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Introduction 
Adult education provides a significant opportunity for transformation, especially for persons overcoming systemic obstacles such as homelessness, addiction, or insufficient qualifications. Reengaging in education can restore self-esteem, promote social integration, and generate chances for personal and professional development (Smith & Larkin, 2020). This path frequently entails confronting intricate problems, such as self-doubt, institutional obstacles, and adapting to new learning contexts (Jones & McGuire, 2021).
This report uses IPA to analyse Steve's experiential journey of re-engaging with education. Steve's transition from homelessness to attaining an Adult Learner Award illustrates themes of recognition, empowerment, resilience, and transformation. This report analyses his narrative to explain the psychological, social, and emotional aspects of his experience, enhancing the understanding of how adult education supports marginalised individuals.









Methods 
Understanding how people interpret and make meaning of their own experiences is the goal of the qualitative research method known as Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). According to Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2022), IPA offers a framework for analysing personal meaning-making in great depth, drawing on the philosophical traditions of ideography, phenomenology, and hermeneutics. When knowing how people's emotions, thoughts, and perceptions interact with one another is crucial, this method shines. Because Steve's story is based on his own personal journey of rehabilitation, reintegration, and academic success, IPA is a suitable methodology to analyse it.
The emphasis on lived experiences is central to IPA, which has its roots in phenomenology. The theory aims to understand how people take in, process, and react to the world around them by referencing the writings of philosophers like Martin Heidegger and Edmund Husserl. The analytical process of IPA is based on hermeneutics, which is the theory of interpretation. This is mirrored in its "double hermeneutic" methodology, which aims to understand the participant's worldview through interpretation. To avoid making generalisations and instead capture nuanced personal experiences, ideography the third pillar of IPA ensures that analysis is based on a thorough investigation of individual cases.
Analytical Process
The IPA process consists of multiple iterative steps, each meant to enhance understanding of the participants lived experiences.
· Reading and re-reading: The researcher delves deeply into the transcript, immersing oneself in the participant's story. This first step establishes familiarity with the topic and enables the identification of crucial experiences, reflections, and emotional responses.
· Initial Annotations: Three levels of annotation are used: descriptive (focussing on the participant's expressed content), linguistic (evaluating how they communicate their experiences, including tone and language), and conceptual.
· Emerging Codes: Annotations identify recurring patterns and ideas. These codes encompass the main components of the participant's experiences, including both explicit and implicit meanings.
· Clustering Themes: Related codes are organised into superordinate themes, resulting in a more structured comprehension of the participant's narrative. Subordinate themes provide further specificity within these broad divisions.
· Narrative Development: The themes are braided together to form a coherent narrative that connects participant quotes to the larger analytical framework, ensuring that the interpretation is based in the participant's perspective.
This study expands upon prior IPA research that has effectively examined the experiences of marginalised adults re-entering education. Mills and Green (2020) highlight IPA's capacity to reveal emotional and psychological changes, especially in those surmounting addiction and systemic marginalisation. This study uses Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to elucidate the intricacies of Steve's journey, emphasising his interpretation of educational experiences within the framework of his overarching life issues.
IPA employs a meticulous and repetitive methodology to facilitate access to the profound and frequently transformative dimensions of adult education. It guarantees that the depth of Steve's narrative his instances of uncertainty, development, and success is both maintained and thoughtfully analysed within a research context.
Findings 
The analysis of Steve's story indicated five major themes: recognition and self-worth, challenges of reintegration, transformative learning experiences, empowerment and advocacy, and adaptation to new environments. These themes depict his journey's psychological, emotional, and social elements and shed light on the transformational power of adult education for marginalised people.
Theme 1: Recognition and Self-worth.
Recognition as a Turning Point
Steve's journey began with a strong sense of invisibility. Reflecting on his transition into supported housing, he said, "I felt as though somebody had seen me. Noticed me and thought I was worth helping." This recognition was a watershed event in his path, allowing him to recover his self-esteem. The sensation of being valued and encouraged laid the groundwork for his subsequent educational and personal development. Recognition is commonly cited as a key component in marginalised people' identity reconstruction since it confirms their worth and generates hope for change (Smith & Larkin, 2020). This transition from invisibility to acknowledgement was life-changing for Steven.
Reflection on Missed Opportunities.
While Steve's journey was one of growth, he frequently pondered on the time he felt he had lost: "I know I wasted years myself, but then I was a lucky one that got picked up."  This duality of regret and appreciation is a frequent emotional experience among adult learners, especially those who are returning to education after severe life struggles (Evans & Carter, 2022). While remorse highlighted the gravity of what Steve had overcome, thankfulness inspired him to seize the chances that education offered.
Theme 2: Challenges of Reintegration 
Institutional Challenges
Steve observed the impersonal character of the hostel system, where rituals were required but emotionally exhausting: "It’s a routine that is forced on you... can make you feel like a ship floating past." The image of a "ship floating past" vividly expresses Steve's sense of alienation and impermanence, despite his recognition of the importance of these systems. Such spaces, while necessary for refuge, frequently lack the personalisation essential to promote emotional recovery. Murphy and Karp (2020) propose that trauma-informed techniques in institutional settings are critical for bridging the gap and meeting Steve's deeper emotional needs.
Overcome Self-Doubt
Steve faced frequent bouts of self-doubt. He admitted: "Halfway through, I thought, I’m wasting everyone’s time... But I kept going." This perseverance, despite instances of feeling inadequate, highlights a crucial issue for adult learners, who frequently contend with past mistakes while striving for future goals. Overcoming self-doubt was a slow process for Steve, which was aided by mentorship and small accomplishments that strengthened his resilience.


Theme 3: Transformative Learning Experiences
Positive Reinforcement
Steve emphasised the value of his tutor ‘remarks: "The tutors spent time with me and gave me good feedback. That was new to me in education." This assistance was not only beneficial, but also unusual, as Steve had no prior experience with positive reinforcement in school settings. Taylor and White (2019) emphasise the importance of constructive feedback in developing confidence and resilience in adult learners. Such support gave Steve the confidence to believe in his ability and persevere in the face of adversity.
Belonging and Normalcy
Education gave Steve a sense of belonging and normalcy that had been missing for most of his life. He talked about: "I was one of the normal apprentices, coping with college and getting it done." This movement from exclusion to inclusion emphasises the social and emotional benefits of education for marginalised people. Feeling "normal" enabled Steve to reconstruct his identity and participate in everyday life alongside his classmates, reflecting Jones and McGuire's (2021) research on the significance of schooling in normalising experiences for marginalised persons.
Superordinate Theme 4: Empowerment and Advocacy
Leveraging Past Experiences
Encouraged by Ann, his keyworker, to "use your experience," Steve started volunteering. This changed his view of his former difficulties and turned them into a source of power. He thought: "I’m the one helping people with housing problems now. I make sure they’re seen and listened to." Steve not only developed himself but also significantly helped his community by drawing on his life experiences. Emphasising the value of lived experiences in adult education, Smith and Larkin (2020) point out that these can work as a link between personal development and community influence.
Advocacy for Others
Steve's path from getting assistance to offering it shows the transforming power of learning. Working in floating support and supported housing helped him to empower others dealing with comparable difficulties. Evans and Carter (2022) contend that this change from recipient to advocate supports the long-term advantages of adult education and generates great fulfilment. For Steve, advocacy served as evidence of his tenacity and metamorphosis as well as a means of payback.
Superordinate Theme 5: Adaptation to New Environments
Technological Challenges
Steve's lack of computer knowledge seriously hampered his education and professional growth. He said: "I’d never even turned a computer on... It literally wasn’t in my world." Steve felt left out of contemporary workplaces and classrooms because of his inexperience. Overcoming technical obstacles is necessary for involvement in modern education and employment, hence Harvey and Mullins (2022) underline the need of customised digital literacy support for adult learners.
Persistence in Learning 
Steve adapted and finally flourished despite these difficulties. When he considered his math experience, he remarked, "The names kind of… shut me out… made me feel like it was something else I didn’t know." Understanding he could grasp these ideas gave him hope: "It was a big confidence boost." According to Taylor and White (2019), resilience among adult students is much enhanced by little victories. For Steve, developing these abilities was not only useful but also indicative of his capacity to overcome marginalisation and engage completely in his new surroundings.
Summary of Findings
Steve's story underscores the transforming capacity of adult education, especially for people overcoming systemic barriers. Themes of recognition, resilience, and adaptation highlight the emotional and psychological aspects of his journey. Each overarching topic illustrates the interaction of individual endeavour, supportive connections, and systemic opportunity in influencing his experiences. These findings correspond with the current research, highlighting the essential importance of education in facilitating identity reconstruction, inclusion, and empowerment for marginalised individuals.
Discussion 
Steve's narrative emphasises the transformative potential of adult education for marginalised individuals, particularly in the areas of emotional recovery, skill development, and social reintegration. Recognition, supportive relationships, and overcoming obstacles; themes that are prominently featured in his narrative are in accordance with current research, which illuminates the way adult education facilitates personal development.
Reconstruction of Identity
The significance of recognition in the reconstruction of Steve's self-worth was one of the most profound aspects of his journey. His transition to supported accommodation was a pivotal moment, as it was the first time in years that he felt "seen" and "valued." This experience of recognition is consistent with the findings of Smith and Larkin (2020), which underscore the importance of acknowledgement from others in the process of identity reconstruction. The stigma and disconnection that are frequently associated with systemic exclusion are mitigated by the recognition and validation that marginalised adults receive, which serves as a foundation for personal development. The duality of regret and gratitude in this process is emphasised by Steve's reflection on his "wasted years," as he reconciled lost opportunities with newfound hope and purpose.
Overcoming Obstacles
The multifaceted impediments encountered by adult learners are underscored by Steve's challenges with technology and institutional systems. Initially, his lack of familiarity with computers caused him to feel excluded, as he stated, "I had never even turned a computer on... It literally wasn't in my world." In the same vein, his apprehension was exacerbated by the evolution of mathematical terminology since his school days. Harvey and Mullins (2022) underscore the significance of personalised digital literacy and foundational skill support for adult learners, particularly those who are re-entering the educational system after extended periods of absence. The necessity for educational institutions to establish adaptive learning environments that accommodate a variety of starting points is underscored by Steve's narrative. Steve's confidence and sense of belonging were not only reinforced by the practical accomplishment of surmounting these obstacles, but also by the symbolic significance of the accomplishment.

Supporting Relationships
Steve's persistence and development were significantly influenced by mentorship and encouragement. His tutor, Leanne, consistently offered him additional support and encouragement, while his key worker, Ann, encouraged him to participate in volunteer work. Steve was able to persevere through challenges and navigate moments of self-doubt because of this mentorship. The critical role of supportive relationships in cultivating resilience among adult learners, particularly those with histories of marginalisation, is underscored by Mills and Green (2020). This is corroborated by Steve's experience, which demonstrates the potential of meaningful relationships to motivate individuals to persevere and accomplish their objectives.
In conclusion, Steve's narrative illustrates the potential for adult education to effect profound and enduring change in marginalised individuals when it is accompanied by recognition, customised environments, and meaningful relationships.
Recommendation for Practice
· Trauma-Informed Pedagogy: Organisations ought to use strategies that attend to the psychological and emotional requirements of adult learners (Murphy & Karp, 2020).
· Support for Digital Literacy: To remove obstacles to involvement, basic technology instruction is crucial (Harvey & Mullins, 2022).
· Mentorship Programs: Adult learners can develop resilience and perseverance through organised mentorship opportunities (Evans & Carter, 2022).
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Recognition and self-
worth

I: Hi Steve.

Hello, alright?

I: So, as you know, we’re trying to collect learners’ stories to understand more about
what it’s like for people to take steps back into education when they haven’t
previously obtained many qualifications, if any. Every person’s story will be different,
and | really appreciate you agreeing to share your story with me today.

You’re welcome

I: So, you won an Adult Learners Award because of how well you did on your journey

Right

I: 'm very interested in just hearing you talk a little bit about, for example, what your
background is, how you ended up doing your course

Yeah, no problem, yeah., so, I'll just start where | was then at the time?
I: Yes please
Yeah, um

I: Wherever you’re comfortable beginning

Experiencing a sense of
worth and being
acknowledged after being
absent for a while.






Institutional challenges

Identity and Self-Worth

e despair, gratitude
towards support
services

o relief from
impersonal hostel
routines

Yeah, okay I'll start about three years ago then. | was er homeless. | was living rough on
the streets

I: Oh yes

In London. | was er um had er alcohol issues. | was um so, sorry, | had alcohol issues |
was living rough on the streets

I: Uh-huh

And then um | ended up going from hostel to hostel err and wound up in supported
housing and then um when | was in supported housing | got some key workers, got er
started linking in with some alcohol services and | went in to a detox, got detoxed

I: How did you feel when you moved into supported housing?

| felt... How did | feel... | felt as though somebody had seen me. Noticed me and
thought | was worth helping. | was so used to moving around and being... tolerated for
a night or two. And not having somewhere during the day, you know?

I: Uh huh... Was that very different from before?

Yeah, definitely. Hostels...it’s a routine that is forced on you. | don’t blame the people
who try to help, they’re fantastic. Without them, so many would be out in the
elements, but their work routine can kind of... | felt like | was what had to be moved
around during their workdays and nights. | know it wasn’t personal, but it can make
you feel like a ship floating past and being allowed to dock for a brief time.

Homelessness and Alcohol
Issues

Despite appreciation for their
assistance, impersonal hostel
routines foster a sense of
isolation.

Shift from feeling invisible to
valued.

Tension between gratitude and
disconnection.











Positive reinforcement

Inadequacy
Encouragement
Connection

Contribution

Overcoming self-doubt

Hesitation -"I did... | did... did
some maths tests"

on, so | know you need a computer. | never knew a computer and, so | wasn’t up for,
well I was, | wasn’t confident I'd be able to do this but Ann... the key worker, kept on to
me. | done a bit of volunteering. | done a peer mentor course, volunteering, all this,
did... I done quite a lot of volunteering all around the place just to keep myself busy
while working on alcohol, you know, keeping trying to keep sober.

I: Yeah, how did you find the volunteering helped?

The volunteering was good because when | went to the peer mentor course, although it
was, it was not relevant to computers, it was just a lot of good stuff, but we had access
to computers so there was a few other students there who did a course with me who
was a bit familiar with computers so they, you know, | was watching them. They gave me
a few quick starter lessons, explained er the mouse to me, stuff like that, basic stuff.
Nobody made me feel bad for not knowing. They asked me stuff too, not about
computers, but about life, so that made me feel better.

I: People were interested...

Yeah. | had a place now, not just to stay, but a place where people... found me
interesting. Not just someone to help. | could help. Ann kept saying ‘Use your
experience’. So then | done some volunteering with St Mungo’s and had a computer
class | went to once a week and also | learned... | learned maths. | did... | did... did some
maths tests on the computer, stuff like that, basic tests. | was just getting back in. |
wasn’t... wasn’t too bad at maths and | could read well. I've always read well but... um...
my spelling wasn’t up to much but I've just you know, | was taking basic tests on the
computers and speaking to the other students and the volunteering was good because |
was learning quite a bit at volunteering and it gave me a lot of confidence and all
because | passed the... ...

Tutors' positive reinforcement
fosters motivation and
confidence to achieve success.

Feeling valued in a learning
environment.

Volunteering as a space for
growth and skill-building.

Steve mentions his lack of
confidence in using computers,
reflecting a sense of inadequacy.

Volunteering as a space for
building confidence.











Belonging and normalcy

Frequent pauses ("er...", "l
don’t know what the word

is")-emotional impact.

Feeling "normal" and
accepted

I: Uh huh

Steve: | got through the test at the peer mentor course. | achieved that and it gave me a
lot of confidence. | was doing it. The tutors spent time with me and gave me good
feedback. That was new to me in education. ‘Course, | was an adult, so they spoke to
me different now. But | was doing okay... same as other people who weren’t... hadn’t
been homeless. People were surprised if | told them where | came from, said they’d
never have known. That was huge for me. I'd landed in a place where | fitin. When |
went for the apprenticeship and | was surprised | got... er... shortlisted and then | got
the interview and then | got the apprenticeship and | still wasn’t really confident | could
do it. Then | went to college once a week. | went to City college and... which was
brilliant, really enjoyed, | was really... well... er... | don’t know what the word is. When |
went there, | would’ve thought | was gonna be be really out of my depth. Other than
the bascic computer and maths stuff, before proper college, | hadn’t been in the
classroom as | said since fourteen. It was going back in the classroom. | was probably
the oldest one there and | thought, I'm not going to be able to keep up here and |
struggled at first. Well, actually, | thought | struggled, but the tutor there Leanne, really
patient with me. They give me some extra maths. | went in extra studying there behind.
Every weekend did some extra maths, which helped me catch up on some of the non-
basic stuff I'd missed before. |still felt like | was struggling a bit. There was a lot of
written work there, and keeping up, and | was doing a placement as well with Mersey
Reach at the time, two placements towards my apprenticeship

I: Yeah, you were busy

| was! ‘Cause | was working in a hostel and doing this but Leanne was encouraging me.
She had ever such a lot of patience | stayed behind a few times. | just really got into it. |
met with a few of the other students who were apprentices at Mersey Reach, obviously,
as well. We was all Mersey Reach apprentices and we met up,

Education creates a sense of
belonging and equality with
peers.

Significance of passing the peer
mentor course

Feeling equal to others despite
his background.






Overcoming self-doubt

missed opportunities and
"wasted years."

who live locally. We met up on a weekend and went to the library somewhere else and
started doing the work together. So, we was putting our heads together and it was good
and .| mean, | just grew in a bit of confidence | think, and | was | was getting interested
as well. Getting interested with it ‘cause it was a good pace and Leanne was... was just
showing me and | wasn’t falling that much behind. | wasn’t as behind as | thought | was.
| was one of the normal apprentices, coping with college and getting it done. Going
home after it all like the others. Normal life.

I: How did these changes make you feel overall?

It was all happening. A home, volunteering, classroom, the apprenticeship. Not just
the learning, but everything else. It was a new world, and it was full of people who
accepted me. All those wasted years though... A lot of regret too. | never even thought
about education...

I: How it could change things

Exactly, that was a thing that came and went by the time | was fourteen. Never
considered it.

I: Okay

So when | just, | dunno, l er | er, it wasn’t easy. It didn’t come easy later. It wasn’t just
that. It wasn’t easy. It was, but | got confident, more confidence, | grew, but... er...

I: What were the biggest challenges that you that you found when you were doing it?
How did you...?

Perseverance in the face of self-
doubt and determination to
prevent regression.

Acknowledging past missed
opportunities











Empowerment and advocacy

Feelings of Exclusion

Math Anxiety and
Rediscovery

Anxiety, exclusion.

Contrast: "l didn’t belong
there", "l could do it all
along."

Self-doubt: "wasting my
time"

Well,, I dunno, , getting in the classroom setting, | think, keeping up the classroom
setting, the computers, you know. Er | was still not great on computers and we needed
it to work the placement so that was the biggest challenge, getting computers, and
completing. The thing is, like | say, I'd never been near a computer in my life. I've heard

about emails. I've heard about this, but that’s all. | had heard. | didn’t even know exactly

what an email was. | had an idea. I'd never had an email address. It literally wasn’t in
my world. | belonged... | didn’t belong there. No way, | thought.

I: yeah

Steve: er, anything like that. , and the maths, the maths had changed since | was at
school, which worried me... moved on. What | remember of maths... ‘mean numbers’
and stuff like that. | hadn’t heard anything like that before, but when | got some extra
maths in and another tutor again was really good and he explained it and | found the
maths quite... quite easy. | surprised myself. | did find it quite easy but it’s just er just er
averages and percentages and stuff like that, but they’re just named differently.

I: So it clicked

Yes, | could do it all along, but the names kind of... shut me out... made me feel like it
was something else | didn’t know. I'd been shut out for so long...

I: It must have been a big confidence boost when you realised.

Steve: Yeah, it was it was, a big confidence boost and | thought, you know, what, half
way through, | did feel like a couple of times... I'll be honest, | just thought, I'm not er,
I’'m wasting my time, wasting everyone’s time. I'm not going to pass this. It, er, was a
confidence thing with me, | think. | thought | weren’t going to pass. The

Move on to a position where he
may inspire and support others,
following in the footsteps of his
own personal growth.

Transformative shift in self-
concept, fuelled by confidence
from achievements and
resilience in overcoming
challenges.
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Reflecting on second chances
and the importance of
opportunity in creating
change.

emotional difficulty

Comparison and frustration

others seemed to be like, cracking on, although it’s... it’s hard to tell, concentrate on
yourself and not look at other people, but you know, you waltz into the classroom, you
look around and people seem to be finishing and, you know, moving on to the next
thing and... people just passing me by again... making progressing, while I’'m floating
behind. It’s em, | was going to, | did a few times, feel... er... | was getting a bit frustrated.
| thought I, you know, I’'m wasting time here for everyone and myself and I’'m not up for
this and I’'m not going to be able to do it and | was going to er just leave, to tell the
truth, like give up, sort of thing but | didn’t | know, | think | was speaking with Leanne
and was telling her and she says no keep going and | did... | just kept going and then |
thought it would be silly to give up, you know, it'd be really silly to give up was worse,
whether, if, | finish the course, if | don’t pass | don’t pass, what I've gone through it, but
if Idon’t do it, I'll never know. I've given up too easily before. This felt like | have to
keep moving forward or I'd only drift back, and I... | really didn’t want to do that... ...

I: yeah

And | did it. And I've moved into work with Mersey Reach. Yeah, | finished my two
placements and then | had a six month placement in a hostel and a six month placement
in floating support which was good | really enjoyed it | felt | done well at it, and then
after when we came to the middle of the placement | went for a job with Mersey Reach
and | got a three month contract at Hackney floating support which was extended to...
to ten months and then | went for another job what came up... a vacancy with Mersey
Reach at Lewisham Mersey Reach... Lewisham supported housing and | went for the
interview and | got that job | was surprised

I: Oh, well done

Reflection and gratitude

"floating behind" captures
Steve’s feelings of stagnation
and inadequacy compared to
others.

- challenges of self-
esteem

- importance of
mentorship

- fear of regression

- identity reconstruction,

- transformative power of
education in adult
learners.
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Steve: | got that job cos I've never been to to interviews before and apparently I've got a
strong interview and I've got that interview and I've been here now for nearly two
years.

I: Oh, wow that’s quite a long time. It it seems like it seems like there’s a lot of change
and instability but you’ve really been with Mersey Reach for quite a long time now.

Steve: Yeah, I'm the one helping people with housing problems. I’'m the one... | make
sure they all are seen and listened to. | know how an attitude, or a word or... How
people can be lifted up or ground down... | couldn’t have done it without the
apprenticeship with the learning the amount of college | got | wouldn’t have been able
to do this job without it | learned er er... | like... | really | don’t... | can’t quite tell you
how I've missed the college and | | was dreading going to the college to tell the truth,
but | really do miss it | was dreading it if | had time | would to another I'd do another
course if | could find the time now but | don’t know what course | would do.

I: It seems like you have so many options and opportunities now.

| do. I know | wasted years myself, but then | was a lucky one that got picked up. What
if I'd missed that chance?

I: Would you like to say any more about your experiences coming back into
education?

| could talk for ages, but | think I’'ve said all | want to say.

I: Thanks, Steve. I've really enjoyed listening and you’ve contributed a lot for me.
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