Amy Morgan 2319574



An Investigation into Higher Education: Exploring the Benefits and Barriers for Adult Learners


Name: Amy Morgan
Student Number: 2319574
Program of study: BA Business Management
Supervisor: Jessica Shore
Dissertation submitted as part of the requirements for the award BA (Hons) Business Management.

Word count: 8826

[bookmark: _Toc228361064]Signed Statement 

DECLARATION 
1. This work has not previously been accepted in substance for any degree and is not being concurrently submitted in candidature for any degree.
1. This Dissertation is being submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of BA Business Management.
1. This Dissertation is the result of my own independent work/investigation, except where otherwise stated. Other sources are acknowledged by footnotes giving explicit references. A Bibliography is appended.
1. I hereby give consent for my Dissertation, if accepted, to be deposited in the School Dissertation Library.
Name:			Amy Morgan……………………………..
Date of Submission:	01/05/2026……………………………………………..
Signature:		A Morgan……………………………………………..


[bookmark: _Toc228361065]Acknowledgements 

I would like to take this opportunity to express my sincere gratitude to Carmarthen Business School for the support and encouragement shown to me throughout the past three years. I would like to extend my thanks to my supervisor, Jessica Shore, for reminding me how far I have come on my academic journey and for helping me recognise my own progress.
A special thank you goes to Anthony Burns, who has supported and guided me across all three years of my studies, and whose patience with my many questions never went unnoticed or unappreciated.
I would like to express my deepest appreciation to Carrie and Natalie, whose unwavering encouragement and belief in me carried me through the most difficult moments of this journey. I could not have reached this point without you both.
To my children, Emie-Jay, Anthony, Lilly-Rae and Ffion, thank you for your love, patience, and understanding throughout my studies. Your support has meant everything to me, and everything I have worked for has been for us and our future together.
Finally, to my husband Andy, thank you for your endless patience during the moments I felt stressed and overwhelmed. Thank you for stepping up, taking on more, and making sure I always had the time and space I needed to focus on my degree. Your support has been the foundation that made all this possible.

[bookmark: _Toc228361066]Abstract 

Higher education institutions play an increasingly important role in supporting adult learners, yet existing research suggests that institutional structures frequently fail to accommodate their diverse needs and circumstances. This study explores the benefits and barriers experienced by adult learners in higher education, with particular emphasis on how institutional practices, support mechanisms, and individual life contexts shape their participation, engagement, and academic outcomes.
A qualitative research design was employed, informed by an interpretivist epistemological framework and a phenomenological approach. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with ten adult learners aged 25 and over, representing diverse backgrounds, including working parents, carers, first generation students, and individuals returning to education after a significant break. The data were analysed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework.
Five key themes were identified, Transformation of Self, The Weight of Competing Demands, Navigating Institutional Structures, The Value of Peer Connection and Belonging, and Instrumental and Intrinsic Motivation. The findings indicate that higher education can e a profoundly transformative experience for adult learners, fostering intellectual growth, increased confidence, and a renewed sense of purpose and agency. However, these benefits were often achieved despite, rather than because of, institutional support. Participants reported significant financial pressures, time constraints, and structural barriers rooted in institutional culture oriented towards the traditional younger student. Support services, while valued, were often poorly communicated and inflexibly designed, particularly for those managing chronic illness or disability.
The study concludes that meaningful progress in widening participation requires more than policy reform. It demands a fundamental reconsideration of how universities are structured, communicated, and experienced by non-traditional learners. Recommendations are offered for institutions seeking to develop more inclusive, responsive, and equitable approaches to supporting adult learners in higher education.
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[bookmark: _Toc228361068]1.1 Opening Section 
Higher education institutions play a key role in promoting lifelong learning by creating environments that enable continuous knowledge acquisition, skill development, and personal growth in response to evolving social and economic demands (Neelam, et al, 2020). According to Universities UK (2023) In recent years there has been an increase in the number of adult learners returning to higher education. In the academic year 2021-2022, 2,717,010 students attended university in the UK, 63% of them were mature students, adult learners are aged 25 years old and over, many of which work full time jobs, and balance their academic studies around careers, families or dependents (Kalavar, et al, 2021). Rollins’s, (2025) research indicates that having strong support services and adaptable academic rules is essential for keeping adult learners motivated and helping them succeed. This is especially important because many adults return to university to earn a bachelor’s degree for career growth or personal goals, all while dealing with challenges such as limited financial aid and other institutional obstacles (Rollins, 2025). Adult learners' motivation and methods of learning are influenced by their life experiences, which sets them apart from traditional students in terms of their academic behaviour and worldview (Jones, et al, 2019).
Adult learners who participate in higher education can benefit from increased confidence, personal development and career advancement. However, there are several obstacles that adult learners must overcome to succeed academically (Williams, 2025; Rollins, 2025; Biney, 2022). Adult learners frequently have trouble managing employment, family and financial commitments with their academic obligations, which can have a big impact on their ability to get into and succeed in higher education. This delicate balancing act results in barriers that are not usually faced by students of traditional age, such as restricted options for course scheduling and strict credit transfer regulations that do not consider their complicated lives (Smith, 2025). The ability of adult learners to get the most out of their educational experiences may be limited by institutional frameworks, learning environments and support systems’ frequent inability to sufficiently meet their diverse requirements (Falasca, 2011).
The aim of this study is to explore the benefits and barriers experienced by adult learners in higher education. This chapter sets the scene for the research by providing the background to the study and identifying research problem. It continues by outlining the aims, objectives, and research questions of the study before discussing the significance and limitations of the study. The chapter ends with a brief outline of how the dissertation is structured.

[bookmark: _Toc228361069]1.2 Background to the study 
In higher education, adult learners are often described as students who are 25 years of age or older and return to education after a considerable amount of time away from academic study (Kalavar, et al, 2021). Adult learners in higher education display a variety of learning styles, expectations, and motivations that are specific to their life circumstances and obligations (Zhang, et al, 2025). Many adult learners usually balance a variety of commitments including work, family, and caregiving, which affects how involved they are in their education (Wasserman, et al, 2024). Showing that there are several differences between adult learners and traditional students, that call for more adaptable and inclusive methods in higher education (Smith, 2025).
A report by Office for Students (2023) shows that the demographics of higher education students have diversified over the last two decades with more mature students pursuing higher education for personal growth, career progression and adapting to new job markets. A wider understanding of non-traditional student demographics is reflected in government attempts to increase participation in higher education, which have come to appreciate the significance of enrolling mature students (Ellis, et al, 2025). Mature students who might find it difficult to participate in traditional full-time campus-based study can now access alternative educational routes thanks to technological advancements such as online learning (Nanda van der Stap, et al, 2024). However, despite their growing presence in higher education, mature students often continue to be underrepresented in some educational settings and encounter obstacles that affect their completion and return rates when compared with traditional students (Lee, 2025).
Mature students who participate in higher education enjoy several benefits that go beyond academic success. The possibility of economic growth and creating employment opportunities is one major benefit (Bellare, et al, 2023). On a personal level mature students benefit from increased self-esteem, confidence, and a sense of accomplishment (Cantürk, et al, 2025), these benefits highlight that higher education offers several advantages to society and the larger economy beyond the individual mature students (Keller, 2024).
However, despite the potential benefits of their involvement, mature students face a few barriers while attempting to enter and participate in higher education. Common barriers include time limitations brought on by work and family obligations, financial strains, the experience may also be impacted by academic difficulties, such as a lack of confidence in one’s ability to study or the lack of understanding with academic standards (Smith, 2025). Institutional barriers such as limited acknowledgement of prior learning, strict scheduling, and minimal support services are recognised as key issues that limit mature students' participation in higher education (Rausch, 2023; Bakes Raymer, 2022). These difficulties underscore the need for improved institutional practices and a greater understanding of the experiences of adult learners (Guat Im Bok, 2021). Thereby setting the foundation for the research problem addressed in this study.

[bookmark: _Toc228361070]1.3 Research Problem 
Existing research highlights that when institutions acknowledge adult learners’ unique requirements, promote their identity development, and employ focused methods for retention, their involvement in higher education contributes to positive outcomes (Cleary, 2021; Lee, 2025; Parzyck, 2024; Brunton & Buckley, 2021) (Ostendorff, 2023). Studies have shown mature students exhibit a variety of complex motives that are influenced by their experiences in life and at work, which affect their involvement in their academic achievement in education. These motives are connected to their developmental stage and external objectives and are reinforced by suitable teaching strategies (Zhang, et al, 2025; Ouellette-Schramm, 2023; Zhao, et al, 2023; Gardner, et al, 2022). Research has also identified that adult learners frequently struggle to balance their studies with work and family obligations, which has an impact on their academic progress and persistence. Financial strains and the requirement for institutional support that is sympathetic to the complicated lives of adult students heighten these difficulties (Guat Im Bok, 2021; Biney, 2022; Williams, 2025; Fletcher & Tyson, 2021).
Fletcher and Tyson (2021) demonstrate how institutional and structural variables influence adult learner’s educational choices while highlighting the substantial living obstacles they encounter. Their findings support the necessity for additional studies that emphasize the views of mature students. However, comprehensive, context-specific studies that look at the benefits and barriers faced by mature students in higher education settings are still lacking in the larger body of literature. Additionally, adult learners are often treated as a uniform group. However, adult learners are not a uniformed group, their different living circumstances such as work, family, financial standing, disability, and past educational experiences, have a substantial impact on how engaged they are in their education. The need for more tailored, adaptable, and inclusive approaches in adult education is highlighted by the fact that institutional and teaching practices frequently fail to accommodate this diversity (McClain & Mallary, 2025; Flynn, et al, 2011; Chen, 2017).
Addressing this gap is crucial because adult learners make up a rising and increasingly significant segment of the population enrolled in higher education (Kalavar, et al, 2021). Higher educational institutions run the risk of putting in place policies and support systems that do not fully address the demands of mature students, if they do not have a better grasp of the advantages and challenges mature students face (Busher & James, 2020). Lower retention, declining academic performance, and missed opportunities for career and personal growth could all result from this (Reason & Braxton, 2023). The aim of this initiative is to strengthen student support systems, inform more inclusive institutional policies and contribute to better educational results for adult learners by delving deeper into their experiences (Belzer & Dashew, 2023). Ultimately, addressing this research gap supports the broader goal of promoting lifelong learning and fairness within higher education (Egetenmeyer, 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc228361071]1.4 Research Aims, Objectives and Questions 
The aim of this study is to investigate the benefits and barriers that adult learners encounter in higher education, paying particular attention to the ways institutional practices, support mechanisms, and individual life circumstances shape their participation, engagement, and overall academic achievement.
The research objectives of this study are to:
· Examine the key benefits adult learners gain from participating in higher education, including personal, academic and professional outcomes.
· Identify the main barriers adult learners encounter when accessing and engaging in higher education, such as time constraints, financial pressures, and academic challenges.
· Investigate adult learners’ perceptions of institutional policies, learning environments, and support services within higher education.
· Analyse how work, family, and other commitments influence adult learners’ ability to persist and succeed academically.
· Explore areas where higher education institutions could improve practices to better support adult learners.
To achieve the above aims and objectives, this study seeks to answer the following research questions:
· What benefits do adult learners experience as a result of participating in higher education?
· What barriers do adult learners face when accessing and engaging with higher education?
· How do institutional structures and support services influence adult learners’ academic experiences?
· In what ways do external commitments, such as employment and family responsibilities, affect adult learners’ participation and success in higher education?
· What are the social benefits for adults returning to higher education?

[bookmark: _Toc228361072]1.5 Significance / Justification of the study 
This research adds academic significance by enhancing the expanding literature on adult learners, a demographic that is often overlooked in higher education studies (Lyu, et al, 2025). Although many current studies prioritise access, retention, or academic performance (Lee, 2025; Akerfeldt, et al, 2024), there is a notable lack of research investigating the interplay between institutional practices, support mechanisms, and the personal situations of adult learners on their level of engagement (Rabourn, et al, 2018). This study fills a gap in the literature by examining both the advantages and difficulties mature students face, offering a more comprehensive and context-specific knowledge of their experiences (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2023).
The study provides useful information that may help higher education institutions create more inclusive policies, adaptable learning paths, and focused support services (Jones & Jones, 2025). Improvements in teaching, student assistance, and institutional culture can be guided by evidence-based recommendations based on lived experiences of adult learners (Klauth & Garza Mitchell, 2023), since universities are under pressure to expand participation and address varied learner needs (Lambert, 2019).
Adult learners and policymakers can benefit from this research (Lyu, et al, 2025). The study provides evidence to support policy initiatives aimed at removing obstacles, improving academic and financial support systems, and widening equal opportunities for lifelong learning by analysing the structural and individual drivers of participation and success. As a result, the findings could influence the development of more responsive and inclusive higher education systems.

[bookmark: _Toc228361073]1.6 Limitations of the Study 
This study is restricted due to its modest context- specific sample size (10 participants), which may not represent the wider adult learner demographic. For this study, qualitative research was selected to fully comprehend mature students’ perspectives, depth, and lived experiences regarding the benefits and barriers adult learners face in higher education. Limitations on time and resources impacted the extent of the data collected. Despite these limitations the results present valuable insight into adult learners lived experiences and provides a solid foundation for future research.

[bookmark: _Toc228361074]1.7 Structure of the Dissertation 
Chapter One - introduces the study by outlining the research context, background, research problem, aims, objectives, questions, justification and limitations.

Chapter Two – presents a detailed review of the literature, key theories, benefits, barriers, polices, research gaps and questions.

Chapter Three – describes the research methodology, qualitive research design, data collection and methods, sampling strategy, data analysis, ethical considerations and, trustworthiness and reflexivity.

Chapter Four – presents the findings of the study, organised around key themes that emerged from the data analysis.

Chapter Five - discusses the findings in relation to the research questions and existing literature, highlighting key insights and implications. 

Chapter Six – concludes the dissertation by summarising the core findings, offering recommendations for higher education practice and policy, acknowledging the study’s limitations and identifying directions for future research.
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What is an adult learner? Academic sources define adult learners, also referred to as mature students or non-traditional students who undertake higher education while balancing work and home life. Hansman, & Mott (2010) define adult learners (25 years or older) as people who continue their education years after they complete their traditional education, often while maintaining work obligations and family commitments. They bring life and job experience into the learning environment which changes how they engage with new knowledge. Adult learners are frequently self-directed and driven by practical aims like professional development, personal development, or involvement in society. The research emphasizes how important it is to comprehend the demands of adult learners, who make up a diverse and expanding population, and that developing effective policies and practices in higher education requires knowledge of their needs.
Although the UK Government does not have an exact age defining an adult learner, they do class them by age for data purposes. The House of Commons Library refers to adult learners as being over 21 years old when they start an undergraduate degree course (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). Organisations such as (Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), 2023) and the (Office for Students (OFS), 2025) also class adult learners as being 21 years old and over when they start an undergraduate degree course. Whereas Student Finance England do not use the term “mature” or “Adult Learner” they do consider students over the age of 25 years old to be an independent student (GOV.UK, 2025).
Adults taking part in higher education programmes promotes lifelong learning by aligning education with evolving social and technological demands, increases employability through professional and flexible learning routes and promotes educational resources and opportunities for skill development (Egetenmeyer & Boffo, 2023; Glavas, et al, 2020; Mahoney & Kiernan, 2024; Cronholm, 2021).
Major global organisations such as OECD and UNESCO, prioritising lifelong learning and employability within their policy agendas are promoting skills development as a universal standard (Singh & Ehlers, 2020). Recent reforms in the UK reflect this global skills agenda. Stranden (2023) argues that the Skills for Jobs White Paper favours employer-led training and economic growth while overlooking adult learners’ needs. Calling for a more balanced approach.

[bookmark: _Toc228361077]2.2 Theoretical Foundations of Adult Learning
Adult learning theories suggest that adults learn in different ways to children, they highlight that adults focus on independence, past experiences and the practicality of learning. Adults are self-directed and driven by personal or professional goals, while younger students often rely on external direction (Mandleelize & Sepeng, 2024). These theories offer a framework for understanding teaching and learning in settings connected with higher education and lifelong learning. 
Malcolm Knowles’ Andragogy framework focuses on understanding adult learners and their needs. Knowles identifies several key principles such as self-direction, relevance, experiential learning and problem centered learning (Moll, 2024; Sanders, 2022). Existing research validates that adult learners prefer to oversee their education and make independent decisions (Peno, 2024; Lin & Wang, 2018; Papamitsiou & Economides, 2019; Boateng, et al, 2022; Tan, 2024). Mature students stay motivated when learning feels relevant, useful, and meaningful to their lives (Diep, et al, 2019; Zhang, et al, 2025; Hernandez, et al, 2025). Experiential learning theories say that adults learn best when they connect new ideas to past experiences and knowledge, sparking deeper learning and personal change (Thammasitboon & Brand, 2022; Velardi, et al, 2021). 
Frameworks for lifelong learning expand our knowledge of adult education. According to (UNESCO, 2025) and the (European Union, 2024) learning occurs throughout a person's lifetime and can occur in the classroom or everyday life experiences. People who pursue lifelong learning can stay involved in their communities, adapt to new technologies, and keep their skills up to date. This is accomplished by empowering adults to take responsibility for their own education, keep improving  their skills over time, and learn in ways that  adapt to the changing demands of society and the workplace (Blaschke, 2021; Lim, et al, 2024; Swain-Oropeza, et al, 2023; Filipe & Lopez, 2024; Tsoy, et al, 2024).
Other relevant theories include Mezirow's Transformative Learning Theory which suggests that when adults reflect in depth on their experiences, they develop personally and alter their beliefs. Open communication, real-world experiences, and situational awareness all support this type of learning. The significance of social and emotional elements in this process is also highlighted by recent advancements in the theory (Hoggan & Hoggan-Kloubert, 2022; Schnepfleitner & Ferreira, 2021; Hyde, 2021; Tedford & Kitchenham, 2021), and Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle which is commonly used in higher education because it helps design hands on, work based learning activities. It connects real-life experiences with reflection and practical application. This process helps both students and teachers grow and develop (Radovic, et al, 2023; Phan, 2024; Radovic, et al, 2021; Nauman, 2022; Valiente- Riedl, et al, 2022). 
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Adult learners benefit from higher education as it enhances their employment prospects, by providing opportunities to develop new skills, intellectual fulfilment and achieve personal growth. Large quantity of adult learners returns to higher education to obtain a degree to enhance their employment prospects, change career paths or get back into the workforce. While financial gain is a significant aspect, mature students are also motivated by a sense of accomplishment, self-challenge, and a desire to learn (Rollins, 2025; Lee, 2025; Vaught, 2025).
Higher education contributes to adult learners’ personal development by promoting character building, supporting both internal motivations such as wanting to learn or feeling fulfilled, and external motivations such as improving their career. While also contributing intellectual challenges that increase confidence and self-fulfilment. These benefits connect closely to adult learners' prior experiences and are further influenced by the institutional support obtained throughout their educational journey (Mohd Shokri, 2025; Awashreh, 2026; Tyler, 2023; Vincent De Paul, 2023).
Higher education helps adult learners feel more included in society by providing opportunities that break cycles of disadvantage and support community contribution. Community focused and inclusive higher education initiatives re engage marginalised adults back into education, building confidence, belonging and social participation (Murry & Brennan, 2025). Targeted support from universities improves outcomes for groups such as carers and students with disabilities, promoting social mobility and fairness (Day, 2021; McClain & Mallary, 2025). Providing digital access and support enables adults from low-income backgrounds to gain qualifications that strengthen both personal opportunities and the wider community (Seiler, 2022).
According to (OECD, 2013; OECD,2019) employment, income, and key skills are all improved by adult learning. The OECD Skills Outlook 2013 provides crucial data and analysis on adult expertise, highlighting the significance of literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving abilities in societies and employment opportunities (OECD, 2013). Understand more about literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving abilities of adults in England and the wider world can be discovered by using the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (Maehler, et al, 2025; OECD, 13; OECD, 2019). Decisions regarding adult education and the impact of skills that affect people's employment and careers are guided by the findings (Wheater, et al, 2024). According to the research, there are complex relationships between skill levels and training participation. For example, individuals with higher skill levels are more likely to participate in additional training, which can widen the gaps over time (Gauly & Lechner, 2019; Wheater, et al, 2024; OECD, 2013; Literacy for Life: Further Results from the Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey, 2011; Reder & Bynner, 2011; Maehler, et al, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc228361079]2.4 Barriers to Participation and Success
Higher education presents several obstacles for adult learners that impact their engagement and success. Finding a balance between employment, family and academic obligations is a major challenge that takes up time and energy that is necessary for learning and programme persistence (Luzombe, 2023; Biney, 2022; Chick, et al, 2025). Due to time management issues and financial limitations brought on by these competing obligations, degree completion may be delayed or may result in withdrawal (Biney, 2022; Johnson, 2021). 
Financial barriers that limit adult learners’ access to and continuance in higher education include the cost of tuition, childcare expenses, and the loss of income during their studies. Data from Germany shows that first year enrolments fell by roughly 3.8 to 7 percent between 2006 and 2014 when tuition fees were introduced. This implies that even low tuition fees discourage potential students, especially non-traditional students who often have other financial responsibilities, such as family obligations, housing expenses, and limited earning potential while studying (Minor, 2023).
Adult learners face significant time constraints that affect progress and completion of their academic studies as they attempt to combine employment, family, and education. Early academic involvement, helpful course design, and flexible, personalised learning methods can all be beneficial, but performance and persistence are still impacted by conflicting obligations, stress, and motivational factors, particularly in online and mobile learning (Biney, 2022; Nusran, et al, 2025; Spina, 2025; Mingola, et al, 2025; Muhammad Sabri, 2021). 
Non-traditional students find it challenging to balance education with employment and family commitments due to institutional hurdles such as strict timetables, limited support services, and a lack of acknowledgment of earlier learning. Extended office hours, flexible timetables, and adult focused orientations with childcare solutions can all help address these barriers, according to research (Bakes Raymer, 2022).
Mature students in higher education face complex psychological impediments, including fear of failure, lack of confidence, and difficulties with digital literacy. Institutions need to address these issues by improving digital abilities and access, offer academic and emotional assistance, and establishing inclusive learning environments that acknowledge and mitigate these barriers (Butcher & Curry, 2022; Deng & Liu, 2025; Desmarani, et al, 2025; Allen-Abulhassan, 2025; King-Dobson, 2023). 
According to Fletcher & Tyson, (2021) and Adams, (2025) the experiences of adult learners differ by gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity, according to comparative data. Particularly noteworthy are gendered trends, women tend to enrol in advanced technology programmes for personal reasons, and student-parents have different preferences. Mothers prefer exclusively online education, while fathers choose to attend institutions and avoid fully online courses.

[bookmark: _Toc228361080]2.5 Policy and Institutional Responses
The UK’s Lifelong Learning Entitlement (LLE) and expanding participation policies are the main focuses of the UK government assistance for adult learners. A unified financial system for learners aged 18 and over will be introduced by the LLE in 2025. It will offer flexible loans for full time, part time, and modular study at levels 4-6, together with maintenance support for some adults up to and above the age of 60. It intends to help underprivileged communities, promote upskilling, and increase access. Uncertainties surround loan design, eligibility, and long-term financial repercussions for the higher education industry, but there are still worries about conflicts between its transformative lifelong learning ambitions and its neo-liberal concentration on employment and skills (Mahoney & Kiernan, 2024; Morgan, 2021).
In the UK, increasing participation is still top priority, and universities are expected to improve access for underrepresented groups to enrol. However ongoing issues are highlighted by persisting disparities. The discussion of increasing engagement, especially for adult learners, has drawn criticism for being awkward and occasionally disrespectful, highlighting the challenges of incorporating the experiences of mature learners into traditional educational narratives (Jones, 2025; Smith & Mihut, 2025).
Flexible pathways, online and blended learning, and recognition of prior learning (RPL) represents a few of the ways that universities are increasingly assisting mature students. With recent Australian reforms standardising micro credentials and assessment to increase equity, RPL is essential to expanding participation. By automating assessments and customising learning paths, emerging AI technologies can simplify RPL. The pandemic has pushed the growth on digital, hybrid, and lifelong learning frameworks, which has prompted universities to redesign learning environments to accommodate mature student's complex schedules. Employability, teamwork, and student-centred approaches are highlighted in broader higher education reforms, all contributing to more accessible and flexible opportunities for adult learners (Raciti, et al, 2024; Rambharose, 2025; Hakansson, et al, 2024; Norgard, 2021).
Effective adult learner support depends on equity- focused approaches, established frameworks, and specialised services, as demonstrated by case studies. While approaches such as the Five P Framework assist community colleges in matching support to the needs of adult learners, success centres aid in the development of a sense of belonging, further strengthening adult learner recruitment. Retention, and success are equity-minded recruitment, success-coaches, and strong leadership that prioritises teamwork, logistics, and enrolment monitoring (Keck, 2022; VanZoest, et al, 2025; VanZoest, et al, 2023; Fowler, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc228361081]2.6 Research Gap and Questions
Existing literature on higher education participation is largely centred around traditional students leaving adult learners underrepresented (Kovach, 2024; Shannon, 2024). While some studies acknowledge the complex challenges faced by mature students there is little research that explores the experiences mature students face in their day to day lives (Hayman, et al, 2024). Few studies have considered the benefits and barriers of higher education from the viewpoint of adult learners. This gap limits the understanding of how adult learners navigate academic, personal, and other factors that influence their participation in higher education. According to Karmelita (2023) transition programmes help adult learners build confidence and academic readiness but often fail at supporting adult learners between programme completion and enrolment. This gap highlights how mature students' experiences remain overlooked compared to traditional students. This study addresses this by examining how adult learners perceive the benefits and barriers of higher education. 
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[bookmark: _Toc228361083]3.1 Introduction to Methodology
The aim of this research is to explore and critically evaluate the benefits and barriers experienced by adults in higher education.
[bookmark: _Toc228361084]3.2 Research Objectives
Qualitative methods are particularly well suited to study the benefits and barriers experienced by adult learners because they make it easier to examine their life experiences, viewpoints, and environmental factors in detail, when attempting to comprehend the positive and negative aspects adult learners experience in higher education. The quantitative approach relies on the systemic collection and analysis of numerical data, employing statistical techniques to test hypotheses and generate objective evidence that either supports or challenges theoretical arguments (Sussan, 2025; Rigaud, et al, 2024; Guzik & Wieckowska, 2023; Muzingili, 2025). A quantitative approach was discounted as it priorities numerical measurements and statistical generalisation, which would risk oversimplifying the multidimensional and deeply personal experiences of adult learners, producing findings that lack contextual depth this study requires. Qualitative approaches can examine people’s individual stories, emotions, and circumstances rather than just focusing on data statistics. This is significant because when compared to traditional students, adult learners may have quite diverse backgrounds, obligations, and incentives (Fowle, 2022).
The research paradigm will adopt a subjectivist stance, incorporating an interpretivist epistemology. Accordingly, a qualitative methodology is most appropriate to capture rich data through phenomenological and ethnographic approaches Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016).

[bookmark: _Toc228361085]3.3 Research Design 
This study adopts a phenomenological research design which is ideal for examining the real-world experiences of adult learners in higher education. The aim of phenomenology is to comprehend how people interpret their own experiences, especially when it comes to complex social or emotional situations. The purpose of this study is to understand how adult learners view and navigate the benefits and barriers of going into higher education. A phenomenological approach provides a detailed and thorough understanding of their motivations, feelings, and thoughts which would assist with the research purpose by Neubauer, et al, (2019).
The study epistemology (how you see the world) follows the interpretivism paradigm (detective) this philosophical stance aligns with the qualitative (interviews) research methodology, the use of semi-structured interviews which offer the freedom to investigate each participant’s different points of view while maintaining consistency across the key themes. Using thematic analysis, the study finds patterns across multiple stories, providing a deep insight of the barriers and benefits that influence the educational journey of adult learners (Ruslin, Suyatno, & Arifin, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc228361086]3.4 Data Collection Methods 
The data for this study was collected through semi-structured interviews. With guided questions and the ability for participants to freely answer the questions and tell their own stories with the ability to draw back to the main issues. This approach was favoured over fully structured interviews, which would have restricted participants’ ability to elaborate and unstructured interviews, which risk losing focus on the core research issues (Elhami & Khoshnevisan, 2022; Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Interviews are frequently used to examine the opinions, experiences, views, and motives of specific individuals. They make it possible to comprehend individual viewpoints in depth these conversations often reveal rich, detailed information that other methods may miss (Squire, et al, 2024).
Purposive sampling was the method used to select participants to guarantee representation from a variety of adult learners, including those who are studying full time, balancing work or family obligations or returning to education after a long absence. 
Participants will be recruited through email and face to face meetings interested individuals will be provided with an information sheet and consent form before arranging an interview. Interviews will be conducted online via video call as this allows for geographic flexibility and maximises participant accessibility, while also reducing logistical challenges associated with in-person meetings. Each interview will last approximately 30 – 45 minutes, providing sufficient time to explore key themes in meaningful depth without placing excessive demands on participants. Interviews will be recorded with the informed consent of all participants, enabling accurate transcription and ensuring no data is lost, while fully complying with ethical guidelines regarding participant rights and confidentiality. Field notes will be taken to capture contextual details and initial reflections. 
Semi-structured interviews are an effective method when you want to cover important subject matter while also encouraging people to share detailed personal experiences. They work like a guided conversation consisting of predetermined questions with the option to probe further into any intriguing remarks made by the participant. When researching complex real-life events this method is useful because it allows people to describe things in their own words. It also creates a relaxed, trustworthy environment, which encourages participants to be more open and honest (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021; Sharp, 2021; Riley, 2022; Newton, et al, 2021; Seo, et al, 2023).


[bookmark: _Toc228361087]3.5 Sampling Strategy 
This study will use purposive sampling to assemble adult learners who can speak to the benefits and barriers they encountered in higher education. The sample will include 10 participants aged 25 years and older, will come from a variety of backgrounds including working adults, parents, full-time and part-time students, and adults returning to education after a long break from traditional education. These participants were chosen as they are mature students that have personal experience of navigating higher education which makes their perspectives essential to the research aims. This sampling strategy guarantees the collection of rich and valuable information by purposefully choosing mature students who experienced both the benefits and barriers.  by focusing on individuals who have had these experiences, strengthens the study’s size to identify significant trends, produce complex insights and address the research question.

[bookmark: _Toc228361088]3.6 Data Analysis Methods 
Thematic analysis is the method used in this study. Thematic analysis is one of the most popular methods used for analysing qualitative data, it offers flexible yet careful way to identify significant patterns in a data set. Finding themes recurring ideas, or meanings that aid in explaining how participants see or comprehend a phenomenon (Tuckett, 2005). 
When conducting manual qualitative coding, researchers carefully consider and analyse the data. Their comprehension of the data can impact and improve their research questions and concepts as they process it. As new patterns or meanings emerge, they revise and enhance their collection of codes on a regular basis. Throughout the process the researcher stays in control of the interpretation rather than relying on software to make decisions. This approach preserves the data’s depth and complex views, which computers alone often struggle to capture (Dunivin, 2025).
When thematic analysis is done using manual coding researchers can identify and comprehend patterns or key concepts in qualitative data. Researchers carefully go through the data, arranging it in a methodical way. They then create themes based on repeated patterns they notice across the data. The themes help structure the findings making it easier to understand the underlying meanings (Lochmiller, 2021). Manual coding lets researchers critically analyse the data and identify minute but important details. They carefully create and update codes. The key concepts in the data are then explained by wider themes that are developed using these codes (Saunders, et al, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc228361089]3.7 Ethical Considerations 
Informed consent, confidentiality. And anonymity are essential ethical considerations in research that involves people, especially when conducting qualitative or empirical investigations. Participants must consent voluntarily to the study and be aware of its purpose, the task that they will be asked to do and any potential risks to give their informed consent. In addition to being informed of all the relevant details, participants should be aware that they are free to leave the research at any time. This contributes to the protection of their independence, rights and personal choice (Nii Laryeafio & Ogbewe, 2023; Yusof, et al, 2022). To preserve research integrity and protect participants rights, ethical approval is essential to the conduct and reporting of studies involving human participants (Weber, et al, 2025).
Confidentiality and anonymity were strictly maintained. Personal identifiers were removed from transcripts and reports, pseudonyms were employed to safeguard participant identities. To ensure privacy All data were stored securely and accessed only by the researcher. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David review board. The study was conducted in accordance with established ethical guidelines.
Special care was taken when addressing sensitive topics. Participants were approached with respect and sensitivity and were reminded that they could decline to answer any question that made them feel uncomfortable



[bookmark: _Toc228361090]Chapter 4: Findings 

[bookmark: _Toc228361091]4.1 Introduction to Findings
This section presents a thematic analysis of ten interview transcripts with adult learners in higher education. Analysis was conducted using a thematic approach guided by Braun and Clark’s (2006) framework. The transcripts were thoroughly reviewed and coded from the data, allowing initial codes to emerge from the data. These codes were then grouped into potential themes. The themes were reviewed against the full data set, refined and defined, before being named and reported in this section. In total five main themes were identified, each containing at least two sub-themes. 

[bookmark: _Toc228361092]4.2 Participant Overview

	Participant
	Age at enrolment
	Study mode
	Key identities

	1
	37
	Part-time
	First gen, long gap, single parent

	2
	50
	Full-time
	Career changer, long gap, redundant

	3
	32
	Part-time
	First gen, working parent, carer

	4
	27
	Part-time remote
	Career changer, chronic illness

	5
	38
	Part-time
	Career changer, long gap

	6
	37
	Part-time
	First gen, employed

	7
	44
	Part-time
	Single parent, long gap

	8
	29
	Full-time
	First-gen, working parent

	9 
	38
	Full-time
	First gen, career change, parent

	10 
	39
	Full-time
	First gen, working parent



[bookmark: _Toc228361093]4.3 Thematic Overview 

Theme 1: Transformation of Self
	Codes from Participants Interview
	Interpretation 
	Theme

	
Participant 9, described gaining skills “that I can transfer into the workplace”

Participant 1, felt their “brain has woken up” and being given “a language for things I already felt but couldn’t communicate”

Participant 10, “it led to a career which I never thought I was going to do. For the last 20 years I have had a job on the back of my degree” 

Participant 5, a rigour in my thinking – questioning sources, examining evidence – that has changed how I engage with everything”

Participant 2, “A real sense of intellectual engagement that I’d never had in my working life – I sit up reading because I want to”

	
Participants described an intellectual awakening highlighted by improved critical thinking, a more in-depth engagement with ideas, and the ability to express ideas that had not before been mentioned. This change went beyond learning new information, in some cases influencing long-term goals such as career development.
	
Intellectual awakening

	
Participant 9, “I can have an argument and put my point across without having to second guess myself”

Participant 3, I’m more assertive at work. I can argue a case with evidence now”

Participant 1, “I used to second guess myself a lot in meetings at work, with professionals. Now I hold my own”

Participant 7, “it’s a fragile confidence in some ways – one bad week can dent it badly” 

	
Increased confidence was evident in participants, ability to express and defend their views in academic and professional settings. However, this confidence was described by some participants as fragile, implying that personal development was ongoing and was subject to change.
	
Confidence

	
Participant 7, “choosing to do this, and doing it well, has given me agency back. It's been profoundly important”

Participant 4, “structure and purpose” “evidence that I'm still capable, that my illness hasn’t taken that away from me”

Participant 8, “being able to see myself close to finishing that is restorative in a way that’s hard to fully articulate”

	
Participants reported that their sense of agency and purpose had been renewed, and that involvement gave them a sense of capability, structure, and meaning. This was beneficial for some participants, encouraging a shift towards a more active and independent sense of self. 
	Agency and Purpose



The most consistent theme across all ten participants was a profound and frequently unanticipated transformation of self. participants described a wide range of personal and intellectual changes that went above academic goals, including shifts in identity, confidence, purpose, and a sense of agency, that went far beyond simply gaining subject knowledge. This process was not straight forward, many participants experienced periods of self-doubt, setbacks and instability before developing a more stable sense of who they were.
Central to this transformation was an intellectual awakening. Several participants reported new ways of thinking, including engagement with information and the ability to express ideas. This was especially evident among those new to higher education. Participant 9 highlighted transferable skills, while participant 1, believed their “brain had woken up” and that they had gained the language to express ideas they were not able to previously. Participant 10’s experience was interesting; they initially pursued study to build self-worth and found themselves in a career they had never thought possible.
Increased confidence was also evident. In academic and professional settings. Participants felt more confident expressing and stand by their views, suggesting that improved critical thinking resulted in increased self-assurance. However, this confidence was sometimes described as fragile, suggesting that development was ongoing and subject to change.
Further aspects involved agency and purpose. Participants reported being more in control since the studying brought structure, purpose and evidence of their abilities, especially when faced with personal challenges. For some, it was a liberating experience, contributing to a rebuilding of self.

Theme 2:  The Weight of Competing Demands
	Codes from Participants Interview

	Interpretation 

	Theme

	
Participant 5, “Not significantly, no – I have a pension which is comfortable enough. The fees are manageable”

Participant 6, “The fees, even part time, plus books, travel, equipment it adds up significantly when your already stretched. I have had to take on extra shifts”

Participant 10, “and then I found out that I could get full funding, which I didn’t know as a mature person, if you’ve never had a degree before, you’re entitled to funding to get a degree. So that was another incentive to do it” 

Participant 4, “the student finance system doesn't always account for the real costs of studying with a disability- the Disabled Student Allowance has helped, but accessing it was a long process that took months”

Participant 7, I applied for a hardship fund that I found out about from another student and it helped” 

	
Participants highlighted financial pressure as a key barrier. With the costs of studying placing additional hardship to already limited resources. While some participants accessed funding or support, some participants found it difficult to access information and support. Indicating persistent inequalities in access.
	
Financial pressure as a structural constraint

	
Participant 1, “it’s relentless, I study after the kids go to bed – there's not really any downtime. I’ve had to accept that and just get on with it”

Participant 6, “I study in the afternoons and evenings before work”

Participant 3, “if anything goes wrong like my daughter is ill, my mother-in-law has a bad day – studying is the first thing that has to move. And then I'm behind and trying to catch up at midnight, it’s exhausting”

Participant 5, “making sure I don’t spend so much time on the degree that I neglect other things – I make time for family and friends”
 
	
Participants experienced time as limited and often dealt with balancing study alongside work and family responsibilities, leading to fatigue and reduced personal downtime.
	
Time as a scarce and contested resource

	
Participant 3, “when my mother-in-law's care needs increased last winter, I nearly deferred the whole year. I spoke to my tutor, and we worked out a plan – I managed to get through it, but it was close”

Participant 9, In my third year I nearly dropped out I had so much going on with the kids after school activities and I had to start working, I couldn't see myself finishing – my friends on my course got me through it and wouldn’t let me quit”

Participant 7, “one of the things I learned from my illness is that I have limited energy – I can’t use it all on studying and have nothing left for my son or my own wellbeing”

	
Participants ability to continue studying was easily disrupted by personal circumstances such as illness or caregiving demands. Many participants relied on external support to maintain their studies. This points out the fragility of non-traditional learners' participation in higher education.
	
The vulnerability of the whole system



All participants described balancing multiple, overlapping responsibilities alongside their studies. While these responsibilities varied consisting of financial pressures, employment, childcare and health needs, their impact was similar. Several participants felt they had limited flexibility and even the slightest disruptions could affect multiple areas of their lives.
Financial difficulties emerged as a main barrier. Participants spoke of tuition fees, reduced income and limited support. Participant 10, was unaware of their eligibility for full funding as a mature student, suggesting that others may also be unaware and miss out due to gaps in information.
Time was often described to be limited. Many described fitting studying around existing commitments, often working late at night or in short windows between responsibilities, leaving little to no personal time. However, participant 5 had the opposite problem making sure they didn't spend all their time studying and prioritising friends and family. Indicating that time pressures vary based on individual circumstances.
Participants organisational skills were essential but easily disrupted by illness, family and work commitments. When disruptions occurred, institutional support was crucial in determining whether participants continued or considered leaving higher education.

Theme 3: Navigating Institutional Structures
	Codes from Participants Interview

	Interpretation

	Theme


	
Participant 2, “The university itself can feel like it’s designed for an eighteen-year-old student experience”

Participant 6, “The broader university can feel quite different more focused on a traditional student experience that isn’t mine”

Participant 3, “but there’s an assumption that if you’re part-time you have spare time, when actually you’re part-time because your other time is already full. That distinction doesn’t always seem to be understood.

Participant 1, “but the wider university doesn’t always feel that way. Things like assuming you’re free during the day, or fresher's week events that are clearly aimed at eighteen-year-olds, it can feel a bit alienating.

	
Participants viewed the university as structured around a traditional younger student, which failed to accommodate the realities of mature or parttime non-traditional students, leading to feelings of being overlooked or alienated.
	
The ‘default student’ assumption

	
Participant 1, “I found out about the hardship fund from another student, not from the university directly – Don't wait for people to stumble across things. Send it to them, make it clear, make it easy”

Participant 6, “I found out about it from a notice in the department, not from any formal induction, which tells you something”

Participant 3, “there is a carer’s support service I found out about in my second year that I wasn’t aware of, which I think could have been useful earlier on”

	
Participants highlighted that available support was not communicated very well, with many participants stating they heard about support systems through a third party or later in their studies. Indicating a gap in institutional communication and accessibility of support systems.
	
Support awareness and access

	
Participant 4, “my needs change from week to week depending how I’m feeling, but the accommodations I’ve been given are quite fixed. That doesn’t always map on to the reality of living with a chronic illness” 

Participant 7, “for adult learners who are returning to education after periods of difficulty, prompt access to wellbeing support is not optional. It needs to be easily accessible from the start”

	
Participants identified a dis connect between the institutional support and the lived reality of health conditions, suggesting support that is more flexible to changing needs.

	
The disability and health dimension



Participants’ experiences varied, regarding departments, staff and access of support within their institutions. The disconnect between institutions and the realities of adult learners was a recurring issue.
The persistence of a “default student” model was a major sub-theme. Many participants felt that institutional frameworks were created with younger full-time students in mind, failing to consider situations faced by mature students. This was evident in scheduling, communication styles, and social activities, which often assumed flexibility and availability that mature or part-time students did not have. Participant 3, “but there’s an assumption that if you’re part-time you have spare time, when actually you’re part-time because your other time is already full. That distinction doesn’t always seem to be understood”.
Limited awareness of support services was another recurring issue. Participants found out about support such as financial aid, disability services, or academic support indirectly rather than through their institutions. Gaps in communication meant that many participants, especially those who were less experienced with higher education systems, were unaware of the support available. Those who accessed support generally found it helpful in assisting with their studies.
Lastly, participants discussed issues related to health and disability. Institutional support was described as rigid and failing to adapt to changing circumstances. Quicker access to support was seen as more important than the access itself, highlighting the need for adaptable and accessible systems.

Theme 4:  The Value of Peer Connection and Belonging
	Codes from Participants Interview

	Interpretation

	Theme


	
[bookmark: _Int_GMKCvCNC]Participant 9, “I know I’ve made friends for life, and I think I can always fall back on them, because they’re the only ones that really get it. - I feel lucky that we are a small class. For me especially, I think I learn better like that – I think we get quite a lot out of our lectures and our lecturers because of it”

Participant 10, “My class was small and mainly mature students – we are still friends today 20 years later some are now my work colleges” 

Participant 1, “the community of other students – I didn’t expect to find that. We have a sort of informational group, and we share notes, talk through placements, vent to each other. I wasn’t expecting friendship but that's what I got.” 

Participant 6, “there’s a small group of us who are clearly all in similar working parent situations and we look out for each other”

	
Participants described strong peer connections with their classmates, often providing mutual support, shared understanding, and lasting relationships, highlighting the importance of small, relatable learning environments.
	
The class as a community

	
Participant 6, “on the course, broadly yes. In the institution I feel more like a visitor”

Participant 2, “I get on with the younger students – but there is a generational gap in how we experience university. - different things are at stake.”

Participant 4, “within the online learning community, yes. With the physical institution – I have never been to campus”

	
Participants felt a sense of belonging on their course or within their peer group but often felt alienated from the wider institution, indicating a conditional sense of inclusion.
	
Belonging at the margins of the institution

	
[bookmark: _Int_wZ0ZQUU7][bookmark: _Int_Ke8FIY4t]Participant 4, “the online discussion boards are lively – there is a particular kind of online camaraderie that I wasn’t expecting to find valuable, but it is. - one in particular a woman in a similar situation, we’ve never met but we text fairly often. That's been genuinely important to me.”

	
Online and remote learning with digital interactions provide valuable meaningful and supporting connections, with participants with limited in person engagement 
	
Online and remote community



Connections with peers emerged as a significant and often unexpected aspect of participants’ experiences. While the form of belonging varied from courses, smaller peer groups, or informal networks, it was always appreciated since everyone could relate to the challenges involved with studying.
In smaller or more mature-focused groups, the classroom served as a key source of community for many participants. Participants described developing supportive relationships that were established by mutual encouragement, shared experiences, and in some cases, lasting friendships. These connections stemmed from a shared understanding of the challenges faced while engaging in in higher education.
However, this sense of belonging was limited to the classroom. Many participants saw themselves as detached from the wider institution describing themselves as feeling “more like a visitor”. Although this confined sense of belonging was embraced, it represents a different experience from the traditional student model.
Online platforms also played an important role, especially for online and remote students. Participants mentioned building important relationships through digital platforms, suggesting that a sense of community can be created without physical presence, though this may depend on how well these spaces are supported.

Theme 5: Instrumental and Intrinsic Motivation 
	Codes from Participants Interview

	Interpretation

	Theme


	
Participant 9, “I went for a course that was multiskilled, because to be able to stay in Wales, I knew I had to have more than a HR degree”

Participant 3, “I’m not going anywhere without a qualification. I’d been passed over for promotions”

Participant 6, “I’ve been working in warehouses and factories for twenty years. I’m good with machinery and I got to the point where I thought I could be an engineer”

Participant 8, “qualifying in the UK opens doors that aren’t otherwise available”

Participant 2, “Partly necessity, my trade was changing and I needed to think about the next chapter. The redundancy was terrible, but it gives me a window I hadn’t had before”

Participant 7, “I needed to rebuild an identity – I want eventually to work in mental health support – use what I’ve experienced to help others. The degree is the first step on that road”

	
Participants were motivated by career progression, career security or the need for qualifications, often brought on by changing circumstances or limited career opportunities. 
	
Career and qualification as the entry point

	
Participant 10, “Self-worth. Really it was just self-worth. I spent many years as a child minder. So, all the parents come home from their jobs and their busy lives. - I just wanted to get out in the world again”

Participant 1, “I wanted to show my kids that it’s never too late to go after something”

Participant 5, “Pure intellectual hunger – I've spent my whole life teaching. Now I want to know what it’s like to be the student”

Participant 2, “the sheer enjoyment of learning. I didn’t expect to actually enjoy it this much. I sit up reading at eleven at night because I want to – that surprised me completely.”

Participant 3, “The intellectual pleasure of it. I didn’t expect to enjoy learning for its own sake. I thought it would be purely instrumental – I find myself reading topics because I want to, not just because I have to.” 

	
Beyond academic achievement participants described motivations as personal fulfilment, intellectual hunger and enhanced self-worth with many expressing unexpected enjoyment in learning.
	
Self-worth and the search for more

	
Participant 7, “Remember that your life experience – all of it, the complications and the gaps and the detours – is not a weakness. It is the reason you understand things other people don’t.”

Participant 1, “I wanted to show my kids that it’s never too late to go after something”

Participant 6, “I’m good with machinery and I got to the point where I thought I could be an engineer”

Participant 3, “I’m not going anywhere without a qualification. I’d been passed over for promotions” 

Participant 2, “my trade was changing and I needed to think about the next chapter”

	
Motivation was sustained through a combination of personal goals, life experience, and future goals, with participants being resilient and persisting despite facing challenges. 
	
Sustaining motivation through difficulty



All participants entered higher education with a combination of essential motivations, such as career progression, qualifications, and financial stability, also practical motivations such as personal fulfilment, self-worth, and intellectual hunger. Over time practical motivations often became more important, this change was significant in maintaining engaged in their academic studies.
Career and the need for qualifications were the main motivation for enrolment, many participants wanted to overcome professional barriers, pursue new career opportunities, due to redundancy. For some participants higher education was seen as an essential step towards rebuilding or advancing their careers.
Participants described deeper personal motivations. These included a desire to improve self-worth, set an example of success for family members, or engage intellectually in ways that was previously unavailable to them. Several participants reported an unexpected joy for learning, with interests going beyond course requirements. This shift from essential motivations to practical engagement was widespread. 
Sustaining motivation during challenging periods involved both practical and personal factors. While financial security and career goals remained important, participants reported identity, responsibility, and personal meaning were main motivators in continuing their studies despite challenges.


[bookmark: _Toc228361094]Chapter 5: Discussion and Analysis

[bookmark: _Toc228361095]5.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the findings of this study in relation to existing literature and the research questions outlined in chapter 1. the five identified themes Transformation of Self, The Weight of Competing Demands, Navigating Institutional Structures, The Value of Peer Connection and Belonging, and Instrumental and Intrinsic Motivation, are considered in connection with relevant theoretical perspectives and observational studies. Where appropriate, contradictions between policy intentions and lived experience are highlighted, and implications for higher education institutions are explored.

[bookmark: _Toc228361096]5.2 Transformation of Self and Transformative Learning
The findings in Theme 1 strongly align with Mezirow’s (1991) theory of transformative learning, which suggests that reflecting deeply on experiences can change how people see and understand the world. Participants in this study described this kind of change not just learning new information, but also developing new perspectives, communication skills and self-understanding. For example, participant 1’s account of their “brain waking up” and developing “a language of things I already felt” illustrates this concept of transformation, where previously unclear thoughts become meaningful through reflection and critical thinking.
This is consistent with broader research demonstrating that in addition to career benefits, higher education can lead to personal growth (Canturk, et al, 2025; Mohd Shokri, 2025). However, some participants did report that their confidence fluctuated. for example, participant 7 stated “one bad week can dent it badly”. Implying that these shifts are not always consistent. Suggesting that transformation is an ongoing process that may require continued support.
The findings also support research by Hoggan and Hoggan-Kloubert (2022), which indicates how social and emotional aspects of learning are often disregarded. While Mezirow’s theory aids in the explanation of transformation, it does not fully capture how fragile this process can be, especially when learners face external challenges.

[bookmark: _Toc228361097]5.3 Competing Demands and Structural Inequality 
Theme 2 is consistent with existing literature on the structural barriers adult learners face in higher education. some of the financial pressures participants faced were hidden costs, income loss, delayed access to Disabled Student Allowance, and having to rely on hardship funding. this aligned with research by Biney (2022), Johnson (2021) and Minor (2023), who identified that the financial costs of higher education are underestimated barriers to participation and completion. For example, participant 10’s statement “then I found out that I could get full funding, which I didn’t know as a mature person, you were, if you’ve never had a degree before” suggesting there is an informational gap that institutions have yet to address.
Several participants describe time restraints as a barrier this aligns with Smith (2025) who describes as a unique burden experienced by non-traditional students whose personal lives provide little room for disruption. Fletcher and Tyson (2021), highlight the compression of study into late nights and early mornings reflects the structural living barriers that institutional timetabling and course design often fail to accommodate. The governments widening participation policy, which portrays higher education as becoming increasingly accessible, contradicts the lived experiences reported by participants who are working with limited time. The Lifelong Learning Entitlement (LLE), as discussed by Mahoney and Kiernan (2024) and Morgan (2021), aims to increase flexibility, however the findings of this study indicate that financial adjustments alone are not enough. Without equal flexibility in academic structures and clearer access to information, these policy intentions may not fully translate into practice.

[bookmark: _Toc228361098]5.4 Institutional Structures and the Default Student Model 
The findings of Theme 3 reveal a continuing imbalance between how universities are structured and the realities of adult learners. Although this issue has been widely discussed in the literature (Bakes Raymer, 2022; Rausch, 2023) it remains unresolved in practice. For example, participant 6, described feeling like a visitor within the wider institution suggesting a deeper structural issue.
This aligns with Falasca’s (2011) observation that learning environments, support systems, and institutional frameworks often fall short of the diverse needs of adult learners. The gap between improving access for underrepresented groups which Jones (2025) Smith and Mihut (2025) highlighted has been criticised for being awkward and occasionally disrespectful in how institutions increase engagement with adult learners. 
Several participants described their universities as being designed around traditional younger students, with timetables, communication and social activities designed with traditional students in mind. For example, participant 3, comment “there’s an assumption that if your part-time you have spare time” captures this misunderstanding clearly.

[bookmark: _Toc228361099]5.5 Peer Connection and Belonging
[bookmark: _Int_NzebVriW]Theme 4 identifies the importance of peer relationships providing valuable insight into how adult learners remain engaged in their studies. Several participants described peer support as essential, both practically and emotionally, with participant 9 stating ”I couldn’t see myself finishing – my friends on my course got me through it and wouldn’t let me quit” this supports Cleary (2021) and Brunton and Buckley (2021), who identified that when institutions recognise adult learners’ unique needs and foster a sense of belonging, outcomes improve significantly. However, participants experiences indicate that the sense of belonging was often limited to their classroom and did not extend to the wider institution. This suggests that these relationships were formed independently, rather than being actively supported by the institutions, representing a missed opportunity for universities to enhance support through structured peer engagement.
The development of meaningful online communities, especially for remote or disabled students, further extends this finding in ways that have gained increasing attention since the pandemic. Participant 4, who had never visited campus, described a digitally formed relationship as “genuinely important”, challenging the idea that belonging depends on physical presence. This is significant given the expansion of online and blended learning frameworks described by Hakansson, et al, (2024) who highlighted that universities have increasingly redesigned learning environments to accommodate mature students’ complex schedules. this demonstrates the importance of designing and supporting digital platforms, as these platforms may be the only source of community for some students.

[bookmark: _Toc228361100]5.6 Motivation and the Shift from Instrumental to Intrinsic Engagement
Theme 5 reflects a recurring pattern in adult learning research while practical goals such as career progression or qualifications often motivate initial enrolment, practical motivations become more important in sustaining engagement over time. The unexpected pleasure in learning described by several participants such as “reading late at night by choice” or pursuing topics beyond course requirements, this supports Knowles’ andragogical principle that adult learners are most engaged when learning feels personally meaningful.
When describing what helped participants persist through challenges, participants rarely focused on financial or career prospects, it was identity, purpose, and a sense of responsibility to themselves and their families. This suggests that deeper, more personal motivations play a key role in maintaining commitment.
This has direct implications for how institutions design academic experiences and communicate with mature students; they indicate that approaches which acknowledge and nurture mature student's personal goals, may be more effective in promoting retention than strategies focused solely on external rewards like career outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc228361101]5.7 Implications for Higher Education Institutions
Taken together these findings point to several clear implications for practice. First universities must consider whether their structures, communications, and cultures genuinely accommodate the lives of adult learners. This includes schedules, enrolment processes and the proactive rather than reactive communication of support. Second, rather than providing inflexible approaches disability and wellbeing services must become more adaptive, and able to adapt to changing needs. Third peer community physical and digital should be acknowledged as a retention strategy and actively encouraged in course design. Finaly students must be informed about academic entitlements, such as funding and support systems when they enrol, not midway through their studies or via informal networks.

[bookmark: _Toc228361102]5.8 summary 
This chapter has demonstrated that participants’ that took part in this study experiences both align and add greater depth to existing research. While higher education can offer meaningful and transformative benefits for adult learners, but they are accessed through significant personal cost and in many cases, despite institutional systems rather than because of them. Addressing this gap involves more than just improving institutional effectiveness, it also involves equity and the genuine realisation of lifelong learning that government policy has long expressed but incompletely delivered.




[bookmark: _Toc228361103]Chapter 6: Conclusion

[bookmark: _Toc228361104]6.1 Overview
This dissertation set out to investigate the benefits and challenges experienced by adult learners in higher education, focusing on how institutional practices, support systems, and individual life circumstances influence their participation, engagement, and academic outcomes. Based on semi-structured interviews with ten adult learners, five interconnected themes were identified: Transformation of Self, The Weight of Competing Demands, Navigating Institutional Structures, The Value of Peer Connection and Belonging, and Instrumental and Intrinsic Motivation. The final chapter summarises the key findings, presents recommendations for higher education practices and policy, outlines the studies limitations, and suggests areas for future research.

[bookmark: _Toc228361105]6.2 Summary of Core Findings
The findings of this study indicate that higher education can offer significant benefits for adult learners, though these benefits are often achieved in despite of, rather than because of institutional support. A central outcome was personal transformation, with participants reporting increased confidence, intellectual growth, and a stronger sense of purpose. These changes extended beyond academic success and aligned with existing research on transformative learning and adult education. Many participants also reported a shift in motivation, moving from primarily career-focused goals to genuine enjoyment of learning, which helped sustain engagement.
However, these benefits were assessed against a backdrop of considerable challenges. Financial strain, limited time, and the need to balance multiple responsibilities were key barriers. Institutional structures often intensified these difficulties, with systems largely designed around traditional student models. Although support services were valued, they were not always clearly communicated or easily accessed. Additionally, disability support was often inflexible, failing to reflect changing needs. Overall, the findings highlight a gap between institutional provision and the lived realities of adult learners.

[bookmark: _Toc228361106]6.3 Recommendations for Higher Education Institutions
The findings of this study point to several practical recommendations for institutions seeking to better support adult learners.
Firstly, institutions should take a more proactive approach to sharing information. Many participants reported learning about funding, hardship support, and services informally rather than through official channels. Clear, accessible information about financial support, disability services, and academic entitlements should be provided at the application stage and reinforced throughout the first year.
Secondly, disability and wellbeing support needs to be more flexible. Fixed support arrangements often fail to reflect changing health conditions, so institutions should introduce more responsive systems that allow adjustments over time and ensure timely access to support.
Thirdly, greater flexibility in academic structures is essential. Timetables, assessment, and course design should better accommodate the complex responsibilities of adult learners, for example recorded lectures could be beneficial to adult learners
Fourthly, peer connections should be actively encouraged as a means of supporting retention, institutions should create structured opportunities for students to build relationships, both in person and online, particularly early on in their studies.
Finally, institutions should review their culture and communication practices to ensure they are inclusive and reflective of diverse student experiences, rather than centered on a traditional student model.

[bookmark: _Toc228361107]6.4 Limitations and Directions for Future Research
This study is limited by its small and context-specific sample of ten participants. While this allowed for in depth qualitative insight, the findings cannot be generalised to the wider adult learner population. Instead, they offer a detailed exploration of individual experiences rather than a representative overview.
Future research could expand this by conducting comparative studies across different types of institutions, universities and further education colleges, to examine how context influences the benefits and barriers faced by adult learners. Longitudinal research following learners throughout their studies would also provide valuable understanding of how their experiences develop over time.in addition, evaluating the implementation of the Lifelong Learning Entitlement would be particularly useful in assessing whether policy ambitions lead to meaningful improvements in practice for adult learners.

[bookmark: _Toc228361108]6.5 Closing Remarks
This study demonstrates that higher education can be a deeply transformative experience for adult learners, shaping their identity, enhancing confidence, and creating new personal and professional opportunities. However, these benefits often come with significant barriers, which are largely carried by the learners themselves. If institutions are committed to widening participation and promoting lifelong learning, this research suggests that intentions alone are insufficient. Instead, meaningful change requires a fundamental reconsideration of how universities are designed, communicated, and experienced, ensuring that adult learners are not only included but properly supported to succeed.
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Carmarthen Business School

Interview Consent Form

Dissertation research project title: 
Research course:
Research investigator: 
Research Participants’ name: 

Dear Participant,

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research project. *Attached to this letter are the interview questions that I have developed, which will assess the “Your Research Title”, through the answers you provide to the questions posed. There are no right, or wrong answers and your opinion will be valuable to knowledge building around income generation activity in the cultural sector. 

The interview should take approximately 30 minutes but there is no time constraint. Interviews will be conducted in a private meeting space and answers will remain confidential. Information recorded will contain nothing of a personal nature that would identify you, and you will not be expected to provide any personal information such as income bracket, home address, date of birth, etc. You are free to withdraw from the interview process at any time.

Academic research undertaken at UK universities require adherence to ethical procedures, which includes seeking explicit agreement from participants to being interviewed and how the information contained in their interview will be used. The following information outlines the conditions of your participation and the purpose of your involvement. I would be grateful if you would read through this, then sign the consent form to certify that you approve the following:

· the interview will be recorded, and a transcript will be produced
· All answers will be anonymised, and no identifiable information will be requested from the interviewee
· the transcript of the interview will be analysed by “----” as research investigator
· access to the interview transcript will be limited to the research investigator and dissertation tutor
· any direct quotations from the interview, or summary content, that are made available through academic publication or other academic outlets will be anonymized and care will be taken to ensure that no identifiable information will be made public
· the interview will be recorded on a personal device, accessible only to the research investigator. The recording will be deleted as soon as the interview has been transcribed
· The transcript of the interview will be stored on the research investigator’s personal OneDrive for Business application within “---”. The transcript will be deleted on completion of the dissertation
· The storage of information will comply with UWTSD’s data protection regulations, in line with national GDPR guidance

By signing this form, I agree that:

1. I am voluntarily taking part in this project. I understand that I don’t have to take part, and I can stop the interview at any time
2. The transcribed interview or extracts from it may be used as described above
3. I have read the Information sheet
4. I do not expect to receive any benefit or payment for my participation
5. I am comfortable with the arrangements outlined, and I understand that I am able to contact the researcher with any questions I may have in the future





_________________________
Printed Name

_________________________                                                     _______________
Participant Signature                                                                      Date

_________________________                                                     _______________
Researcher Signature                                                                      Date



If you would like me to share details of my findings on completion of the research, please let me know. 

I thank you for your time and participation. If any questions do arise, feel free to contact me at your convenience.


Researcher Name:
Tel: 
Email: 
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL

In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. 

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. 

SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
	1
	Full Name:
	Amy Morgan

	2
	Student Number:
	
2319574

	3
	Email address:
	2319574@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	4
	Programme of Study:
	BA Business and Management

	5
	Supervisor:
	Jessica Shore



SECTION B:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific dodes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
	☒
	2
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒



SECTION C: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	An Investigation into the benefits and barriers for Adult learners in higher education

	2
	Proposed start date:
	Oct 2025
	Proposed end date:
	April 2026

	
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words in each section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the three points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity
· Proposed Research Question
· Aims of Research Activity
· Objectives of Research Activity
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 

· How it addresses an area of importance. 




	3
	Purpose of Research Activity

 to explore and critically evaluate the benefits and barriers experienced by adults in further education.


(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Research Question
What are the benefits and barriers for adult learners in higher education?


(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity

The aim of this research is to explore and critically evaluate the benefits and barriers experienced by adults in higher education.



(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity
What are the most common barriers faced by adult learners in accessing higher education?
What are the barriers faced by adults completing higher education?
What are the most common benefits of adult learners accessing and completing higher education?
What are the social benefits for adults returning to higher education?



(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed data collection methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity to collect data, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here, but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project.

	7
	This should describe how you intend to collect data. It should not include a discussion of the theoretical basis for your data collection methods. Please note, that if you intend to collect any audio/video recordings of interviews with participants then these will be are classified as Personal Data under GDPR/DPA2018. If you intend to use these then note this in section H.
 Primary data will be collected by myself through semi-structured interviews, they will be undertaken in person or through teams to collect qualitative data regarding the benefits and barriers faced by mature students in higher education.
(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION D: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☒
	☐

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☐

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



If you have ticked NO to every question then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and you may skip section E and continue to section F.

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION E: Intended Participants
	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☒
	☐

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☐

	
	Details of any other participant groups:
Complete this only if your participants cannot give consent. This includes animals. If students choose individuals under the age of 18 and or vulnerable individuals, a DBS (Disclosure and Barring Service) check is essential.

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	Approximate figures are fine, but make sure that you explain how you will identify and contact your participants.
10 participants through acquaintances, email and social media

(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	
Adults over the age of 18
(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	
Adult learners in higher education
Adults that have not gone on to higher education


(this box should expand as you type)




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	You should be able to tick YES for all of these questions. If not, then explain why not in this box.

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	You should be able to tick NO for most of these questions. For any cases that you have ticked YES then provide details in this box. If you are using cameras/voice recorders to record interviews then please state that in this box.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them.  

	1
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information. If you have identified in section D that there are no participants then enter N/A and go skip to question 3.

	
	Risk to participants:
There are always risks. Do not write N/A unless you have no participants.
There maybe questions that may cause them Emotional distress




(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:

Tell them before hand that some of the questions may cause stress. Make time for regular breaks and let them know they can withdraw at anytime.


(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:
There are always risks. Do not write NA.
Health and safety risks – going into their homes



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:

The use of buildings and rooms in the UWTSD that have been signed off as safe, or conducted interviews through teams.


(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
There are always risks. Do not write NA.
Data breach

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:

Make sure that all participants are not names, and all data collected is kept on a secure locked device that can only be accessed by the main investigator.

(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:
You may need to plug in the laptop


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:
All equipment will be fully charged before hand


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION G: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

If you have identified in section D that there are no participants then enter skip this section and continue to section H.

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	You don’t need to email your participants with your final report. Good alternatives are (i) to set up an email address that they will be able to contact for further details or results and or (ii) set up a blogspot or social media page (not a personal social media page) that shares your main findings.
An email not personally connected to the investigator with The offer to participants to contact or withdraw from the study

(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	If you are using a paper questionnaire then you should have the participants sign an appropriate consent form. These forms will count as personal data and should be noted as such in section J.
If you are using an online questionnaire, then you should have a screen before the questions start that acts as a consent form, informing participants that by clicking on the NEXT button they are providing consent.
Email the participants a consent form

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	Do not collect names unless you really need them. Do not name participants or organisations in any research publications (including the thesis) without their explicit permission.
No names will be used in the research and each participant will be under a synonym 

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐x
	☐

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	This includes audio/video data of participants, but can also include IP addresses and usernames. Names, addresses and emails also count, as do consent forms.
Data needs to be collected to be able to analyse the themes to collect correct data
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	
☐
	
☐x

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	What counts as ‘sensitive’ will differ between cultures. Any information on behaviour that is not in accordance with cultural norms would count as sensitive personal data.



(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☒
	☐

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	If possible, save your data on computers that are secure and regularly backed up. Many cloud services only provide GDPR-compliant storage for business customers. An example of suitable text is given below.

All data will be kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which
will not be shared. Audio/visual data will be transcribed and would be shown to participants to
check accuracy of reporting. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected. All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected folder. 


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and/or any international equivalent):

	
	This includes data such as drafts of your thesis as well as experimental or survey data. An example of suitable text is given below.

All data will be encrypted and kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected. All data transfers will be encrypted and password protected.  All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected folder. The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. In accordance with the DPA2018, participants will have the right to ask to see what data is held relating to them, and this data will be deleted immediately if the participant requests this, in which case the data will not be used in the project.

(this box should expand as you type)

	20
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	Normally the principal researcher, possibly also the supervisor and, if the project has an industrial partner, a representative of that partner. Possibly also external examiner or second marker?
Principal researcher and supervisor
(this box should expand as you type)

	21
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	Usually the principal researcher.
Principal researcher 
(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. 

	
	All data will be encrypted and kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected, and will be reformatted at the end of the project in order to destroy the data. The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	☒

	23
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	☒




SECTION I: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	A Morgan
	Date:
9/10/25

	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	
	Date:

	3
	Signature:
	

	





FOR INTERNAL USE ONLY:
	
	Ethical approval given 

	1
	Signature of assessor:
	
	Date:


	2
	Name:
	

	3
	Role:
	








[bookmark: _Toc228361114]8.3 Semi-Structured Interview Questions: Adult Learners in Higher Education 
 
 
Preamble (read to participant) "Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. This research explores the experiences of adult learners in higher education. There are no right or wrong answers — I am interested in your personal experiences and perspectives. The interview will take approximately 45–60 minutes. With your permission, I will record the interview for transcription purposes. You may withdraw at any time without consequence." 
Section 1: Background and Profile 
1. Could you tell me a little about yourself and your current course of study? 
2. How old were you when you returned to / began higher education? 
3. What motivated you to pursue higher education at this stage in your life? 
4. Had you studied at this level before, or is this your first experience of higher education? 
Section 2: Benefits of Participating in Higher Education 
5. What do you feel you have personally gained from being in higher education so far? 
6. Have you noticed any changes in your confidence, self-esteem, or sense of identity since starting your studies? 
7. In what ways, if any, has higher education affected your career prospects or professional development? 
8. Have there been any unexpected benefits you did not anticipate when you first enrolled? 
Probes: 
· Can you give me an example of that? 
· How has that changed things for you day to day? 
Section 3: Barriers to Access and Engagement 
9. What were the biggest challenges you faced when first deciding to enter higher education? 
10. Have you experienced any financial pressures as a result of studying? How have you managed these? 
11. How do you find managing your time between studying and other areas of your life? 
12. Have you faced any academic challenges, such as returning to study after a long break or adjusting to university-level work? 
Probes: 
· Was there ever a point where you considered leaving your course? What kept you going? 
· Did you feel adequately prepared for the academic demands of the course? 
Section 4: Institutional Support and Learning Environment 
13. How would you describe your overall experience of the institution — for example, the teaching, facilities, and general environment? 
14. Are you aware of any support services available to adult learners at your institution? Have you used any of them? 
15. Do you feel the institution understands and accommodates the specific needs of adult learners? 
16. Is there anything about the way the institution operates — such as timetabling, assessment deadlines, or communication — that has made studying harder or easier for you? 
Probes: 
· Have you ever felt that policies or structures were designed with younger, full-time students in mind rather than adult learners? 
· What one change would make the biggest difference to your experience? 
Section 5: Work, Family, and External Commitments 
17. Could you describe your typical week in terms of balancing study with work and/or family responsibilities? 
18. How supportive have your employer, partner, or family members been of your decision to study? 
19. Have there been moments where external pressures have seriously affected your ability to engage with your studies? 
20. How do you personally manage the competing demands on your time and energy? 
Probes: 
· Has your workload at home or at work changed since you started studying? 
· Have you had to make significant sacrifices in order to continue your studies? 
Section 6: Social Benefits and Sense of Belonging 
21. How would you describe your social experience at university — for example, interactions with peers, lecturers, or wider campus life? 
22. Do you feel a sense of belonging within your institution or on your course? 
23. Have you formed meaningful connections or friendships through your studies? 
24. Do you feel higher education has changed how you engage with your community or society more broadly? 
Probes: 
· Do you socialise with other students, or do you find it difficult to connect given age or life stage differences? 
· Has studying changed your outlook or the way you think about the world around you? 
Section 7: Recommendations for Improvement 
25. If you could change one thing about how your institution supports adult learners, what would it be? 
26. Is there anything you wish you had known before starting your course that would have helped you? 
27. What advice would you give to another adult considering returning to higher education? 
 
Closing "Thank you so much for your time and for sharing your experiences. Is there anything else you would like to add that we haven't covered? Your insights will be very valuable to this research." 
Interviewer Notes: 
· Allow the participant to expand freely — avoid interrupting 
· Use silence as a prompt where appropriate 
· Return to any skipped questions naturally if conversation allows 
· Note non-verbal cues if conducting face-to-face 
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