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Abstract
Aim: To investigate and explore the challenges that impact the ability of mature learners to complete a Higher Education programme of study.

Method:  The sample population consisted of one cohort of eleven second Foundation Degree students who attend a Further Education Institute along with three staff members who deliver the degree modules. An action research approach using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews was undertaken with the students and a focus group discussion with the staff to ascertain what the challenges are when completing a Higher Education programme of study.  

Results: The questionnaire and semi structured interview results identified that a range of challenges do exist for mature learners whilst undertaking a programme of study. Conclusions were drawn based upon the results, with recommendations made that could be implemented by the Further Education Institute where the students currently study. The results highlighted some limitations of the study, therefore implying that further research should perhaps be undertaken. 

Conclusions: Students face situational, dispositional and institutional challenges when completing a Higher Education programme of study. The widening participation agenda must still be the focus for Government, Universities and Colleges to support students who experience ongoing challenges. 
[bookmark: _Hlk36581293][bookmark: _Hlk36582360]
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Chapter One
Introduction and Background

This research will take place in a local Further Education institute (FEI) that has been managing a Higher Education (HE) programme for over twenty years. In an economically deprived region along the M4 corridor. the study FEI catchment area covers several local authorities in South Wales (Welsh Government (WG) 2017a). Students completing a HE programme of study come from the surrounding areas, with some described as disadvantaged areas, and previously having received support from the Communities First initiative. A HE programme of study needs to provide appropriate knowledge and skills to improve employment prospects (Bridgstock and Tippett 2019), thereby providing the wider community with a skilled and educated workforce.

The study FEI and student profile 
The FEI has a designated HE centre offering a variety of programmes related to Health, Social and Childcare. The programmes range from a Certificate in HE (Level 4), Diploma in HE (Level 5), Foundation Degrees (Levels 4 and 5) to BSc Honours (Level 6). The subject areas covered encompass Substance Misuse, Working with Vulnerable Adults, Public Health, Childhood Studies and Care Studies. All programmes are franchised from two Higher Education Institutes (HEIs). All programmes are modular with students completing a number of modules to give them the required 120 credits to achieve the qualification. Module work is assessed through assignments, portfolios and presentations along with the required hours in an appropriate placement or employment relevant to the particular module.  The students undertaking these courses at the FEI are predominately female, accounting for ninety-nine percent of the overall cohort. This is very typical of the Health, Social and Childcare workforce, the Kings Fund (2019) states that over eighty percent of the workforce in Health and Social Care (HSC) are women. 

HE Expansion and entry grade impact
Supporting the expansion of HE has seen collaboration between the HEIs and FEIs with HE programmes of study at all levels franchised to provide local programmes to the student. This expansion is noticeable within the FEI with an increase in the number of qualifications currently on offer. The Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) (NDa) argue that this is to be encouraged because increased opportunities can be offered to students who might not otherwise have the chance to complete a HE programme of study. Schofield and Dismore (2010) suggest that entry level grade and age will determine whether students actually achieve their qualification. The higher the grade pre-entry the more likely students are to achieve a higher grade at HE. Schofield and Dismore (2010) explain that with mature students, their transferable skills, along with life experiences, may help provide added determination to complete their studies. However, the need for targeted early intervention especially around study skills may provide a substantial difference to the retention levels.    

Equality, traditional and non-traditional students
The FEI encourages all potential students on to an appropriate course of study, irrespective of gender, age, nationality, ethnicity, religion, disability, background or previous educational experience. This links to the Equality Act (2010), illustrating how the FEI provides equality in its provision (Steventon et al 2016). All students who apply and start a programme of study at the FEI are aged over nineteen with many being a ‘mature student’ or non-traditional student’.  Perna (2012) suggests that non-traditional students are from groups that are disproportionately underrepresented because of their ethnicity, social class or disability. Although Schuetze and Slowey (2013) state that mature students (over the age of 21), taking the non-traditional route, part-time students and those living independently of parental support can all be classed as non-traditional students. Mature students can also be considered to be a diverse group where age, previous educational experience, family commitments and financial circumstances can play a significant part in their ability to complete a HE programme of study (Newson et al, 2011). 

Perceived challenges faced by students on HE
Students enrolling on a HE programme of study face many barriers and challenges, both physical or emotional. Mullen (2010) states that the barriers to engaging in HE are far from straightforward with many factors around age, gender, socio-economic background, income, family circumstances and locality playing a part in an individual’s initial choice to participate in HE. This, along with poor prior educational experience and the importance the individual places on success in HE in terms of meeting personal goals, future employment and earnings potential, are also influencing factors (Gorard 2009). Burton et al (2011) state that irrespective of gender, students entering HE can experience challenges that are financial, family and personal, socio-economic, dispositional as well as institutional and organisational. These factors are not new and have been presented in historical research (McGivney 1999; Maxted 1999; Davies et al 2002; Elliot and Brna 2009).
The increasing diversification of the student cohort may mean that many have responsibilities and face greater challenges, compared to traditional HE students however, these can be seen as an enhancement to the HE environment (Schütze and Slowey 2012). Wider diversification can bring equality issues because the young traditional student is often the focus for the HEI. Social inequalities may result in students having inadequate structural and material support when attending all types of HEIs.  

The impact of Social Mobility
Encouraging individuals to gain employment or move to where the job opportunities are, has been discussed by the United Kingdom (UK) and Welsh Governments (WG), resulting in raised political interest (Social Mobility Commission 2019). Social mobility is defined by Payne (2017) as the movement of individuals and families within or between the differing levels and sections within society. This takes into account the different classes, cultural groups or nations, and may also measure literacy, education or health status. The Social Mobility Commission (2017 pg. 2) states that ‘Social mobility is about ensuring that everyone has the opportunity to build a good life for themselves regardless of their family background. In a socially mobile society, every individual has a fair chance of reaching their potential’. The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission (2013) empathised that although some sections of the population in Wales were lagging behind those in England and Scotland, overall Wales was no worse than any other UK nation.  Completing some form of HE may positively impact on the opportunities throughout an individual’s working life as well as benefitting society (Brennan et al 2013). With HE in Wales is geographically dispersed, individuals may experience difficulties in accessing HE in rural areas (The Social Mobility Commission, 2017). The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission (2015) found that Welsh students from higher income backgrounds were travelling further to the HEI than those from poorer backgrounds. The institution’s location is an important factor when considering undertaking a HE programme of study. 

The ‘Reaching Wider’ Programme and Partnerships
To support and widen access to HE the HEFCW established Reaching Wider in 2002. This was seen as a collaborative and long-term programme to widen access to HE and to break down perceived barriers (HEFCW, NDb). Areas lower down in the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation and those previously referred to as Communities First areas, were identified as the two key groups. HEIs and FEIs were therefore, seen as principle partners in the Reaching Wider programme. 
The FEI where this study will take place is within the South West Wales region that delivers ‘Reaching Wider’ Partnership activities. The HEI where the FD is franchised from lies within the South East Wales Reaching Wider Partnership. Irrespective of location, the emphasis is on engaging with young people aged 10 to 16 years, as well as adults 21 and over who do not have HE qualifications. Included within these two groups are looked after children (LAC), care leavers and carers (Campus First 2019: Swansea University NDa; HEFCW NDb). ‘Reaching Wider’ followed on from ‘The Learning Country: Vision into Action,’ where the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) now the WG put forward ideas that would result in a more prosperous and skilled country, within a ten-year timescale (WAG 2001; WAG 2007). To support widening participation, have access to HE and progress through and beyond HE, effective and continuous multi-agency working is needed (HEFCW, NDb). HEFCW (2014) additionally states that along with the Welsh Universities there is a commitment to collaborative working to ensure there are effective positive outcomes for Wales. 

The Reaching Wider Partnerships focus their attention on the younger applicants to higher education, working closely with schools their agenda mirrors that of some Universities who actively promote admission to younger people (WISERD, 2015). Findings in the WISERD (2015) report state that older participants are often directed to specialist Lifelong Learning Centres (LLC), despite their being Universities and FEIs offering HE programmes, where both the younger and older participants are seen are critical to their widening access policies and activities. HE providers often focus on promoting widening access as an entry route to the institution, whereas Reaching Wider partnerships place an importance on all who are able and want to take up HE programmes of study. HEFCW (NDb) explains that there needs to be some continuous re-evaluation and improvements made to widening access policies and practices in order to advance equality of opportunity. This ongoing process would then meet Welsh Government goals and support the HEIs to fully integrate issues around widening access and equality and diversity.

HEI and FEI collaboration 
For post 18 students, admission onto undergraduate programmes is determined by qualifications and grades obtained. HEIs and FEIs may offer alternative routes that mature students can access. Widening participation onto HE courses aims to compensate for any pervious educational disadvantage (WISERD, 2015).  Both institutions can offer entry onto Diplomas and Certificates of HE, Foundation Degrees, Higher National Diplomas and Higher National Certificates. These routes can provide a foundation for further studies. 

The continuous partnership and collaboration between both HEIs and FEIs are highlighted within the Hazelkorn (2016) report as key factors for reinforcement.  One recommendation is for all ages, talent and gender to have access to coherent learning and career pathways, with opportunities which support the workforce to respond to the needs and challenges of industry.  Furthermore, facilitating all the post-compulsory sector: 6th form, further education, universities, work-based learning (WBL) and adult and community education, to collaborate, ensures flexibility and mobility through and across the different settings. This collaboration is seen as way of maximising the civic contribution within post-compulsory education sector (Goddard et al 2018). With this in mind, there is a need to make sure that the qualifications offered are appropriate to the ever-changing employment market.  

Student number – underlying trends
[bookmark: _Hlk523043673]Data from the Higher Education Statistics Authority (HESA) (NDa) states that student numbers have remained constant over the last ten years, especially for students who are domiciled in the UK. There is evidence that an increase of 8% between 2012/2013 and 2016/2017 is related to students choosing HEIs in the UK, although they were domiciled outside the UK (HESA 2018). The POLAR3 (Participation of Local Areas) (HESA 2018) data indicates a rise in all sectors of society accessing HE. POLAR classifies areas across the UK and is built on the percentage of the young people that participate in HE (HESA NDb). The WAG (2009) indicates that Wales has been effective in attracting students from non-traditional backgrounds, including those from low participation neighbourhoods, state schools and those with disabilities however, there is room for improvement. Swansea University (NDb) states that if the individual has the potential to benefit, they should have the opportunity to experience a higher level of learning, regardless of their circumstances. To continue an upward trend and achieve the increase in numbers, students may not be the traditional HE applicant. Main and Richards (2016) suggest that to double the proportion of students from disadvantaged backgrounds going into HE and to achieve an increase of 20% in admissions, widening access programmes may be a key factor in encouraging students from disadvantaged backgrounds to undertake undergraduate programmes at a FEI rather than a HEI. 

The inability to satisfy the traditional University entry requirements often leads to potential students looking to a different provider, changing career choices or studying closer to home. Mature students may not have the necessary GCSEs: English and Maths, that often come as a prerequisite for undertaking certain HE programmes, with Senior et al (2018) stating that some key skills at level 4 would be beneficial. The HEI location may bring transport issues, making a local FEI a more attractive than attending a HEI. Retaining students and supporting them to up-skill and achieve their qualification is a priority for each institution, whether FE, HE or WBL (Gill 2017). The statistics derived from the data indicate that all institutions are successful in attracting students, although there are some anomalies which were relevant to where the HEI was situated and the programmes on offer. 

Since tuition fees changes and the increase to £9000 there has been an increase in students undertaking first degrees and in the number of postgraduate students, resulting in a ten year high in 2016/2017. This is not confined to HSC but is across all subjects. There has however, been a decline in numbers undertaking other undergraduate first year programmes which has continued since 2008/2009. The reasons for the decline are attributable to the tuition fee changes, the reclassification in 2011/2012 of the Nursing courses and the economic recession resulting in employers not paying for employees to undertake some continuous professional development (CPD) (HESA 2018). This suggests that the strategies to widen access are working but there is still work to be done in specific areas.

 Potential challenges faced by HE students 
Increasing the numbers of students that are non-traditional can bring its own challenges, not just for the institution but for the students themselves.  Mature students who enrol on a HE programme of study have to maintain a balance between the many responsibilities and demands of returning to education. Hemy et al (2016) believes that considerable commitment of energy and time is required especially from students with multiple responsibilities. Whilst students may believe they have put in place the required structures and support needed, situational barriers can place pressure on the student. Family time, transport to the FEI campus, childcare and the financial cost of HE can add to the pressure students feel. Dispositional barriers including low self-esteem, motivation, fear of failure or embarrassment can often become problematic and not conducive to learning. This can lead to students not seeking additional advice and support that would enhance their development and learning. Entering or returning to education following a break can sometimes lead to uncertainties or feelings of self-doubt (Pennacchia et al 2018). 
Personal Professional Development 
Personal Professional Development is holistic within Higher Education and is embedded formally and informally into everyday practice (Appleby and Pilkington 2014). Personal professional development allows individuals to draw upon professional, theoretical and practical experiences to develop occupational skills and knowledge. Makovec (2018) explains that teachers reflect on both their performance and professional development therefore, development activities need to be meaningful. The activities that are deemed useful may go beyond knowledge or skill‐based learning because this allows the individual to develop as an effective practitioner (Welp 2018). To promote efficacy, reflection should be the heart of the process with reflecting before, in, on, and beyond action used as a means to increase and expand understanding of professional practice (Edwards 2017).

Aim of this study
The aim of this study is to critically investigate the challenges that impact on the mature students’ ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study. Dissemination of the study’s findings will be used to inform current practice at the FEI and to develop policies and procedures to support students to reduce the likelihood of them withdrawing from their studies.

Research Questions 
 The specific research questions to be answered are:
•	What are the barriers for mature students on a HE programme of study that may impact on them completing their studies?
•	To what extent can these barriers be overcome by the individual student and the FEI?
•	How effective is the existing student support structure in overcoming perceived barriers and are there more effective strategies to support students when attending the FEI to study? 

Vignoles and Murray (2006) suggest that once the barriers to accessing an institution have been addressed, there is more research work to be carried out in order to access how the HE experience can positively impact the student. The barriers to learning and how to retain students has been researched previously but is influenced by the individuality of students and institutions.  The research questions have been positioned within this context. With the challenges identified and recommendations drawn it is hoped that they will provide the opportunity to develop a greater depth of understanding to support students and enable completion of the programme of study. 

An action research approach will be utilised to gain details of the challenges students face when they embark on a HE programme of study. The holistic approach of action research facilitates collaboration between the researcher and practitioner to improve existing practice. (McNiff 2013) The cohort of students who will be asked to participate in the research are in the second year of the Foundation Degree in Childhood Studies. On questionnaire completion, a small, proportion of the group will be asked to also participate in a semi structured interview. The staff from the FEI who teach the modules of the Foundation Degree will also be asked to take part in a focus group discussion. 

Hypothesis 
The hypothesis to be tested is that mature students are likely to be faced with additional pressures that impact on their ability to complete a HE programme of study. 

















Chapter Two
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction 
Bowles and Brindle (2017) categorised barriers to learning into three areas, ‘institutional, situational and dispositional’. Institutional barriers were identified as particular situations, measures, strategies, policies and procedures that hinder the learning progress of the student. Situational barriers were identified as difficulties that directly and personally relate to the individual student, with dispositional barriers linked to the attitude and self-perception that an individual has as a learner (Burke 2013; Cotton et al 2013; Edwards et al 2014; Boeren 2016; Peate 2019).  

INSTITUTIONAL BARRIERS
The Economic and Social Importance of Widening Participation and Life-Long Learning
[bookmark: _Hlk10107308]Elitism in education concentrates attention on or assigns support to the best students, or students who are uppermost in a particular field of study (Hayton and Paczuska 2005). Elitism in education can be based on a conventional assessment of learning ability, knowledge, or other abilities, Kynaston and Green (2019) consider that the chances a student has are based on a conscious decision made by parents on where their child/children are educated. This suggests that the initial issue is not academic ability but family income. Reay (2017) and Mountford-Zimdars and Harrison (2017) explain that social class plays an important role in the education, often reinforcing economic and social inequalities. Kynaston and Green (2019) infer that privilege sets individuals against each other rather than creating fairness, equality and social cohesion. Kupfer (2014) argues that the reputation of the HEI can be advantageous when accessing the labour market. However, Reay (2017) suggests that all student potential needs unlocking. The Sutton Trust (2016) reports that the majority of professionals who are at the top of the UK’s hierarchy have been privately educated’. One recommendation put forward is for the Russell group of HEIs to adopt an open access policy and admit students with the ability, irrespective of their background. This would help to reduce discrimination and widen participation, thus creating a culture where HE is for the many rather than the few, widening the student base. This expansion may allow access to formally excluded groups (Tomlinson and Basit 2017). 

Robbins (1963) concluded in the ‘Robbins Report’ that there would need to be an expansion of both Further and Higher Education to equip the students leaving school and entering the workplace. This indicates that there has been some historical focus on widening the opportunities offered, especially to students who are deemed suitably qualified and with the ability to achieve. Kennedy (1997) suggests that true widening participation is not only facilitating access to learning but also providing students with the opportunities for success and progression within their chosen field. Thomas and Jones (2007) agree suggesting that the widening participation issue has two key aspects, access needs and a successful outcome for the student; this may either be through progression to further HE qualifications or to enhanced employment. 


One result of the Kennedy, Fryer and Dearing reports published in 1997 was to bring widening participation to the forefront of the political agenda. An important issue within the Kennedy and Fryer reports was to develop the idea of lifelong learning, with Dearing advocating an education system, which permitted and supported learning throughout life and the widening of participation in HE (University of Leeds ND). Lifelong learning is deliberate, continuous learning that occurs throughout a person’s life, enabling the individual to acquire the skills and knowledge needed for the roles and responsibilities undertaken both in employment and for leisure (Davies and Longworth 2014). 

Welsh Assembly Government -  The Widening Participation Strategy 
[bookmark: _Hlk36602245]In Wales, education is devolved, and the responsibility lies with the WG.  Overcoming the barriers and raising aspirations is the responsibility of each successive Government. Following the creation of the Welsh Assembly Government, Wales formally published a ten-year plan: ‘Reaching Higher, Higher Education and the Learning Country’ (The Higher Education Academy 2009). The plan acknowledged the need to widen participation and open up opportunities to all sectors of society. Goddard et al (2018) argue that WG needs to recognise that in today’s employment market individuals experience frequent job and career changes, may take a career break or going through a period of unemployment, therefore continuous learning is a necessity. 

This in turn, may support the achievement of the seven well-being goals the WG are striving to realise as documented in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (WG, 2015). The Act requires statutory bodies to work together to ensure in the long-term that Wales is prosperous, resilient, healthy, more equal, has cohesive communities, a vibrant culture, a thriving Welsh language and is globally responsible. The prosperity of a country is linked to the population being well educated and possessing the skills required to drive forward the economy and for individuals to reap the benefits of securing work (WG 2017b). This would enable individuals to fulfil their potential, irrespective of their background or circumstances, and positively impact on an individual’s physical and mental well-being. 

The widening access to Post-Compulsory Education and Training (PCET) with education is a means of ensuring that the well-being goals come to fruition. The WG proposes in the ‘Prosperity for All: The National Strategy, Taking Wales Forward’ document that education is a key component in ensuring that individuals acquire the skills required and is central to supporting the development and growth of Welsh businesses (WG 2017b).  The national strategy also reiterates the importance of lifelong learning to individual development and the prosperity of Wales in a fast-changing global economy. This was originally highlighted in 2009 ‘The Learning Country: Vision into Action’ setting out how this would be achieved (WAG 2009).

[bookmark: _Hlk12777107][bookmark: _Hlk36577573]While debating the question of widening participation, Kennedy (1997) explained that the need for lifelong learning was essential in order to widen the access to HE. However, to achieve this Kennedy (1997) acknowledged that for the UK to prosper economically as a result of educational achievement, there would need to be some investment and the understanding that economic accomplishment is closely tied to social factors. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) (2018) ‘UK Poverty Report’ stresses the need for adults to be able ‘to access better paid work’. To achieve this, it is essential to support individuals to gain the skills, competences and abilities to progress once in work. The report concludes with a recommendation for the improvement in educational standards in order to raise skills within the workforce. Additionally, Manstead (2018) argues that because of the variances in the class system, working class individuals are less likely to benefit from educational and occupational opportunities. To overcome this an adjustment to current policies to support the redistribution of wealth is needed. This Dearing (1997) predicted, would allow for a well-educated, well-equipped and flexible workforce, to help secure the UK's economic future.

Welsh Assembly Government – student well-being, participation, and academic achievement
The WG has over the years, has emphasised the need to tackle poverty, improve the well-being of students, encourage participation in education and raise academic achievement through the introduction of several policy initiatives. The Tackling Poverty Action Plan, the Pupil Deprivation Grant, Flying Start, Families and Communities First, Reaching Higher, Campus First, PREVENT and Building the Future Together programmes have all been designed to reach targeted groups, (Egan 2013). Hazelkorn (2016) argues that education is pivotal in supporting individual’s and that post-compulsory education system including 6th form, FE and HE, WBL and adult and community education needs to provide an extensive range of educational, research and student experience. 

Traditional and non-traditional students, the impact of gender, ethnicity, social class and economic status 
Post-16, potential students are separated into two distinct groups: traditional and non-traditional. Traditional students are said to follow a direct route from compulsory to post compulsory education and are generally aged under twenty-four (Perna 2014); whereas, non-traditional include individuals in part-time and temporary employment as well as ex-offenders. In addition, mature students, individuals returning to education later in life, mature women, individuals with a disability, Black and Minority Ethnic, students from low income backgrounds and those who live in disadvantaged areas can also be classed as non-traditional students (Marshall et al 2016; Arfield et al 2013; Cotton et al 2013). Wong (2018) adds that non- traditional groups continue to be under-represented in HE. This aligns with Gorard et al (2006) cited in Lenger et al (2011) who suggest that involvement in HE can be defined by certain characteristics, with gender, ethnicity and economic status highlighted as influencing HE access. 

However, although social class is one of the key factors that impacts on participation in lifelong learning, family income and occupations, locality and educational history play a crucial role early in life and influence future choices. Mullen (2010) argues that these are significant factors that have a long-term impact on the life choices made. Bowes et al (2015) suggest that prior attainment is the determining factor as the whether an individual continues into higher education. The focus currently appears to be on keeping the young person in education rather than helping the adult return to learning. Evans et al (2017) agrees that participation in HE is linked to social inequalities and that how HEI’s interpret the Welsh Government agenda when implementing institutional widening participation policies. However, O’Shea et al (2016) imply that the responsibility for inclusivity lies with both the student and the institution.  

Burton et al (2011) found that some traditional barriers were not an issue for students, with finance, family commitments and the accessibility of the institution not highlighted as giving any cause for concern. This Burton et al (2011) attributed this to the positive early contact the setting has with potential students. Howard and Davies (2013) imply that social identity within the HEI is what matters to students although Brooman and Darwent (2014) suggest the transition to HE depends on ‘self-efficacy, autonomous learning and social integration’, whereas life experiences may result in non-traditional students having considerably more resilience compared to traditional students (Chung et al 2017). 



Existing learning initiatives and the focus on mature learners 
In 2003 a UK Government white paper ‘The Future of Higher Education’ stated that most initiatives and strategies concentrated on full time younger students, with only limited reference to mature learners, who at the time made up 50% of the sector (House of Commons Education and Skills Committee 2003). In 2016 the UK Government released a report stating that the focus still had not moved forward. The WG acknowledge that the report had implications for HE in Wales (Hazelkorn 2016). The WG ambitions for HE are set out in the Policy Statement on HE, with the Higher Education (Wales) Act (2015) legislating that HE must provide fair access to all (National Assembly for Wales 2018).  These policy statements acknowledge that HE is now more open, diverse and similar to the HE system proposed by the Robbins Report 1963 more than fifty years ago (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 2016a).  

HEFCW (2007) emphasises that the priority target groups to reach are those individuals who are disabled, Welsh medium, from black or other ethnic minorities or from what were known as, Communities First areas. Although the Communities First Programme has now closed, it has since 2001 worked in the most disadvantaged areas of Wales to empower individuals to reach their full potential through encouraging access to educational opportunities and therefore, overcoming the barriers that have been holding the individual back (Davies 2018).





SITUATIONAL AND DISPOSITIONAL BARRIERS
Debt, low aspirations and issues related to mature students 
Identifying the barriers to participation in HE suggests that removing the barriers that certain groups experience may address the problem (Fuller and Paton 2007). Lall et al (2003) identified several issues that were seen as barriers; fear of debt, low aspirations and being a mature student were seen as problems. With mature students the problem may include the pressure of balancing childcare and living on a reduced income, and the negative publicity around student loans and future debt. 

Entry requirements and admissions criteria

Entry requirements can demonstrate an imbalance in the qualifications or prior experience that students have. Entry criteria is set by an individual HEI, and vary considerably depending on the course, subject and institution to ensure the appropriate knowledge and skills have been obtained to enable the individual to complete the course Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) (2019a), suggest that there is a lack of clarity around the admissions criteria due to a lack of consistency across the board. For many students accessing HE follows on from the completion of a level three vocational course or A levels. This is not always the case for the more mature student who is returning to education, following a break or when there is a change in career or employment.  Over the five-year period of 2013/14 to 2017/18 HESA (2019) state that there has been an increase of 112,540 students under thirty in HE in Wales whereas in the same period 68,915 less students over thirty were in HE.  HESA (2019) also indicate that there are now more students with a disability and who identify as black or mixed race. This suggests that the policies adopted by the WG appear to be redressing the balance with a greater number of disadvantaged students entering HE.

Marketing, staff competency, accuracy of guidance and advice
Marketing and advertising plays a significant role in raising the awareness of the opportunities that exist for widening access to HE (HEFCE 2001). McGivney (2003) states that all groups of people will need advice and guidance prior to choosing a HE programme of study. This being the correct pre- course information, as well as access to teaching staff who can offer expert information. This can then be personalised to meet the individual’s needs ensuring that all the information has relevance. Accurate advice and guidance is an essential tool in the drive to recruit potential students. A key factor identified by The Russell Group of Universities (2015) was that poor information, advice and guidance (IAG) may be contributing to low progression rates however, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) (2018) suggest that specific roles and responsibilities have been identified and attached to each stage of the recruitment, selection and admissions process.  For many FEIs and HEIs the reality means many different staff dealing with each stage rather than one member of staff who has all the overall knowledge, skills and experiences required to deal with all stages.  The QAA (2018) suggest that it is the responsibility of the provider to ensure all documentation is in place and that staff who carry out recruitment, selection and admission are up to date, trained and have sufficient experience to effectively carry out the roles. Even with a team offering IAG, teaching staff will need to know the specifics around administration. Nevertheless, Keeley-Browne (2014) stipulates the importance of being able to direct students to appropriate departments, rather than having all the knowledge.  Burton et al (2011 pg. 34) state that ‘an open and relaxed approach can have a positive effect on recruitment and retention’. Adopting the approach during initial contact is made with students at open evenings and early in the application process, appears to dispel various fears the individual may have about returning to continue to study. This early contact helps to lay down the foundations of support for students. 

Funding distribution and long term debt 
[bookmark: _Hlk13385977]The WG has given responsibility for the distribution of funding to the Universities, to HEFCW (HEFCW NDc).  The responsibility extends to acting as an intermediary between the HE sectors and Government. HEFCW regulates certain areas, which includes the student fees received by Universities. The WG establishes the finance framework, sets student fees, and devises strategies for HE in Wales. The differences in the financial support given to students varies across the four UK nations. There is however some collaboration between the countries, with Wales working on an England and Wales or UK-wide basis for National Student Survey, the Research Excellence Framework and the use of UCAS for University applications. There is acknowledgement within the ‘Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance Arrangement in Wales’ (WG 2016) that there are still obstacles to be overcome and that student support needs to be aware of the holistic costs of HE studies.  Hillman (2018 pg1) implies that the Welsh funding system takes the best parts from other funding systems and now provides a ‘sensible package’ of funding for students. Equally, within the same report Hillman (2018) suggests that the poorest students in Wales will be worse off under the new funding system. 

The financial package available to students includes monies for tuition fees, along with a maintenance loan and maintenance grant, both of which are means tested, therefore dependent on income (UCAS 2019b). All have to be repaid when in employment and earning above the basic threshold, currently standing at £25,725.  This links to the proposals put forward by Dearing in 1997, where students receive monies to help towards completing some academic studies and pay back. However, depending on individual circumstances there are some non-repayable grants. These include Childcare grant (CCG), Parents’ Learning Allowance (PLA) and Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSAs). Similarly, the Universities and Colleges may offer some bursaries and scholarships that do not need to be paid back. These are awarded to individual’s dependant on personal circumstances or for academic achievement (Student Finance Wales, ND).  

With tuition fees currently at £9000 a year the potential to have a substantially large debt when the HE programme of study is complete is considerable. This, according to Callender and Mason (2017), can negatively impact the decision to start a HE qualification. Nevertheless, numbers of HE students have remained fairly consistent. 

Student support throughout the learning process, combining work and study
With the continued increase in student numbers comes the need for support, whilst making the transition from a previous level of study or returning from a break. Even after receiving advice and guidance as to the expectations of studying at HE, the Higher Education Academy (2018) reports that students start their studies with a lack of awareness of what to expect. This could be demonstrated by an unpreparedness or even an unwillingness to develop the ability to be an independent learner and to take self-responsibility; balancing the needs and expectations of both students and the institution (Laing 2005). In contrast, Tett et al (2016) propose that the transition process is on-going, where students experience different phases as progression is made through to completion of the qualification, rather than a one-off event that happens at the beginning.  The transition often commencing earlier than the course start date and continues up until the students leave; although, the challenges of transition are more substantial within the first year. 

Ensuring mechanisms are in place to provide the support is the responsibility of each individual institution. O’Donnell et al (2016) acknowledges that the prior experiences of individual students will affect how the transition process is negotiated. A complete, tailored and flexible approach is therefore, needed to support students rather than a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach.  Crafter and Maunder (2012) explain that transitions are multifaceted, the focus should be on the process, the journey the individual is on rather than the outcome or end result. Moreover, in helping students succeed with the transition into HE, with O’Riordan and Broughton (2017) concluding that there needs to be some assistance for the individual to ensure successful completion of the programme of study. Having the opportunity to engage in all aspects of University life may pose problems for students who are on campus for less than fifteen hours a week. Leese (2010) concludes that with minimal time spent on campus because students are combining work and study, there is a need for practitioners to support students to ‘negotiate challenges and opportunities along the way, rather than attempting a ‘quick fix’. This in turn can help to provide the individualised support needed to give focus and remain on-track; without which the possible consequence maybe some students making the decision to withdraw from the programme of study if this is not forthcoming or sufficient. 



Modelling and theory demonstrating the overall complexity
[bookmark: Tinto]The model put forward by Tinto (1975) highlights the complexities of the choice students make (Tinto 2015). The model shows the impact of several internal and external influences that influence the ability of students to complete a programme of study. 
Tinto's model
[image: Diagram of Tinto's model]
Draper (2008)

Tinto (2015) further explains the model stipulating that the two categories of external and internal influences can impact on a student’s decision to withdraw from or continue with the course. Tinto’s argues that the student’s view of how integrated they feel, both academically and socially. This coupled with the effect of external issues including prior qualifications, debts and personal issues, individual and family attributes, teaching and learning support, can cause some re-evaluation of goals and commitments and eventually be the decider to leave or stay on the programme of study. David et al (2009) presents an opposing view from Brunsden et al (2000) as to the appropriateness of the Tinto model suggesting that the reasons students leave their studies is not clear cut.  Arnold et al (2012) explains that many environmental influences can impact an individual’s readiness for academic study, with cognitive ability helping to shape and master good academic habits.  Mountford-Zimdars et al (2017) stipulate that the HEI and FEI can do more to enhance outcomes for students especially with regard to the environment, resources, and appropriateness of the particular programmes on offer.   

Manninen, (2018) states that participation in adult learning is a voluntary act which is based on a multifaceted process with internal and external factors that are difficult to separate. The chain of response model put forward by Cross (1981) takes features from theories of participation and proposes that there are a number of stages that individuals go through when deciding to participate in programme of study (Edwards et al 2014). 

[image: Figure 1. The chain of response model. From Adults as Learners: Increasing Participation and Facilitating Learning, by K. Patricia Cross, 1991, p. 124. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers.]

The stages of the model may be cyclic and highlights the difficulty of the decision process that individuals undertake before the actual participation (Lavrijsen and Nicaise 2017).

Summary 
This review has looked at the available literature and categorised the output under the headings of institutional, situational and dispositional. Institutionally the literature identifies the importance of moving away from a system historically designed around educational elitism to one that broadens the accessibility of education for the mature student and recognises that learning should be viewed as a continuous process over an individual’s lifetime. Government and Local Educational strategy and policy influences the outcomes significantly. 
For the situational and dispositional categories, the literature identifies that there are a significant number of complex interrelationships ranging from commitment and aspirations of the mature students through to quality of support and advice given. Student funding and the balancing of work, home and study commitments is also seen as fundamental as to whether the student successfully completes the course of study. 
The review concludes with modelling that attempts to encapsulate the range of complexities and influences that exist.     






Chapter Three
Research Methodology
Aim of Study 
The aim of this study is to ‘critically investigate the challenges that impact on the mature students’ ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study’ 
Despite being historical, issues of widening participation and access to HE remains contemporary and relevant. The reviewed literature suggests that when widening participation and access to HE presents challenges and barriers that impact an individual’s ability to complete a programme of study. The research undertaken investigates the challenges that have a bearing on the student’s ability to complete their studies. 
To meet the aim of the study an action research approach was utilised to gain details around the challenges students face when they embark on a HE programme of study. This approach was supported using questionnaires, semi-structured interviews of participants and a focus group of staff members. 

Research Methods
[bookmark: _Hlk14101312]Throughout the study there was a continuous exploration of the literature supporting the research. Flick (2018) suggests that it is unlikely that the topic of the research will not have been explored previously therefore, the researcher should familiarise themselves with the literature in the field.  The method selected for the research needs to be one that is appropriate for the research undertaken, with Ling and Ling (2014 pg. 2) stipulating that process also includes the ‘selection of data, the forms of data gathered and the analytical procedures the researcher employs.’ Different epistemological approaches are available to the researcher and imply that knowledge can be obtained from a variety of methods (Mason 2018) with, Bryman (2012) viewing reliability, replication and validity as forming the framework for social research. Reliability requires the research to be repeatable and the methods devised consistent. Replication requires the researcher to define clearly the methods used to allow this to be possible and the validity refers to the integrity of the conclusions that result from the research. 

Action Research 
The prime objective of action research is to resolve a particular problem in a specific setting (Mason 2018). Reason and Bradbury (2013) do not view action research as a methodology but more as a direction for an investigation. Bell (2014) believes that the results derived from action research are a starting point for further research because the process is ongoing. Cohen et al (2011) suggest that problem solving is the main objective of action research. Koshy (2010) argues that action research offers the practitioner a holistic understanding of the research topic which can feed into the development of practice and professional judgement. 
This support the idea put forward by McNiff and Whitehead (2011) who suggest that traditionally, scholarship focused on the theoretical aspect of research, the roles of practitioner and theorist being viewed as separate, with theory being applied to ‘other peoples practice’. The holistic approach of action research allows for collaboration between the researcher and the practitioner to improve existing practice. The end result having a collaborative rather than individualistic impact enabling implementation of change to happen on a broader scale and allowing research to be conducted using a small sample. However, action research must not be mistaken for evaluation research or reflective practice (Koshy 2010; McNiff 2013). Action research enables the practitioner to question the rational off current practice and what is needed to improve practice (McNiff 2017). 

Reviewing the role of action research when applied to practice it seems appropriate to use this approach for this study particularly when reviewing the following factors. 
· Within an educational establishment action research allow for exploration and modification of practice.
· Action research is a valuable tool in developing collaboration with colleagues and policy makers because of the duality of its role, the participation of practitioners in the research may encourage them to become more proactive and receptive to implementing a change in practice, in order to overcome problems.   

This study’s aim is to critically investigate the challenges that impact on the mature students’ ability to complete a HE programme of study, and for the views of students and staff to be the focal point for the development of suitable and appropriate support structures. 
Students are at the heart of any research carried out (Moore et al 2013). This emphasises the point made by Brunsden et al (2000) who claimed that apparent challenges to completing HE ought to come from the student’s viewpoint. This research study will allow for a more detailed understanding of the views of the students and staff as to the challenges faced when completing a HE programme of study. Subsequently the evidence generated can be conveyed back to the FEI in order to promote change (McNiff 2013). 

Qualitative/Quantitative Research 
Rather than working against each other, Flick (2018) explains that both qualitative and quantitative approaches are complementary to each other rather than opposing methods, with the choice of particular method being dependant on the research.  Bell (2010) states that there will be times when the research will use techniques that relate to the opposing approach: qualitative researchers may find a quantitative technique suitable to gather the required data and vice versa.  Punch (2014) informs that qualitative research is empirical research where there is an understanding and analysis of words and images rather than the numbers as with quantitative research. Bryman (2016) suggest that qualitative research allows for the documentation of the perceptions of the participants within the study. The emphasis is on words rather than numbers with Johnson and Christensen (2019) repeating this opinion signifying that qualitative research refers to words rather than non-numerical data. Bryman (2016) reinforces this by inferring that the emphasis in qualitative research is on words. Qualitative research is investigative and open ended, it is more subjective in nature than quantitative research and uses different methods to gather data: questionnaires, interviews and focus groups. Silverman (2011) supports this view and claims that qualitative research can give narratives rather than standardised reliable measures because the research is concerned with meanings, resulting in the research being more subjective rather than objective. 

The action research approach often focuses on a particular case study with Cohen et al (2011) signifying that a case study involves real people in real situations and tries to clarify what is actually the reality of the situation. This study investigated one particular cohort of students undertaking a HE programme of study at a FEI; therefore, an intrinsic case study is applicable.  Johnson and Christensen (2019) believe a case study is an inquiry that offers the researcher the chance to take an in-depth examination of a particular issue.  Johnson and Christensen (2019) suggest that the researcher should be mindful of the contextual circumstances of the case in order to provide a comprehensive explanation of the findings. The case study approach is applicable when researching one single community in a single organisation; therefore, it could be seen as appropriate to this study (Bryman, 2016). 

Study Design
The study design has case study and survey characteristics. Brown and Rodgers (2002) and Augustin and Coleman (2012) describe survey research as both qualitative and quantitative, with quantifiable data collected from the completion of questionnaires. This in turn can detect patterns or themes derived from the data collected.  According to Creswell (2014 pg. 2) this is seen as a ‘collective strength’ and can provide the researcher with a more comprehensive understanding of the issue. Beam (2017) advises caution because survey results may not be reliable and can give rise to some ambiguity if solely used without another form of check or verification.  Creswell (2009) implies that survey research can provide an account of trends and attitudes. Variation can arise since each participant will answer the questionnaires from a subjective viewpoint. 

A case study approach allows the researcher to investigate in greater detail a course or event over a longer period of time, the information gathered is descriptive in nature but does lend itself to qualitative and quantitative method, this approach would not be appropriate for this particular study (Bryman 2016).
This study involved ascertaining the views and opinions from a small cohort of participants, both students and FEI staff.  A combination of interviews, questionnaire and a focus group discussion was deemed as the most appropriate. Using more than one method of data collection was used, this allowed for triangulation (Cohen et al. 2018). The use of a variety of data gathering gives credibility to the study results. The approach used to gather the data that will inform the investigation falls in line with the positivistic model, drawing out responses to predetermined questions (Cohen et al, 2011). However, the use of semi structured interviews and a focus group discussion both fall within the interpretive approach because the research will look at the perceptions, feelings, ideas and thoughts of the participants (Thomas 2013). 

The researchers view and opinions could potentially have influence, their knowledge and understanding could help with the interpretation of the views and behaviour of others. This would imply that the answers to the questions could have more than one meaning. This would impact on the need for the researcher to stay impartial and neutral (Thomas 2017). Qualitative research is more subjective than quantitative research. As positionality of the researcher who is known to all research participants needs to be considered to ensure the data is not biased and does not favour a predetermined result.  Cohen et al (2018) argue that studying human behaviour from more than one viewpoint can provide a more complete understanding whilst simultaneously demonstrating validity. An overriding factor of educational research is to ensure that the methods used to obtain the data are ‘fit for purpose’ (Cohen et al. 2007 pg. 78). Therefore, having sufficient quality evidence that can then be viewed, scrutinised and used effectively (Thomas 2013).

Questionnaire
The main source of data was derived from the completion of a questionnaire (Appendix 1). The question type: behavioural, attitudinal and classification allows the researcher to gather information about the participant that is factual, to know what they think and to collate information that can be used to group the participants together (Hill and Alexander 2006). This lends itself to the ‘correlation survey’ where a wide range of information can be obtained by the researcher (Punch 2014 pg. 241). A set of dichotomous questions with yes and no answers were used to allow some factual information to be obtained, for ease of collation of any patterns or themes that may be found within the results and to aid completion of the questionnaire (Hart 2013: Williamson and Johanson 2013). The rigidity of completing a questionnaire has been the focus of some disapproval, not accounting for the fact that different individuals may interpret the questions differently. However, the questionnaire used in the study is semi structured in design therefore the participating students will have the opportunity to explain certain answers. Some of the questions also allow the participants to decide on a particular answer, with a choice between two or more categories (Mukherji and Albon 2012). These were arranged sequentially (Flick 2015). 

Cohen et al (2011) emphasise the importance of the wording used for the questionnaire and that to pilot or pre-test would ensure success. This would help to reduce any ambiguity in the questions posed and according Bell (2014) should be carried out even when time is limited. The more the questionnaire is tested the better the validity and reliability and trust in the evidence produced (Opie and Brown 23019). The questionnaire was piloted with a small group of first year students; no problem areas were identified or highlighted. 
Semi-Structured Interviews
Whilst completing the questionnaire the participants were asked if they would be prepared to take part in an individual semi-structured interview. The interviews were to continue to build upon the evidence contained within the questionnaires and to give the participants the opportunity to provide a greater depth of information and the opportunity to share their experiences and opinions (Cohen et al 2018). Bell (2014) advises that the personal contact given in an interview may provide an enhanced response from the participants, which along with gestures and words can provide the researcher with a greater understanding of what is being said. Five questions from the questionnaire were taken and used as starting point for the interview and supported the discussion around the phenomenon under investigation (Mills and Birk 2014). The reciprocity allowing for certain responses to be followed up which cannot be achieved solely with a questionnaire (Bell and Waters 2018; Galletta and Cross 2013). However, interviews are time consuming, there is a risk of bias with the researcher trying to obtain elicit information (Thomas 2013).

Focus Group
[bookmark: _Hlk15043691]A focus group discussion was conducted with 3 HE staff where the discussion was initiated using the same questions as those used for the semi-structured interviews. Punch (2014) states that the facilitation of the group can direct the discussion to maintain focus and that group interaction can produce data that would otherwise be less accessible. The group was both homogeneous and heterogeneous, all teaching staff with varying degrees of contact with the student participants which provides for a dynamic group (Flick 2015). Picardi and Masick (2014) perceive this an effective method of data collection however, they advise caution because the participants may distort their responses to conform to the group.  The audio recording of the focus group discussion was transcribed which Hart (2013) implies may create difficulties in the transcription process since the many responses are typically unstructured. Thomas (2013) makes the case for not recoding the interview if the researcher does not require every word that is said, highlighting that an audio recording fails to pick up any behavioural cues. The researcher may be unable to record who said what in the discussion, however an audio recording will provide an opportunity for content analysis (Bell 2014).

Ethical Issues
Irrespective of the type of research ethical considerations are of the upmost importance and should continue to be a focal point all though the research process (Brooks et al 2014; Kara 2018). The issues interlink with human rights and are what each person involved in the study should expect. The four principles of ‘veracity, justice, beneficence and fidelity and respect’ (Moule, 2015: p34) are very much related to the individual’s human rights.  Permission and approval to carry out the study was obtained from the HEI’s ethical committee, gaining the consent was a lengthy process due to an update in the criteria (Gerrish and Lacey 2010; Clifford and Gough 2013; Maltby et al 2013; Flynn and McDermott 2016).  The consent given confirms the researcher’s compliance with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018) guidelines which along with the HEI guidance provide for an ethical research study. 

As part of the research process all participants were fully informed regarding the investigative nature of the research. Prior to participation and completion of the questionnaire participants were given a letter of explanation (Appendix 2) to ensure they are fully informed and able to give informed consent. This Brooks et al (2014) explain is where participants can freely and voluntarily choose to take part in the research once, they have adequate knowledge and understanding of what is expected of them. The researcher should not assume that the participants will not mind and that all will be willing to take part (Thomas 2017). At each stage the participants were also asked to give verbal consent. Regardless of the stage of the process participants can withdraw and have all the data collected relating to them removed from the study. To achieve this and to make the procedure easier all questionnaire envelopes were marked with an alphabet letter and on the audio of the focus group discussion participants were identified by a number. Anonymity and confidentiality of the data was uppermost in the researcher’s mind and all participants were informed about how this would be achieved and respected (Thomas 2013). Students would not have been treated any differently if they chose not to participate. Compliance with the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) (2018) guaranteed that all data was kept secure at all times in a locked drawer and only accessible to the researcher at the FEI as the researcher has a duty to protect the boundaries surrounding the information obtained (Cohen, et al 2007).

Students were able to complete the questionnaire in their own time and off site if preferred, this helped to ensure the results were valid without any input or influence from the researcher. Completing the questionnaire on site was carried out in a small room which is used for quiet study. This was also the location for the semi-structured interviews and the focus group discussion. The completed questionnaire was then placed in an envelope, sealed and post in a labelled post box. The result was that both confidentiality and anonymity was maintained. Any individuals who contravened the codes of practice will no longer be allowed to participate in the research project and data provided will be destroyed.
The focus group (FEI staff) were given a written outline of the investigation to ensure they were fully informed and able to give informed consent. The staff were not under any pressure to be involved and because of time tabling only 3 were able to be part of the discussion that took place. All points raised in the discussion were taken as valid with a transcription taken of the audio. 

Population Sample
Student participants enrolled on the second year of the Foundation Degree in Childhood Studies at the FEI were asked to participate in the study.  Johnson and Christensen (2019) state that an ideal sample size is 30, however this was not possible. The 11 study participants completing the questionnaire were asked to take part in a semi structured interview, with 4 participants taking part in the interviews. The closing question on the questionnaire allowed for consent to be given to take part in an interview. For the focus group HE staff who deliver modules for the Degree were individually asked to take part. Convenience sampling was the researcher’s choice for both groups of participants. This non-probability sampling technique was selected because of the convenient accessibility and proximity of the students and staff to the researcher (Thomas, 2013). However, this may not support the generalisation of the results to the wider student population which Mason (2018) states is common in qualitative research.   In contrast to this view, Picardi and Masick (2014) indicate that the selection of participants can be seen as purposive sampling because the students chosen are deemed relevant to be able to provide information related to the research question. 
Schedule of Research Process 
	Month / Year
	Planned activities

	July 2018
	Formation of research question and possible hypothesis
Formally write the research proposal
Send draft proposal to supervisor

	July 2018
	Redraft research proposal in light of supervisor feedback
Send proposal back to supervisor

	August 2018
	Research widening participation, social mobility, mature students and challenges to completing a HE programme of study
Continue to critique relevant research articles and in particular WG initiatives/strategies and policy documents
Ethics for completion
Draft questionnaire 
Send draft introduction/background, ethics form and questionnaire to supervisor

	September 2018

	Continue research and reading
Re-submit ethics form following supervisor feedback. 
Send draft ethics form and questionnaire to supervisor

	October 2018
	Continue research and reading

	November 2018

	Continue research and reading
Re-submit ethics form following ethics panel feedback.
Re-submission of questionnaire
Send ethics form and questionnaire to supervisor

	January 2019
	Continue research and reading
Ethics approval
Pilot the questionnaire

	February 2019
	Final rework of questionnaires
Distribute questionnaires to relevant students for completion 
Collect in questionnaires
Arrange with staff when convenient to carry out focus group discussion

	March 2019
	Carry out semi-structured interviews (with students)
Collate the data from interviews

	April 2019

	Carry out focus group discussion (with staff)
Transcribe audio of focus group discussion

	May 2019 
	Commence literature review

	June 2009 
	Send draft literature review to supervisor
Start to analyse results
Transcribe interview data
Collate data from interviews 
Analyse results 
Commence writing discussion of data from primary research

	July 2019

	Redraft introduction/background and literature review
Commence draft of methodology

	August 2019


	Commence writing discussion of data from primary research Send re-draft introduction/background, literature review and draft of methodology to supervisor
Meet with supervisor 


	February/March 2020
	Write conclusions and recommendation.
Write abstract
Meet with supervisor
Complete work.
Proof reading.
Printing and Binding for submission 1 April 2020

	March 2021
	Write up and resubmission 1 April 2021



Timescales and Methods of Analysis
The primary research was carried out over three weeks and coincided with the students attending the FEI for teaching. Prior to their circulation the questionnaire envelopes were pre-coded, in order for the researcher to be able to identify and remove should the participant withdraw.  Once given out the students were encouraged to take the questionnaire to the study room to complete. The sealed envelopes were then placed on a post box. Once the questionnaires had been retrieved the results of the questions were recorded onto separate evaluation sheets to support the process of collation and analysis. Interviews were arranged, with these also taking place in the study room, this helped to reduce the variations connected with a location change. The semi structured interviews took place over a period of three weeks and lasted thirty minutes, the informality of the interviews supported open discussion. The focus group discussion followed the same format as the interviews. Analysis of the interviews and focus group discussion was undertaken by defining, outlining, differentiating and comparing the data allowing for themes to emerge. This strategy proved effective and provided the opportunity to identify patterns and correlations within the data, which would contribute to the process of writing up the study. 
Chapter 4
Analysis and Discussion
The findings derived from the data have highlighted the sub themes in which the discussion will be presented.  The themes encompass the situational, dispositional and institutional challenges or perceived barriers when undertaking a HE programme of study. 
The investigative study focused on the different challenges that mature students faced when completing HE programmes of study. The sample was restricted to one cohort of 11 students and 3 staff who delivered the teaching of the programme modules. Results have been derived from the completion of a questionnaire by 11 students, semi structured interviews with 4 of the 11 students and a focus group discussion held with the 3 course staff. The participants completed the questionnaire without any support from the researcher, and is deemed self-administered (Bryman 2012). All 11 questionnaires were returned providing a 100% response rate. Babbie (2016) specifies that a response rate above 70% is very good with Johnson and Christensen (2019) believing the response rate is significant and can give credibility to the research results. The questionnaire was designed to collect background information relevant to each participant as well as allow for an explanation of the challenges faced whilst completing, HE programmes of study. This additional information helps to build data confidence recognising that the overall sample size is small. 

The semi structured interviews were a valuable tool enabling participants to provide greater clarity to each particular challenge they experienced. As Ritchie et al (2014) explains the participants had the freedom to express their opinions. 4 students were selected to participate in the semi structured interviews, with the basis for selection being that they were available within the time constraints and had all given written consent once they had completed the questionnaire. The students who were interviewed are identified as ‘a’, ‘b’, ‘c’ and ‘d’, maintaining the privacy and confidentiality of all information and upholding responsibility for anonymity (Kara 2018). Voluntary informed consent was given at the initial stages of the participant’s involvement in the research process along with the right to withdraw at any point (British Educational Research Association (BERA) 2018).  

The focus group discussion enabled 3 course staff to discuss their views and explain their experiences. The staff involved in the focus group discussion were known as ‘1’, ‘2’ and ‘3’ maintaining anonymity.  The results fall within three perceived areas of challenge, centred around effects that are situational, dispositional and institutional.  Life circumstances, attitudes, self-belief and institutional practices were highlighted as impacting on the ability to complete a HE programme of study. Pennacchia et al (2018 pg.3) note that adults are motivated to learn but navigate many obstacles along the way and that ‘practical and circumstantial factors often need to be in place to facilitate learning’.

Situational and Dispositional 
Group Characteristics (Student Cohort)
All 11 of the cohort are female and all identified as white with 9 over 21. Only 2 are aged over 40.  This is noteworthy, because mature students often have caring responsibilities not only for children but also elderly family members which may impact on their capacity to enrol on a HE course. Mature students may have low self-esteem and lack self-belief often resulting from prior negative educational experiences as well as having been out of education for many years. Fange (2011 pg380) describes these students as ‘second chance learners’ who are motivated by the need to prove they can achieve at a higher level.  

Travel
All 11 students travel to the FEI by car although one participant has indicated that when a lift is not available, they struggle to arrive to lectures on time because public transport is not readily accessible. The distance travelled by 9 of the students is between six and fifteen miles. 1 student travels less than five miles and 1 student more than twenty-one miles.  All 11 of the participants attend the FEI fulltime and their views and understanding of accessibility differs between individuals. From a research point of view, accessibility is the ease with which the student perceives they can access the institution. The lower the distance travelled the easier the institute is to access which is significant when having additional caring responsibilities and employment to manage. However, 8 of the of participants felt that FEI is either ‘very’ or ‘reasonably accessible’. The remaining 3 have indicated that the FEI is not easily accessible because of inadequate public transport. 

Care Responsibilities and Financial Support
10 of the sample group are single with 1 married however, individuals with dependent children is more equally spread with 6 having dependent children. Of the 6 participants who have children, with 5 of the children are of primary school age and the others pre-school. The results indicate an emerging theme of childcare being an issue for many respondents with 5 stating the need for childcare to allow for course attendance. Further questioning through semi structured interviews indicated that information about financial help and a relevant childcare establishment was important. All 4 participants interviewed stated that they were in receipt of benefits. Appropriate childcare settings and financial help was obtained from several sources with both the ‘FEI and Family Information Service’ identified by the participants. although, neither of these sources were considered useful. During initial contact the FEI gives advice of points of contact only because individual students circumstances vary. The majority of participants specified that the childcare accessed was being provided by a registered childcare provider and family.  2 of the participants provide personal care older dependants for up to eleven hours a week. This suggests that there may need to be effective time management strategies with Wainwright and Marandet (2010) inferring that how students overcome the issues can greatly depend on the individual’s resource base and social support networks.

Disability 
1 participant stated that they have a disability and this was clarified during the interviews as Dyspraxia and Dyslexia. Kim and ‎Aquino (2017) suggest that disability is one area of diversity that is neglected because race and ethnicity are most noticeably the focus therefore, having a disability may be a limitation to student success. However, Wallbank (2017) identifies that with dyslexia it is a matter of the students learning to use their dyslexia traits to support their learning rather than work against their learning. Increased staff awareness and advances in technology can provide students with the additional support when needed (Brunswick 2017).  
There is currently no specific mechanism for students with disabilities to be identified unless students tell the FEI on enrolment.  If students require support, there are specific members of staff than can provide the additional support. 
Choice of FEI   
All participants have given more than one reason for attending the FEI, the influencing factors being; the location, distance and course preference. This is supported in the analysed data with only 1 participants stating a different reason, ‘friend attended and recommended; couldn’t move to another university due to epilepsy’ being given. Bryman and Bell (2015) suggest that numerous answers give the researcher more of an indication as to the variety of reasons the FEI was chosen as a place of study. UCAS research highlights that a mature student’s choice is made in relation to the individual’s postcode (UCAS 2018). This finding supports the evidence generated within this research, Marandet and Wainwright (2010) agree that the proximity of their home is taken into consideration when individuals are choosing a HEI. 

Employment
9 of the participants stated that they undertake some paid employment and of those individuals 2 work full time. The number of hours worked varies, 6 of the participants work between 17 and 24 hours a week (in terms of the workplace can be interpreted as working full time as over 16 hours), however, 7 of the 9 participants stated that their employment is part time.  A student may assume that undertaking part time employment could fit around study time and attendance at the FEI. An individual’s perception may not be realistic, clear advice and guidance during open evenings and in the initial course interview when a student is considering their choice is crucial in helping the students to develop realistic expectations of the challenges ahead.  Hovdhaugen (2013) suggests that working full time can impact the individual’s ability to complete HE programmes which along with other variables may explain the increased risk of withdrawal. Mercer et al (2016) states that working and studying has implications for the individual’s academic achievement and personal relationships. Additionally, Dennis et al (2018) suggest that the more hours’ students worked, the greater the negative effect on their studies. 

8 of the working participants stated that they had employer support, with 6 out of 9 having the opportunity to work flexibly. The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) (2012) indicates that employers have a duty of care relating to the safety, health and well-being of the individual employee which in turn can build trust and strengthen the commitment the company has to its workforce, helping to improve staff retention, improve efficiency and achieve better employee engagement. A change to working patterns to accommodate attendance to complete a HE programme of study had been undertaken by 7 of the participants. The remaining 2 had not changed their working patterns.  The research results do not identify whether the participants have workplaces where their hours worked can be used for the workplace module which requires 300 hours to be worked in a suitable childcare setting, to gain knowledge about the sector. This was not discussed in the interviews possibly because the students felt the FEI could not help and employment was essential to family income. Add this here. Hall (2010) explains that students are faced with significant work and study demands as well as experiencing financial pressures and reduced social time. 

Finance
Financial support may be available to support individuals when completing HE.  8 participants explained that access to a student loan impacted positively on their decision to return to education although, 3 stated that the availability of the financial support was not a deciding factor. This is also acknowledged by WG (2014) in the ‘Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance Arrangements in Wale’s which states that current fees and funding arrangements are not leading to students being more likely to attend university, However, 10 participants said they would not have applied to complete HE without financial support. This suggests that the availability of financial support is a key factor in making HE accessible to a wider society.  9 participants specified that they had been unable to access additional monies apart from student finance, and they have not been in receipt of any bursaries. Bursaries are available to students who progress on from a lower level, this applies to students who have completed their level 3 within the FEI and then start the FD. What the research does not show is what specific student finance the individual has accessed, there are different monies available dependant on the individual’s circumstances. On reflection these areas needed to be explored in the research along with working hours. 

Qualifications 
When commencing HE the participants had a variety of previous education levels with 9 having obtained Level 3 Children’s Care, Learning and Development which is currently the industry requirement. 1 had completed ‘A’ Levels and 1 was specified as ‘Level 5 Children’s Care, Learning and Development’, the latter being an occupational vocational qualification therefore, needed for the particular job role. 
The highest qualifications the participants had when reaching school leaving age differs between the individuals with GCSEs the most common. 9 students started the FD with lower level qualifications because there are not entry level requirements for mature students.  What is not clear from the questionnaire answers is whether the students achieved their childcare qualifications in a FE College after leaving school with GCSEs or whether this was part of the qualifications that were routinely offered to young people who had an interest in childcare in a school setting. The length of time the participants have been out of education varies across the cohort. Piñeiro et al (2019) states that prior academic achievement can be positively linked to student engagement.  

Research results identify that 7 of the participants returned to education and in particular HE within three years of leaving their previous education with 4 taking longer than four years. This period of time out of education can result in the transition into HE being of significant importance, with Southall et al (2016) confirming that it is vital all expectations are clearly explained from the outset. This is reaffirmed by Gibney et al (2011) who explains that there are often differences between expectations and reality. The disparity being often related to course content, taught hours, the amount of work that is required between sessions and the expectation of a social life. 

All four student participants interviewed clearly stated that managing all areas of life is an issue.  MacDonald (2018) highlighted that adult learners typically cannot adjust their lives to fit the institutions fixed timetables. As well as attendance at the institution Kemmer (2012) argues that students are expected to undertake many hours of private study and to take responsibility for learning with the onus on the student to manage their time accordingly.  9 participants were able to put aside time dedicated to study. 6 of the participants study for between 3-6 hours each week, however 2 of the participants did not indicate any hours. The differences in time available to study suggests that this is unique to each individual circumstances. Time management is an important issue for students as they struggle to find the equilibrium. During induction students are given advice on managing their time. This area was not addressed within the questionnaire or interviews. 

Support
6 participants stated they are likely to seek support when needed, 1 participant indicated that ‘the help is offered but I don’t like to ask’ all 11 participants knew who to approach when they needed advice, guidance and support. Southall et al (2016) implies that students often overestimate their understanding and ability and consequently, do not recognise early enough that they need help. On the other hand, Pearce (2017) indicates that confidence is an important factor when supporting mature students. Gravett and Kinchin (2018) suggest that in order to combat this situation institution staff need to consider the difficulties students may encounter therefore, placing the onus with staff to the offer of more support or at least point the student in the right direction.  Contrary to this, Wong and Chiu (2019) argue that seeking support can be uncomfortable or even difficult for mature students due to fear as well as pride. Students may give the impression of independence but in reality, are afraid of what response or feedback they may receive to questions and assignment drafts. 

Students may also perceive teaching staff as unapproachable, especially if staff have a full time table commitment and do not have the flexibility to make time at the end of a teaching session to discuss any concerns. 6 participants indicated that they accessed support from the lecturer and other students. 3 of the participants accessed peer support for advice, guidance and support, while 2 went to the course or module lecturer.  This suggests that positive connections had been made with other likeminded students and staff, therefore the sense of belonging to the group and institution had been forged (Kahu 2014).  If the support had not been available 2 participants have indicated that they may have left their studies. Retention has not been the focus of this particular piece of research.  

7 participants stated that they had experienced personal situations that had directly impacted on their studies. These included personal relationships, bereavement of a family member, caring for children or another family member, ill health, house move, transport, financial circumstances, time to study and not asking for support. Other issues highlighted were connected to the course expectations, workload and teaching styles. Although Southall et al (2016) suggest that it is during the transition phase that students experience internal, external and personal factors that impact their studies the data from this study suggests that this is an on-going problem for many mature students.  

Institutional Effects
Support
The 3 members of the staff focus group all believed that they were supportive of students offering help or assistance where possible with an ‘open-door’ policy mentioned. However, a staff member pointed out that students needed to appreciate that at times staff are not free because teaching commitments take priority. The availability of staff to offer support was discussed during induction week. An awareness that some staff work between FE and HE would also have been highlighted and the time constraints this can cause.  However, during the focus group discussion there was an awareness of the need to maintain a balanced approach when supporting students especially when working relationships are being built. Tong et al (2018) comment that as teaching workloads increase and students struggle with the workload, communication is crucial. Students are encouraged to use e-mail if they cannot actually speak to the lecturer, to book a specific time and date or to use tutorial time for a one to one session. This one to one time for supervision, coaching and mentoring can allow students the space to ask questions, accept feedback and well as continue to build a positive working relationship with the staff member (Wisker et al 2013).

Attendance and Submission
Staff were aware that external and personal commitments were highlighted as exerting pressure on students drawing them away from their studies and impacting on their time management. Punctuality can be affected leading to students missing vital information and knowledge relating to assignment work. The staff focus group raised that point that although time tabling and lecturer start times have taken this into account this institutional change has not brought about a significant reduction to the numbers of students arriving late to class. None of these points were mentioned by the students who were interviewed. The staff focus group also discussed that there had been a significant rise in the number of students requesting extensions to assignment deadlines and applying for extenuating circumstances. This may be the result of the student not always coming forward early enough to ask for advice and some students leaving assignments until the last minute. Burt et al (2013) confirms that positive and regular involvement with teaching staff who relate to their students personally can positively impact on a student’s self‐efficacy, satisfaction and enthusiasm to learn. This was emphasised by a staff member stating ‘sharing that I too am still learning and understand how life can often make things challenging, can help the student to feel they are not alone in their struggles’.  O’Neil and Thomson (2013) argue that the relationship between the student and department is fundamental to the individual’s success. All 3 members of the staff focus group emphasised the importance of building a positive working relationship with the students, however all 3 staff members commented that they felt time pressures with a full teaching timetable. However, all module resources are available online visa the FEI virtual learning environment to overcome issues with late attendance. 

Student Centred Learning 
McCabe and O’Connor (2013) explain that student-centred learning can lead to students becoming active rather than passive learners. However, students having ownership of their learning however, needing a balance of direction and feedback. All learning styles kinaesthetic, auditory and visual are taken into account when planning delivery of a module’s indicative content as well as using a variety of assessment methods which include presentations, group work, work placement, portfolio and written assignments. Hood (2011) states that lecturing alone is limited and that students require a more interactive classroom environment that encourages students to interact and ask questions, accommodating the different learning styles should achieve this. Discussion in the staff focus group highlighted the importance of the student voice survey and that student representatives routinely attended course team meetings.   

Guidance and Advice
The process of explaining the course requirements and the individual actually comprehending the enormity of what is required to complete the FD starts with the initial application and interview. This process is ongoing as the pace of the course increases, however, the stress that comes with completing work to a specific deadline often means students do not declare they are struggling until the last minute. There is a need for staff and in particular course coordinators to know where the student can access appropriate support and what options they have in relation to late submissions, applying for extenuating circumstances, suspending or even withdrawing from their studies.   All 3 members of the staff focus group were aware of the university guidelines for late submissions and applying for extenuating circumstances.  Two members of the staff focus group discussed how they had difficulties in identifying students who are struggling despite having one-to-one and tutorial sessions. They reminded students regularly of the open door policy and the availability of support staff however, this advice appears not to be have been effective. All the staff members agreed that study skills were an issue because HE students are not routinely screened for levels of literacy and numeracy. 









Chapter Five 
Recommendations and Conclusion 
Hypothesis
The hypothesis to be tested is that mature students are likely to be faced with additional pressures that impact on their ability to complete a HE programme of study.

Aim of this study
The aim of this study is to critically investigate the challenges that impact on the mature students’ ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study.

Research Questions
The specific research questions to be answered are:
•	What are the barriers for mature students on a HE programme of study that may impact on them completing their studies? 
•	To what extent can these barriers be overcome by the individual student and the FEI?
•	How effective is the existing student support structure in overcoming perceived barriers and are there more effective strategies to support students when attending the FEI to study? 
The analysis of the results from the study suggests that the issues and challenges are complex and fall within the three topic themes of situational, dispositional and institutional. 



Study Size
Consideration has been given to the fact that this is a small-scale study that has provided results from a limited number of participants studying on one HE programme at a FEI that is franchised from a local HEI. An action research approach was utilised to gain details of the challenges mature students face when they embark on a HE programme of study. The holistic approach of action research facilitates collaboration between the researcher and practitioners to improve existing practice (McNiff 2013). 

Interpretation 
The results cannot be generalised because mature HE students will face challenges a broad range of challenges while completing a programme of study. Bergin (2018) suggests that the researcher may not be interested in the generalisation of the research results. However, the research results do imply that the issues the participants faced are the same issues many will encounter when returning to study. The research participants, all mature students, have a wide range of roles and responsibilities outside the FEI, which were identified through the questionnaires and interviews within this research. Fleming et al (2017) acknowledge that the mature learner has multiple roles which can act as a barrier to learning however, there is some uncertainty as to the exact impact. 
 Recommendations 
The conflict between employment and study 
The number of hours that students worked alongside their studies was seen as a significant barrier. Students may not be realistic with their view that part time employment and their studies will integrate easily. Additionally, the support of employers and the flexibility they afforded was seen as key, with most students managing to change their working pattern to accommodate attendance. Participants also made the point that some flexibility in the timetable structure was essential. 
Recommendation – It is important that clear advice is given at student open evenings and the initial course interview to set realistic expectations. Strong links between the FEI, the students and the employers enables areas including work pattern flexibility to be better understood. This is a key area for further research. 

Childcare and other caring responsibilities 
Study participants explained that often missed the beginning or end of lectures due to taking and collecting children from school, with the care of elderly relatives also resulting in missing lecturer time.  In recent years considerable progress has been made in terms of childcare being available to support individuals who are working and studying. Consideration has been given as to whether this is directly related to the introduction of thirty hours’ free childcare for three- and four-year olds as well as the rollout of the WG initiative ‘Flying Start’ which provides free childcare for two to three-year-old in the most deprived areas of Wales. This research appears to contradict this with relatives taking care of children from within families to be the preferred childcare provision for the student cohort. The study results show that there are a range of childcare options are used by participants. Information on appropriate childcare settings was seen as an issue, with information available being described as inadequate. 
Recommendation – This needs further review to ensure the information can be tailored to the student’s needs. The availability of an annually updated list of approved local authority childcare settings within the locality which be beneficial.
Transport
Transport issues were identified by the research participants as a barrier to learning, with the location of the FEI and the distance travelled from home is an important consideration when returning to learning. Transport was a fundamental issue, reliance on public transport to and from FEI was revealed in the study to be a problem if private transport was not available. 
Recommendation - The FEI transport system plan needs to include HE students, this would require the FEI to work directly with the local bus companies to guarantee both FE and HE students have an equality of opportunity to be able to travel to their chosen FEI. Currently the transport between FEI campuses does not take in to account students dropping children off at school and then having to travel to the FEI.  



Qualifications (Knowledge, Experience and Study Skills)

Participants stated that they had acquired previous qualifications and experiences. Students had mostly returned to Higher Education within 4 years of their previous studies but identified that adjusting to institutional requirements was not easy.
Recommendation -  Research the extent to which Recognising Prior Learning (RPL) could play a key role in helping the adjustment to institutional requirements. RPL allows educational establishments to give value to knowledge, skills and experience notwithstanding of where they have been developed. This may come from in-work training or up skilling in light of new legislation and changes in work practices. Through the recognition of prior learning and experience, academic credit can be awarded and to be used to improve an individual’s career prospects or learning journey. The recognition of prior learning is built on a view that it is futile to ask students to re-learn what they already know (Anderson et al 2013).  Entry requirements are not stipulated for the FD because mature students can undertake the HE programme of study starting at level 4 without any RPL. One of the benefits of the prior learning and the completion of lower level qualifications does mean that participants often have some background knowledge of the topics covered within the FD. 

Staff feedback in the focus groups also highlighted that the transition to HE is often a process that takes students time to complete with some finding the step up to level 4 a challenge. Research results indicate that some prior study skills training may support the transition process. 
Recommendation - Utilising the Wrexham Glyndwr University (ND) ‘confident learner’ programme may give potential students the necessary transferable study skills that can make starting the FD less of a challenge. Jairam (2019) questions the impact a study skills programme can have on student’s overall study habits. The delivery of this programme has been trialled with a small cohort of students and a view to rolling the programme to all students starting at level 4. An idea recently trialled has been to have the FEI HE staff taking on the delivery of the ‘confident learner’ programme as an addition to existing HE programme modules. The FEI still needs to address delivery times to ensure all potential students irrespective of the HE programme can access the ‘confident learner’ programme. 

As well as the study skills programme the FE study skills coach supports HE students. The number of students trying to access support often outweighs the time available to students. The HE study skills coach based at the FEI term time is a recent appointment. Mason (2018) suggests that that any study skills intervention will help to improve the study skills used by students. Blagburn and Cloutterbuck (2011) support this emphasising that appropriate study skills support should be embedded into the curriculum. The HE staff identify study skills support as an issue whereas the students do not. 
Recommendation – carry out an evaluation at the end of the academic year to review how many students accessed the available ‘study skills’ support and the perceived value obtained. The review would then inform future practice. 

 Individual Expectations and Seeking Support 
Individual expectations of how the academic year will unfold may often be unrealistic and the ability to manage the workload may lead to individual students feeling stressed and unable to plan effectively. 7 out of 11 students had experiences that directly impacted their studies.   This research has noted that HE staff identified an increase in student applications for extenuating circumstances which may be a consequence of unrealistic expectations. 
All 11 participants had an understanding of who to approach if support was needed with 6 participants stating that they were likely to access advice and guidance. However, one of the participants may not have chosen to access that support because of their perception of how they were feeling or the timing of their need for assistance. 
Overall the availability of student support was seen as an issue by students and staff. There was clearly a concern by staff interviewed that the ability to always offer timely support could conflict with teaching requirements  
Recommendations – Research this area in more depth as the data to measure the success of support form a ‘timely’ and ‘quality’ perspective was not available in this research. 

Working in Partnership with Students
The partnership connection has been realised within this research, and students agreed that they know module leaders and course coordinators are available for advice and guidance if needed. However, the research revealed that not everyone felt confident enough to ask for advice.    

Having active involvement in the decision making has been said to be effective in supporting the transition and creating a sense of belonging (Blagburn and Cloutterbuck 2011). The HEFCW (NDd) explains how the Quality Assessment Framework for Wales (2018) requires that HEIs and FEIs should be working in partnership with students. This starts with attendance at an open evening when initial enquires are made. During the last academic year, the FEI marketed an individual HE open evening rather than FE and HE combined. FEI staff taking part in this research expressed how successful this was. All HE staff and student services were in attendance with the event seen as a one-stop shop. All attendees were able to leave fully informed to enable them to make the right decision about returning to education. This initial connection between staff and student lays the foundation for working together whilst the individual completes a HE programme of study. This correlates with Burton et al (2011) who explain that initial contact supports the building of support mechanisms that can be utilised during study time. However, Van Rhijn et al (2016) proposed that mature students need better support from institutions to prevent mature students struggling. The FEI encourages student groups to identify a representative who can speak on their behalf. The representative can report to the student parliament who will take on the views of all students and discuss any concerns with senior management (SMT). SMT are ultimately responsible in ensuring change is implemented to improve the student experience and although not specifically addressed within this research, the student voice is highly regarded within the FEI.       
Recommendations – Build on the success of the idea of ‘learner voice’, but recognise that not every student is comfortable with the concept.

Student Funding 
Within the research data funding has been noted as an issue for individuals returning to education. The availability of financial support is a key deciding factor for students applying for a course. In addition, 7 research participants stated that they undertake some paid work, which may indicate that existing student finance is not wholly sufficient to support an individual whilst studying. This issue primarily resides with the Welsh and UK Governments who are currently responsible for funding HE through loans and grants. The disparities between Government departments is highlighted within the research data with two participants in receipt of certain benefits explaining that the Department for Work and Pensions and Student Finance Wales do not have aligned advice and guidance, often resulting in increasing students’ stress levels. The participants commented that the information on finance, covering availability and different options, was inadequate. 
Recommendations – The breadth and relevance of financial information for students should be reviewed and enhanced. This should cover options in addition to student loans.  

Conclusion
This research has provided the opportunity to be more self-reflective on current practice within the department. The holistic approach of action research has led to greater involvement of departmental staff within the process. The research has shown that the barriers for mature students in a HE programme of study, that may impact on them completing their studies, are broad and complex. They can however be grouped under a small number of addressable headings. There are several ongoing initiatives identified that help both the students and staff ease through the timeline from course application towards course completion and these initiatives should build on their success to date. The research though has highlighted some significant areas of concern where both staff and student can work together to resolve and recommendations to peruse have been made.   None of the areas identified are insurmountable and both small and large scale improvements can be made with the right commitment and focus. There has been recognition that this is a small scale data analysis and benefit can be obtained from expanding the study to cover a wider student and staff base. The hypothesis as stated has been confirmed, the aim of the study has been met and the research questions answered, although as expected with further research and some study shortcomings identified. 
Looking forward this is still an area for further research while there is no definitive answer or recommendation that can universally support all students who experience challenges when undertaking a HE programme of study.   
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Appendixes
1. Questionnaire
Research to investigate the Challenges that impact on the ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study.

You are invited to complete this questionnaire if you are a student completing a Higher Education programme of study here at the college. 

Instructions for completion are given with each question. If you wish to add further comments to any answer, please feel free to use the continuation sheet provided. If there are any questions that you feel you do not want to answer, omitting the question is fine.

The questionnaire should take no more than ten/fifteen minutes to complete. If you are prepared to take part in a follow up interview, please complete the final identification section.  You are free to withdraw from completing this questionnaire at any time. Thank you for your time, Jessica Aitken, Lecturer.



1. Please tick the box that reflects your age bracket:
					     
	Under 21
	21-29
	30-39
	40-49
	50-59
	60+
	Prefer not to say 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


		

	Male
	Female
	Prefer not to say

	
	
	



2. Gender: Please tick
		
	 


3. Ethnicity: Please tick the box that reflects your ethnic background

	White
	Asian
	Black
	Mixed
	Chinese
	Prefer not to say

	
	
	
	
	
	



Please specify if not one of the above________________________________


4: How do you travel to college? Please indicate all that are applicable 

	Car
	Bus
	Train
	Walk
	Cycle
	Other

	
	
	
	
	
	




5. If other please state mode of transport used________________________________

	

6. What is the distance from your home to college in miles?

	0-5
	6-10
	11-15
	16-20
	21-25
	26-30
	31-35
	36+

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




7. How accessible is the college to you by public transport?   Tick one.

	Very accessible
	Reasonably accessible
	Not easily accessible
	Not at all accessible

	
	
	
	




8. What is your mode of study?
	Full time
	Part time

	
	




9. What is your marital status? Tick one.

	Married
	Single
	Divorced
	Widowed
	Separated
	Civil Partnership 
	Prefer not to say

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



		  

10. Do you have dependent children?                 Yes______ No_______


If you have no dependent children, please go to Question 17.


11. If you have dependent children please state ages (more than one box maybe ticked)

	0-3
	4-7
	8-11
	12-15
	16-19
	19+

	
	
	
	
	
	




12. Do you require childcare?                                             Yes______ No_______   



If you don’t require childcare go to question 17


13. What information did you require about childcare? Please tick all appropriate?

	Financial
	Relevant establishments
	None

	
	
	





14. Where did you obtain that information? 

	College
	University
	Benefits Office
	Family Information Service

	
	
	
	




15. How useful was this information?

	Very Useful
	Not Useful

	
	




16. Who provides your childcare?

	Registered childcare
	Family members
	Others

	
	
	



For others please specify____________________________________________________


17. Do you have any other dependants such as elderly family etc. who you care for? 

Yes______ No_______


18. If yes, how much time in hours approximately does this take per week?

	0-3
	3-6
	7-10
	11-14
	14+

	
	
	
	
	




19. Do you have a disability that affects your study?		Yes______ No_______


Please feel free to comment if you wish _______________________________________________ 












20. Why did you chose this establishment to further your studies please tick all appropriate boxes


	Location
	Distance
	Course preference
	Reputation of course
	Reputation of college
	Others

	

	
	
	
	
	



Other Please give details_________________________________________________
(It may be that a friend or family member attended a course there or you saw an advertisement somewhere)


21. Do you have paid employment?                              	Yes______ No_______


If you are not in paid employment go to question 27

	Full time
	Part time

	
	



22. Is the employment full or part time? Please tick 



23. How many hours a week do you work? Please tick

	0-10 
	11-16
	17-24
	25+

	
	
	
	




24. Does your employer fully support your decision to attend the college?     Yes______ No_______


25. Have you been offered flexible working?        Yes______ No_______


26. Have you changed work working pattern to accommodate coming to college?   Yes_____ No____


27. Did the access to a student loan impact on your decision to return to education?     Yes___ No___


28. Would you have still applied if no student finance available?        Yes______ No_______


29. Have you been able to access additional monies to support you whilst studying?    Yes___ No___






30. What is your highest qualification to date please tick ONE box? 

1 Certificate accreditation          
2 GCSE
3 Vocational Qualification L2
	4 Vocational Qualification L3
	5 A/S Levels
 	6 A Levels
	7 None	
	Others please specify________________________________________

31. What was your highest qualification when you left school? 

__________________________________________________________________________________



32. How long has it been since you were in education? Please tick

	0-3 years
	4-6 years
	7-10 years
	11-14 years
	15+ years

	
	
	
	
	



33. Are you able to put aside time to study each week? 	  Yes______ No______

34. If yes how much time do you dedicate to study each week? 

	0-2 hours
	3-6 hours
	7-10 hours
	11-14 hours
	15-18 hours
	19-22 hours
	23+ hours

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



35. How likely are you to seek support when you face a challenge that impacts of your studies?

	Very likely
	Not likely
	Not at all 

	
	
	



36. If you need advice, guidance and support, do you know who to approach?  Yes____   No_______

37. Have you had an experience that has impacted on your studies?          Yes______ No_______

38. What did you do? 

	Seek support from Student Services
	Seek support from lecturer 
	Seek support from other students 
	None it at all
	other

	
	
	
	
	



39. If you hadn’t received the support would it have resulted in you withdrawing from the course?  

Yes______ No_______


40. Have you experienced any challenges since starting your Higher Education Programme?  

Yes______ No_______


41. Would you share this information (for the purpose of the research)?     Yes______ No_______

(All information given will be anonymous, kept confidential and only used for the purpose of this particular piece of research)  

42. Challenges faced to date (this can be anything that has had the potential to hinder or get in the way of you being able to complete the qualification) 

	





















Thank you for your time and help in completing this questionnaire.


















Continuation sheet
Please feel free to add any additional comments about any of the questions or answers given

















































Please add your name and telephone number if you are willing to be contacted for further interview related to this research.

Name ________________________________ Tel No ________________________-

E Mail Address_______________________________________________________


Please note that this information will be kept confidential and only used for this research.  If you feel you wish to withdraw from this research study you are free to do so at any time.


































2. Focus Group Explanation Letter to FEI staff

Research to investigate the Challenges that impact on the ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study.


You are invited to take part in a focus group discussion with other staff who currently work with the students undertaking the second year of the Foundation Degree in Childhood Studies. The purpose of the discussion is to exploring the challenges that impact on the ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study. The forms part of the research being undertaken for the MA (Ed) 

The research question – the challenges that impact on the ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study will be used as the basis of the discussion. 

Further questions – 
· What reasons have you been given when students want to withdraw from their studies?
· What as an institution can we do to support the students? 
· Is here anything we are not doing?  


The researcher will facilitate the focus group discussion and should take no more than one hour of focused time to complete. 

The discussion will be recorded and a transcript of the recording will be taken. All the staff will be identified by a number/letter and the college as a FEI. 



Please note that this information will be kept confidential and only used for this research.  If you feel you wish to withdraw from this research study you are free to do so at any time.










3. Letter to students and staff
[image: ]
	PARTICIPANT INFIRNATION SHEET
PROJECT TITLE: Challenges that impact on the ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study


Dear Participant: 
My name is Jessica Aitken and I am studying at the School/Faculty l of Education and communities at UWTSD.

I would like to invite you to participate in my research project. This project will give an insight in to the challenges that may impact your ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study.

Attached to this letter is s short questionnaire developed by Jessica Aitken which will assess what challenges you may have faced whilst completing your Higher Education programme of study. I believe your opinions will be extremely helpful to me. 

Through your participation in the questionnaire, I hope to ascertain the main challenges that impact on students being able to complete their qualification. 

Al questionnaires will be kept strictly confidential to the researchers involved and at NO time will individual questionnaires be released to the general public. This gives you a chance to express your views confidential and anonymous forum and still be able to make a difference. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary so you can withdraw from the study at any stage. 

Our questionnaire will take about 15 minutes to complete, but there is no time constraint. There are also no right or wrong answers. Attached to this letter along with the questionnaire is a consent form. As this is a new project, your feedback is also important to me and I would be much obliged if you could complete the feedback sheet along with the questionnaire. I understand that your time is at a premium but your opinions are very valuable to me. 

After careful and precise analysis of the data obtained from the questionnaire, along with the semi structured interviews and focus group discussion, the results will hopefully enhance my understanding of what challenges mature students face when completing a Higher Education qualification. All data will be stored on a computer that is password protected and not accessible by the public. The results of the research will initially be fed back to a total of four people working on the MA programme including the course lead, supervisor, external examiner and the researcher’s line manager at the educational institution. 

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

Yours Sincerely
Jessica Aitken
NPTC Group – Afan College
Bertha Road
Margam
Port Talbot
SA13 2AL









































4. Consent Form 
[image: ]
	PROJECT TITLE: Challenges that impact on the ability to complete a Higher Education programme of study



Name of Researcher:	Jessica Aitken								        
Please initial box
1.	I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.
2.	I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason.
3.  I understand that any information given by me may be used in future reports, articles or presentations by the research team.

4.  I understand that my name will not appear in any reports, articles or presentations.
5.	I agree to take part in the above study.
________________________	_____________________________
Name of Participant	Date	Signature
_________________________	________________	____________
Researcher	Date		Signature

You may decline to participate in this study. You may end your participation in this study at any time. You remain anonymous, maintaining your anonymity will be a priority and every practical precaution will be taken to disguise your identity. There will not be any identifying information on audiotapes or transcripts of this or any interview. No-one will hear any audiotapes or see any transcripts without your prior consent. All materials generated from this or any interview will remain confidential
When completed, please return to Jessica Aitken
NAME AND ADDRESS OF RESEARCHER:
Jessica Aitken
NPTC Group – Afan College
Bertha Road
Margam
Port Talbot
SA13 2A
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