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Introduction 
This report has been commissioned by Dr Alex Bell, and will study the experience mature students over the age of 30 face while studying within Higher Education and how it may differ from school leavers. In order to procure a varied view of this chosen subject, the information was obtained through the process of individual interviews.   
The observable subject selected is ‘A Mature student within a higher education setting’. I wanted to discover whether people considered the issues I faced when returning to fulltime education as typical. Another theme studied within this report was the potential need for extra training within the University and whether this would be advantageous for mature students. Studying at a later time of life brought about a number of barriers and benefits for me, both simplistic and complex (Burton, Golding-Lloyd, & Colin, 2011). Are these barriers encountered by all mature students? 
Procedure 
Qualitative research could be defined as a form of data collection where the focus is on obtaining information through a range of open-ended questions or conversations. The process strives to extend the question from what? to why? Methods used in qualitative enquiry, allow the researcher to probe deeper in order to retrieve a more profound response from the interviewee (Given, 2006).
There are several different forms of qualitative methods used by researchers to interpret the audience’s behaviour and perception in reference to a specific issue or situation. Methods include one to one interviews, focus groups, case study model, observations and record keeping and ethnographic research, which explores cultural phenomena (Bhat , 2018).
For the purpose of this report structured qualitative interviews were performed on a one to one basis, using a structured approach. This form of approach allows for a standardised set of questions while disallowing the interview process to deviate. It was my belief that this method was the most effective line of questioning for the information I required (Corbetta, 2003). Once this structure of the interviews was decided, I formed a statement with regards to the subject of mature students in Higher Education. First, was the decision on the age range I would be relating the study to. This was essential because many institutions including universities describe a mature student as being an adult over 21. The study theme was then extended to include how their experiences of studying differed from young learners.    
With a clear subject in place, a selection of carefully formulated questions were considered. These focused on the disadvantages, if any, that could be faced by a mature student, the life skills that they have gained and how these skills relate to their studies. The final question asked the participants for ideas relating to a support system that could be put in place in order to assist the mature student.  
All Interviews took place on Friday 15th February 2019.

Data Presentation and Findings
Once all the interviews were transcribed the function of data extraction took place, this was achieved through analysing and building themes from parallels during the interviews. Five themes were isolated within the research and these are included below.   

Limitations within the new Learning Medium
IT is an integral part of university life today. Pre-work, lessons and assignments are all online, 
therefore, a basic knowledge of IT is essential. The participants interviewed all stated that a lack of these basic IT skills was a disadvantage to mature students.
	“Definitely with IT, they might not have the skills to cope with the IT side of the course 	whether it’s using the computers or the software.” (1)
Furthermore, since many students have been away from this form of structured learning for a prolonged time, many have little or no knowledge of how to correctly construct an essay and add references. Emerald (2018) state that a commonly reported issue described by older students is having to get back into the ‘mind set of learning’ (Emerald, 2018). These limitations act as a disadvantage to mature students during the initial months of a new course and can result in lower grades on initial pieces of work.  
 	“When I started I had no idea how to reference or even what that meant” (2)

Reducing the Support from External Forces
A weakness related to the younger school leaver by two participants was the absence of independence skills, one reason for this could be that many young students still live at home. This is therefore something that needs to be built on during their time in Higher education.
	“They still have to learn to prioritise and learn the art of effective timekeeping” (2)
	“A young student may be used to their mums doing everything for them, like cooking 	and cleaning while they go out socialising and enjoying themselves” (1)

Knowledge is Key
Throughout the face to face interviews, a focus grew relating to the importance of knowledge achieved through life experiences. Participants’ description of this acquired knowledge, transpired to signify not only the building of general knowledge, but also, time management, delegation, social skills, initiative and flexibility. 
	“What is that saying? Knowledge is power” (2)    
	“They have not just built their general knowledge, but they have also learnt life skills, 	time keeping, delegation and that type of thing” (3)
	“You have built up an endless amount of useless knowledge over the years. Then it 	suddenly becomes useful” (1)
This knowledge is part of the essential framework of learning and offers mature student a broader, more diverse understanding of each subject they study.  

With Determination, Breeds Success
Going back into education after many years away should not be taken lightly, it is an act that requires a dramatic lifestyle change (Osborne, Marks, & Turner, 2004). Two of the participants spoke about the added passion and determination mature students have when returning to full time education. It is not a simple decision that can be made over night, instead it is a huge step that requires a lot of research. This determination often leads to added passion in their work and their desire to succeed.     
	“I think that mature students may be more determined, they then have more 	determination to succeed” (2)
	“They have been through many different experiences in life both good and bad. Those 	experiences have helped them grow as a person and become more determined” (3)

Building Essential Skills
Being faced with the daunting reality of returning to the learning environment, all participants were in agreement that a form of study skills or training course would be useful to a mature student. 
 “I think there should be some kind of pre-entry course, before they actually start the course” (1)
Lessons could comprise of guided instructions relating to essential skills required by students, including, constructing an essay, effectively sourcing a reference and how to incorporate it within their work. A Basic skills IT training course should also be included.
“Referencing and how to write and structure an essay would really be useful to a mature student. That would mean that they are on a level playing field with younger students when they begin the course” (1)
“I think learning these skills is essential, so, maybe it should be offered to everyone. Mind you I do feel that it would probably be mainly the mature students using it”.(2)

Reflection 
A reflection of the interviews carried out and the information sourced has brought forward a number of strengths and weaknesses to my work. 
Weaknesses - Firstly, I recognised the importance of wording within the questions asked. Simply by changing a few words in the structure of my questions, could have evoked deeper answers from the participants. Moreover, it became apparent during the interview process that two of my questions should have been asked in a different order. 
If further study was to be commissioned then additional questions would need to be added to gain a full representation. Furthermore, the use of an unstructured interview process allowing the participants to explore their personal experiences, could have resulted in a wider variety of responses broadening my understanding of the subject. However, this technique could lead to the interview preceding in the wrong direction and going off track.
Strengths - In contrast all the interviews conducted took place in quiet controlled surroundings, this allowed for a relaxed atmosphere with no distractions or interruptions. All of the questions asked were understood by those taking part, this meant that no time was lost explaining the information required. It is also my belief that all the questions I asked offered no bias in relation to the answers I received from the participants. Any bias within this piece would have occurred during the analysis process.        
Watson (2006) states that qualitative interviewing often offers contradictions and inconsistencies, these usually emerge during the analysis phase of the transcribing process. Therefore, consideration should be paid to the validity of the results obtained (Watson, 2006).
Conclusion
In conclusion, many of the themes that emerged from the interviews were not unexpected. Interviewing a greater number of people and increasing the amount of questions, I believe would have produced a broader understanding of this subject and expanded the topic.  For future reference the use of a less structured approach to the questions may yield greater results. The successful use of one to one interviewing has offered a more intimate style of collating information than group settings, by allowing the participants to speak more openly. These processes together would, therefore, be the preferred method used in any future study into this subject. 
References
Bhat , A. (2018). Qualitative Research: Definition, Types, Methods and Examples. Retrieved Febuary 7, 2019, from Question Pro: https://www.questionpro.com/
Corbetta, P. (2003). Social Research: Theory, Methods and Techniques (First ed.). London, United Kingdom: Sage Publishing. Retrieved February 27, 2019
Emerald. (2018). The challenge of being a mature student. Bingley: Emerald Publishing. Retrieved from www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/learning/study_skills/life/mature_students.htm
Given, L. (2006, July). Qualitative research in evidence-based practice: A valuable partnership. Library High Tech, 24(3), 376. doi:DOI: 10.1108/07378830610692145
Osborne, M., Marks, A., & Turner, E. (2004). Becoming a mature student: How adult appplicants weigh the advantages and disadvantages of higher education. Higher Education , 48, 291-315. doi:10.1023/B:HIGH.0000035541.40952.ab
Watson, C. (2006). Unreliable Narrators? "Inconsistency" (and some Inconstancy) in Interviews. Qualitative Research, 6(3), 367-384. Retrieved Febuary 25, 2019



6

