university or the government to facilitate her studies, and surprisingly, no one from the university administration had reached out to ask why she had been away from her studies. 
 While such narratives are not unique to African universities, these challenges and difficulties are more prominent in the African academic sphere (Guwatudde et al., 2013). 

Context
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]Kenya is a country in the eastern part of Africa. It is bordered by Uganda, Tanzania, Somalia, Southern Sudan and Ethiopia. Kenya has a total number of 74 universities categorised as 31 public chartered universities, 7 public university constituent colleges, 1 specialised degree awarding university: 21 private chartered universities, 11 operating with letters of interim authority[footnoteRef:1] and 3 private university constituent colleges (CUE[footnoteRef:2], 2024). Public universities are funded by the government and students’ tuition fees are subsidised by the government. This means that they are more affordable and carry the biggest bulk of the population of students. Private universities rely on the students’ tuition fee, and they have fewer programmes and manageable classes. Over the past three years, there has been rapid growth in the number of universities and also student enrolments. According to Cowling (2023), a total of 562,100 students enrolled in the higher education institutions in 2021/2022, with 448,500 students enrolled in public universities and 113,600 in private universities. This is compared to 509,468 students in the 2019/2020 academic year. This is a paltry 3.5% of the country's population, as compared to nearly 36% in England (Bolton, 2024).  [1:  A form of temporary accreditation status granted to a university in accordance with the Kenyan Universities Act.]  [2:  Commission for University Education - Home (cue.or.ke) ] 

As of June 2023, the number of enrollees in postgraduate studies across public and private universities in Kenya amounted to 28,539 – a noteworthy decline by 36.09% compared to the same period in 2022 when there were 44,657 students enrolled. This trend is consistent with previous years' data which indicated that the number of postgraduate students had dropped significantly from 67,407 enrollees in 2017 (Cowling, 2023). In contrast, Government records for the academic year of 2020/21 show that only a meagre amount of funding was provided for postgraduate education; specifically speaking, financial support was granted for only up to four hundred master's degree candidates and one hundred fifty PhD scholars - clearly insufficient given past enrolment figures.

Consequences
Kenya boasts approximately 10,000 individuals holding doctoral degrees and produces around 400 graduates annually, falling short of the national target of 900 graduates. According to Nyaudi & Kimani (2019), half of the students who enrol in these programmes end up leaving before completion. The authors cited the Kenyan Commission of University Education (CUE) in identifying factors contributing to this high attrition rate, which include the exorbitant cost of education, inadequate supervision, the demanding schedules of supervisors, and the struggle for students to juggle their academic pursuits, family responsibilities, and work commitments.
These findings align with the research conducted by Alves et al., (2023), who identified similar challenges faced by students in the developed countries of the Global North. They noted that students in this region often drop out due to a discrepancy between their expectations and actual experiences, as well as a lack of connection to the academic community. Furthermore, Laufer and Gorup (2019) revealed that international students encounter comparable obstacles, but also experience social exclusion and difficulties in adapting to new academic environments and cultural norms, leading to their decision to discontinue their studies.
Scholars frequently have extensive cohorts of both undergraduate and graduate students to educate, while senior academics often shoulder significant professional and administrative duties. Employment conditions, which may necessitate supplementary work in some cases, can hinder their capacity to provide effective supervision for students (Manderson et al., 2017). Departmental hierarchies can also play a role in determining who is available and qualified to mentor postgraduate scholars, as higher degree supervision carries greater prestige than classroom instruction (Japheth et. al, 2022; Malunda et.al., 2021).  Various studies have indicated that one of the reasons that there are limited academics willing to take up supervision is lack of motivation (Askew et. al., 2016; Boehe, 2016; Lindén, et. al, 2013). The challenges of inadequate compensation and insufficient recognition for supervisory efforts, due to a dearth of resources, excessive workloads and limited opportunities for guidance and professional development, have resulted in a shortage of highly motivated and experienced supervisors. Consequently, the escalating demands of doctoral programmes in Africa cannot be met by the limited number of supervisors available. This has resulted to doctoral students looking for universities in Europe and United States of America where these challenges are less prevalent (Akuru, 2019). This also means that some of the students in search for better quality doctoral studies move to these universities as self-funded international students, however, they still face unique challenges to self-funded international students such as liability for fees, which sometimes have to be raised during their study; visa restrictions that affect employability; and the solitary journey of their doctoral study (Mogaji et. al., 2021). 
Although postgraduate students from developed countries often secure funding for their studies within their own nations, the majority of African students are not as fortunate. Those who do receive financial support typically obtain international scholarships and subsequently leave the continent, resulting in a brain drain (Akuru, 2019; Mouton, 2018). Moreover, this results in African universities being denied crucial financial support that is generated from postgraduate studies, unlike the United Kingdom where self-funded international students contribute approximately £11.8 billion annually to the country's economy solely through tuition fees (Hubble & Bolton, 2020; Bolton et. al, 2023).
Kenya, Egypt and South Africa have emerged as some of the leading African countries in terms of competitive doctoral training and research, with commendable progress in enrolment (Akudolu & Adeyemo, 2018; Japheth et al., 2022; Rong’uno, 2016). However, their higher education systems are plagued by a scarcity of qualified staff members and adequate infrastructure, particularly in newly established institutions for doctoral training. To achieve Kenya's development goals (CUE, 2015), there must be an increased emphasis on producing doctorates. Research and knowledge acquisition are acknowledged as pivotal elements that contribute to the advancement of a nation, as per Kenya Vision 2030.[footnoteRef:3] Nonetheless, little attention has been given to the training, nurturing and bolstering of supervisors whose expertise plays an indispensable role in achieving these objectives. [3: See: https://vision2030.go.ke  ] 

The higher education system in Kenya, as witnessed in other African countries, and particularly in terms of post graduate studies, faces a myriad of problems. This means that African universities are not able to compete favourably with the other universities in the developed countries which brings about clear inequality. According to Bolton et al., (2023) Nigeria is among the top ten countries in the world that sends postgraduate students to the UK. The major reasons highlighted as to why students prefer studying in the UK indicate that there are high chances of obtaining employment in the country of study, as well as increased prestige. This happens at the expense of the already struggling universities in Africa where the income from the postgraduate studies is dwindling, at the same time as it increases in already developed countries (Mogaji et al., 2021). 
Comparisons and Contrasts
As much as the problems of doctoral studies in Kenya and around Africa have been highlighted, this does not mean that the global north does not experience any kind of similar challenges. Oanda and Jowi (2012) observe that the exponential growth of universities and student enrolments in Kenya and Ethiopia has resulted in a perceived deterioration of quality in higher education. These sentiments are echoed by Taylor and Wisker (2023) who note that massification of doctoral students in the UK has seen the growth in the numbers of doctoral candidates which has far outpaced the growth in the number supervisors, meaning that supervisory loads have had to rise considerably in recent years. The authors also observed that there was often insufficient time allocation for supervision which has led to differences in workload models between universities. 
One of the predicaments associated with the surging numbers of advanced degrees is the matter of supervision. Askew et al., (2016) divulge that certain European academics are disinclined to undertake supervisory roles as part of their professional duties due to factors such as motivation and experience levels, along with external elements like workload, resources, and training (Boehe, 2016; Lindén, Ohlin & Brodin, 2013; Sadowski, Schneider & Thaller, 2008; Vilkinas, 2008; Buttery et al., 2005; Sadowski et al., 2008). This same challenge is experienced in Kenya and across Africa where academics face overwhelming workloads that encompass teaching sizeable cohorts of lower-level degree students alongside postgraduate candidates (Manderson et al., 2017). Furthermore, Manderson et al., (2017) acknowledge that acquiring sufficient time for personal professional development in supervision practices and pedagogies is also a formidable challenge. It is noteworthy that formal training for supervising doctoral students is not typically included in the on-boarding process for academics in Kenya, with the expectation being that these skills will be acquired through experience. Additionally, engaging in part-time teaching to supplement earnings is prevalent within African institutions of higher education (Manderson et al., 2017). 
The attrition rate of doctoral students poses a formidable challenge for countries across the globe, regardless of their geographic location. Kis et al., (2022) have observed that the attrition rates in both North America (Gardner, 2009) and Europe (Leijen et al., 2016) are alarmingly high, ranging from 40% to 60% of enrolled students. Although funding is often cited as a key reason for this phenomenon, Kis et al., (2022) acknowledge that even in the Netherlands where most PhD students receive salaries as employees, the attrition rates remain stubbornly high. Indeed, concerns have been raised about research climate being one of the major contributing factors to this issue. The research environment encompasses various factors, including supervisory conduct towards PhD candidates (Berdanier et al., 2020); work demands experienced by the candidates; the quality of both academic and personal relationships with their supervisors; a sense of belonging within the programme, and the extent to which they are granted autonomy in carrying out their research projects (Mattijssen et al., 2020). Although attrition rates continue to be elevated throughout Europe, it seems that funding is not a major contributing factor in comparison to Kenya. Research indicates that those PhD candidates who possess more stable financial resources are more likely to successfully complete their training (Skopek et al., 2020; Sverdlik et al., 2018).
This paper also aims to juxtapose the issues plaguing higher education institutions in  Africa with those of the Global North. One of the differences noted in Africa as compared to Europe is the issue of funding of doctoral education. Hasgall et al., (2019) note that the most dominant funding for doctoral studies comes from the national public resources among other funders, even though with some disparities from country to country. This indicates that doctoral candidates in Europe have higher chances of completing their studies in time and with less stress which translates to better quality research and dissertations. Home students in the United Kingdom (UK) enjoy a distinct advantage over international PhD students and self-funded individuals, owing to the relatively lower cost of pursuing a PhD programme and greater access to student loans and other funding sources (Mogaji et. al, 2021). 
However, in Africa the situation is different because there is very low funding of doctoral studies and research by the African governments, and an over reliance of foreign funding (Arvanitis & Mouton, 2019). The provision of funding for doctoral studies has a significant impact on various aspects, including the selection of research topics, duration of the research process, attrition rates, as well as completion time and rate (Torka et al., 2023). Therefore, insufficient or non-existent funding can lead to sub-par dissertation quality and heightened stress levels on both the student and the supervisor.
This reflective article acknowledges the commonalities in the challenges faced by doctoral students in African countries and selected regions of the Global North. Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge that these obstacles are particularly heightened and severe in Africa. Consequently, numerous doctoral students from Africa choose to pursue their academic endeavours abroad - some through personal financing, while others depend on international scholarships. This phenomenon underscores a social justice concern, highlighting the stark disparities in higher education opportunities between the two regions.

Social Justice Overview
Within the realm of discussions regarding social justice, a prevailing idea is that it is imperative for essential resources and opportunities to be available to all members of a given community. These fundamental necessities include accessibility to affordable and high-quality healthcare, education, and housing. However, the equitable provision of healthcare, housing, education and security is not a reality for most African countries. Tusting, et al., (2020) posit a correlation between quality housing and health in Sub-Saharan Africa. Despite some progress made towards improving living conditions, significant work remains to be done in this regard. A correlation can also be seen between housing, health and quality of education. 
In Kenya, there is a pressing need to address the issue of equitable resource distribution across various geographical locations by highlighting the situation of  different counties in terms of basic needs like health care, sanitation, drinking water and education (KNBS, 2020). Muricho (2023) has drawn attention to the challenges currently facing the Kenyan education system during implementation of the new competency-based curriculum[footnoteRef:4]; these include inadequate funding, disparities in quality between public and private institutions, overcrowded classrooms and a shortage of teachers relative to high teacher-student ratios. Nevertheless, the matter of disparate allocation of resources is not exclusive to developing , but is also a pressing concern in developed countries such as the United Kingdom (UK), as exemplified by its rallying cry for "levelling up" between the more prosperous southern counties of the country and the poorer, industrial areas in the north. A per Taylor's (2022) analysis, the United Kingdom presently ranks among the most regionally disparate nations in the developed world. In response to this pressing issue, the government has released a white paper detailing their strategy for "levelling up," which includes 12 distinct missions aimed at bolstering economic and educational prospects throughout all regions of the country (HM Government, 2022).  [4:  See: The Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development at: https://kicd.ac.ke/ ] 

The issue of fairness in the distribution of wealth and resources is a common factor that affects both developing and developed countries. Although these nations may view social justice from different perspectives, it is clear that there is a pressing need to address social justice issues at all levels. This includes ensuring that everyone has equal access to basic necessities such as healthcare, education, and employment opportunities. Furthermore, it means addressing systemic inequalities that perpetuate poverty and marginalisation, particularly for historically disadvantaged groups. By prioritising social justice, societies can work towards a more equitable future where everyone has the opportunity to thrive and reach their full potential regardless of their background or circumstances.

Social Justice in Higher Education
Justice as fairness
John Rawls, a distinguished American political philosopher renowned for his contributions to the liberal tradition, expounded upon his theory of justice as fairness. This theory envisions a society where autonomous individuals possess equivalent fundamental rights and collaborate within an egalitarian economic system. Its emphasis on cooperation and equality among citizens underscores the significance of social harmony and shared responsibility in creating a just society (Werner, 2021).
In his seminal work Theory of Justice (1971), Rawls also argues that justice as fairness surpasses utilitarianism, which was dominant in modern political thought of the time. In simple terms, Rawls was saying that justice is the most important thing for a society to have. He believed that there were certain rights that everyone should have, called natural rights, that should never be taken away. He imagined a scenario called the original position, where people are in a state of nature and are creating a society together. In this scenario, they don't know anything about themselves or each other, which he calls the veil of ignorance. This helps ensure that the principles of justice they come up with are fair for everyone, since they don't know how they will personally be affected by these principles.
Rawls devised two principles of justice as fairness: 
First Principle: Each individual has an absolute claim to a fully adequate scheme of equal basic liberties compatible with identical liberties for all.
Second Principle: Social and economic inequalities must satisfy two conditions:
1) They must be attached to positions open to all under conditions of fair equality opportunity; 
2) They must benefit those who are least advantaged in society (the difference principle).[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://plato.stanford.edu/search/r?entry=/entries/rawls/&page=1&total_hits=2846&pagesize=10&archive=None&rank=0&query=social%20justice%20by%20rawls ] 

John Rawls' "original position" thought experiment, which forms the basis of his first principle of justice, echoes the widely held belief that everyone deserves equal access to quality education. However, Rawls' theory goes beyond mere access. It emphasizes that these opportunities cannot be restricted based on factors like socio-economic background.
For instance, Rawls might oppose a school funding system heavily reliant on local property taxes. Such a system could create unequal educational opportunities based on location, violating the principle of equal access. In his view, resources for education should be distributed fairly to ensure everyone has a fair shot at educational achievement, even if it means redistributing wealth across communities, which potentially might be met with resistance. Here, the principle of equal educational opportunity takes precedence over local control of resources.
His second principle of justice focuses on fair equality of opportunity. This means that individuals with similar talents and abilities should have equal chances to succeed in education, regardless of their socio-economic background. Rawls also introduces the concept of the difference principle. This principle acknowledges that some degree of inequality in wealth distribution might be inevitable. For example, higher wages in certain professions could incentivize people to acquire specialized skills or fill jobs in high demand. However, the key element of the difference principle is that any such inequalities should ultimately benefit those who are most disadvantaged socio-economically.
This article seeks to assess how the principles outlined by John Rawls, particularly his first principle, might be used to better understand the arguments regarding the prevalent societal inequities in the realm of higher education, not just in Kenya but also in other African nations. By analysing and applying Rawls' theory of justice, this article sheds light on the disparities and challenges faced by individuals seeking higher education opportunities in these regions, emphasising the need for greater equity and accessibility in the education system to ensure a more just and fair society for all.
Mouton (2018) observes that global trade in the 1980s and 1990s hurt African economies. Export volumes and primary product prices fell, while exchange rates, external reserves, and debt were mishandled. This led to resource gaps and more dependence on aid. The World Bank prioritised basic education over higher education, resulting in financial crises for universities, lack of maintenance for facilities, overcrowding, and loss of top academics. This is a gross injustice stemming from the inequitable allocation of wealth, which further disadvantages an already marginalised global south. Such economic conditions in African nations severely impede the prospect of augmenting PhD enrolment and completion rates within our universities.
Kenya's research allocation, for example, is only 0.8% of GDP, which is insufficient for the country's needs. The government aims to increase funding to 2% of GDP through partnerships with private sector and foundations. Since 2008, $4 million has been allocated annually for research and innovation, but it is unclear how much goes towards PhD training, and how the government views it as a capacity-building aspect of development (Barasa and Omulando, 2018). Therefore, PhD students in Kenya are required to fund their studies privately or seek funding and scholarships. While the importance of funding and international scholarships cannot be underestimated, this has seen mobility of the best brains in Africa to the global North with devastating effects of decreasing highly skilled human capital (Mouton, 2018). One of the effects of brain drain in Kenya is the lack of adequate experienced professors who are responsible in supervisions of doctoral candidates. Ochwangi, et. al (2022) note that the completion rate of doctoral studies in Kenya is to a large extent influenced by the supervision process. Due to the few qualified faculty members available for supervision in Kenya, the workload of these supervisors is overwhelming causing delay of feedback, and to an extent low quality research and dissertations (Manderson et al., 2017).
These scenarios underscore the glaring social disparity prevalent in the sphere of higher education in Kenya and Africa as a whole, where resources like research funding and faculty members are unevenly distributed between the global south and global north. This discrepancy directly mirrors Rawls' primary principle, emphasizing the necessity of ensuring that opportunities are not restricted by factors such as socio-economic standing. The absence of fairness in the distribution of resources within the higher education domain perpetuates systemic injustices that impede the academic progress and achievement of individuals from marginalized communities. It is crucial that measures be taken to address and remedy these imbalances in order to establish a more equitable and inclusive educational landscape for all.

Conclusion
The present paper has highlighted the myriad of obstacles that higher education institutions encounter in Kenya and other African regions. Though it may require a significant amount of time to make noteworthy progress towards addressing social inequality in higher education settings, this paper posits that minor alterations can pave the way for major transformations. This article strongly advocates for the development of a more resilient and nurturing bond between doctoral mentors and candidates in Africa. This is crucial as these individuals play a crucial role as catalysts for transformation within institutions and in broader society. This can be accomplished by advocating for an equitable allocation of resources and tasks, offering improved financial rewards for mentors, expanding funding options for doctoral programs, and guaranteeing that African higher education institutions have access to competent faculty. Through the implementation of these strategies, the objective is to elevate the standard of doctoral education in Africa and narrow the divide between African institutions and those in the Global North. If executed, this approach would result in an enhancement of research skills, superior quality dissertations, increased completion rates, and shorter durations for completing doctoral programs. As a consequence, fewer students would seek to pursue their postgraduate degrees abroad leading to a decrease in brain drain whilst increasing faculty members and supervisors within our institutions.
Overall, although the challenges confronting higher education institutions may appear daunting at first glance; implementing small changes can have an immense impact on achieving greater social equality in academia. Therefore it is imperative that we continue striving towards establishing a more equitable educational system accessible to all.
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