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1. INTRODUCTION 1000
‘Women’s empowerment and education, especially, is an accelerator for political, economic and social transformation’ (Irina Bokova, p.2, 2012)
This research study will explore the contested nature of gender, more specifically, women, and their engagement with Higher Education (HE), when viewed from a social, cultural perspective and the relevance this has when explored against the context of a pandemic. The purpose of this investigation is to explore the contextual circumstances which compel mature women to return to education later in life and the motivational factors which support them through their studies. The objective is to explore the students lived experience and the emotions evoked during their time at university, investigating the motivational factors, strategies and cognitive processes that these students adopt as they explore their potential, and the impact of Covid 19 on their motivation. 
Cultural capital, referred to by the social scientist, Bourdieu, as ‘habitus’  (Benze et al, 2019), refers to the acquisition of knowledge, behaviours, norms and values adopted by individuals, which relate to internalised behaviours  adopted from a young age from their family of origin, which perpetuate ongoing class reproduction (Streib, 2015). Due to their inability to breach the customs of their perceived class (Cotton et al, 2017), individuals’ fail to recognise or engage in new opportunities which could change their economic situation, thus confining them to a state of poverty ( Streib, 2015). It proposes that it is the ‘habitus’ that is exchangeable between these members, which ensures continuity in ‘class reproduction’, and which according to Bourdieu, results in ‘cultural capital’, which could be exchanged for ‘social and economic capital.’ (Streib, 2015; Jones et al, 2020) and greater earning power over the life course through the adoption of other class norms and customs (OECD, 2021). Streib (2016) argues that through their association with the institution’s teaching practice, students who internalise and adopt the values, standards and customs of their institution will enhance their cultural capital and are more inclined to experience a successful outcome (Cotton et al, 2017; Streib, 2015)              
Widening participation in Higher Education, a key driver of political reform in the UK, has magnified the diversity of applicants seeking access to higher education (Harman, 2017; Chung et al, 2017: Mishra, 2020) most notably marginalised groups such as black and minority ethnic groups (BAME), those students with disabilities, students from low socio-economic backgrounds and mature students. Marginalisation is deemed to occur when someone or some group is less able to do something or access a service or opportunities (LibertiesEu, 2021). It is on this premise that women are considered ‘marginalised’ on account of societal expectation for them to oversee domestic duties and take responsibility for childcare and familial obligations, whose positions are further exacerbated by political and economic restraints. Smith (2019) highlights the experience of mature female students who embark on Foundation Degrees (FDa), as well as other non-vocational degrees, as a means of raising their self-esteem and confidence, and how their personal discontent is seen as a motivational driver for return to education. Buscher et al (2020) stipulates that for mature students engaging in Access to Higher Education  (AHE) courses, are considered a means of escaping their difficult personal backgrounds, aligned to factors concerning relationships, illness, mental health, finances and parenthood, which are argued to have contributed towards non completion of education at the traditional stage, or reportedly witnessing their withdrawal from their AHE courses prematurely. LibertiesEu (2021) stipulates that in engaging in these domestic services, women find it more difficult to pursue careers or become financially independent, marginalising them further by unequal parental leave and expensive childcare costs. Hence this supports the endeavours of Welsh Government to widen participation in HE for these groups of students, to provide a more socially ‘just’ society, by advocating the long-term goal that,
‘Wales is a world leader for gender equality. A gender equal Wales means an equal sharing of power, resources and influence for all women, men and non-binary people’ (Welsh Government, 2020)
This it proposes to achieve by ensuring gender equality for all women across the life course, advocating that the public sector will be exemplary in leading the way as inclusive and diverse employers and organisations, ensuring that all have the opportunity of reaching their potential irrespective of their backgrounds or protected characteristic. The Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) stipulates its intention to challenge and tackle entrenched inequality and promote effective inclusive practices within Higher Education, recognising the benefit this awards to the social, economic, cultural and environmental well-being of Wales (HEFCW.2020).  However, it is argued that this rhetoric, according to Bourdieu’s theory of education, enacts a façade which masks the institutional cultures and social practices which endorse the cultural reproduction of ‘classes’ (Harman, 2017:Jones et al, 2018). Consequently, students are expected to engage in these protocols, to ensure them, the capital which will provide them with the sense of belonging and success associated with HE (Brooks, 2015; Cotton et al, 2017).  This stance is highlighted in the recruitment process undertaken by HE, whereby mature students and other under-represented groups are subject to paradoxical policies surrounding access to HE, the widening participation agenda, and recruitment with integrity framework (Farini et al,2021).  This paradox exemplifies the conflicting context surrounding enrolment in HE for mature students, who are considered in deficit of the academic skills, knowledge and prior educational achievement, the NVQ Level 3 (Chung et al, 2017) required to enrol at HE (WISERD, 2015). This deficit is also argued to have resulted in the decline in positive student outcomes (Chung et al, 2017), nevertheless, these marginalised groups of students are encouraged to participate in lifelong learning through the ‘Reaching Wider Programme’ advocated by Welsh Government policy  (Farini et al, 2021), despite claims that institutions should not be compensating for the social disadvantage experienced by these marginalised groups, hence exposing the conflict between policy and practice (WISERD, 2015). However, structural barriers such as conflicting recruitment processes adopted by HE, limited prior educational qualifications, financial constraints, employment commitments, family responsibilities, are argued to cause mature students significant conflict, due to these competing demands placed upon their time, whilst adhering to their academic commitments (Geertshuis, 2019; Smith, 2019; Buscher et al, 2020)). 
The motivations which underpin the mature female student’s engagement with HE later in life, is argued to be in response to adverse personal, social and economic circumstances, hence necessitating their return to education, to improve their life chances (Brooks, 2015; Rhijn et al, 2016; Matherly et al, 2017). It is argued that domestic and health related challenges are the catalyst in motivating mature female students to return to education (Buscher et al, 2020), and thus reinvent their identity by engaging in HE studies (Smith, 2019). In contrast however, such activity in HE is perceived to be enlightening, emancipating and offers an array of health benefits (DfE, 2018). Smith (2019) stipulates that contrary to these claims of health benefits and emancipation, access to HE evokes emotional distress amongst the mature female student population. 
The researcher will explore the motivational factors which drive these students to complete their studies when examined during the unprecedented challenge of the Covid 19 pandemic, argued to further perpetuate existing inequalities for this marginalised group (Gustafsson et al, 2020). The research argues that economic and health related risks resulting from COVID 19 will affect women, youth and those within lower socio-economic positions, reflective of the outcomes experienced following the financial crisis of 2008 (ibid).  Hernandez (2020) emphasises how the pandemic has negatively affected the vulnerable and poorer households, with the low to middle class families suffering greatest, because of austerity measures introduced by the Conservative Government in 2010-2011 and 2018- 2019, as a means of increasing competition in the private sector, whilst simultaneously reducing the welfare state. Public services were subjected to reductions in funding, with fewer resources available in deprived areas. Child poverty is also argued to have increased on account of budgetary cuts and the freezing of welfare benefits, with the government argued to prioritise the economy before the welfare state (ibid).    
Equally, given the negative impact of the financial crisis of 2008 on this vulnerable group, and the similarity of impact from Covid 19, there is justification for closer examination of the factors which witness these non- traditional students return to education later in life (Gustafsson et al, 2020; Hernandez 2020), with the researcher asking the questions:
(1) What are the motivational factors which inspire mature female students to pursue academic success?
(2) How do mature women maintain their motivation to complete their academic studies?

(3) How has the motivation to complete their studies changed during the Covid 19 pandemic?
Evidence based research (statistics)!
On examination of the most recent statistics produced by Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA, 2022) it is indicated that HE providers in Wales, record for the academic year 2020/2021, that enrolments according to personal characteristics, witness 82,250 (57%) female students engaging in all levels and modes of study, as opposed to 62,620 (43%) male students, which on comparison to the 2016/2017 academic year for the same criteria, saw 70,975 (55%) female students compared to 58,335 (45%) male students engaging in study at HE level. This indicates a greater proportion of female students are now engaging in HE as opposed to male students. Equally, when comparing the data for the demographic of students engaging in HE for the academic year 2020/2021, 39,655 (27%) were identified as 30 years and over (non-traditional cohort) when compared with 48,260 (33%) identified as 20 years and under (traditional cohort). On comparison for the academic year 2016/2017, the number of students aged 30 years and over is reported as 29,805 (23%) and for the same period, those students 20 years and under 51,820 (40%). On reviewing the year-on-year data from 2016/2017, the pattern identified within the statistics suggests that the majority of students engaging in study at HE level are female, with a significant increase in participation levels from 55% (2016/2017) to 57% (2020/2021) which when compared with the number of male students engaging in study at HE level, sees a gradual reduction in numbers on a year-on-year basis from 45% (2016/2017) to 43% (2020/2021). Furthermore, on making year on year comparisons, from 2016/2017, the 30 years old and more demographic (non-traditional) witnesses a consistent increase in participation levels from 23% (2016/2017) to 27% (2020/2021), whereas the 20 years and under demographic (traditional) sees a significant decline in participatory percentages from 40% (2016/2017) to 33% (2020/2021). Therefore, the data would suggest a prevailing trend in participation rates is evolving for study at HE level within Wales, which is reflected in the data derived from the period 2020/2021, indicating that a greater proportion of female students (57%) are now engaging in HE study than their male counterparts (43%), with this statistic witnessing a consistent growth in participation levels from the non-traditional demographic (students aged 30 +), as opposed to the traditional age group demographic (students aged 20+). 
Aligned to these statistics is the growing evidence within the literature of an increasing prevalence of mental health conditions and behavioural difficulties encountered within the settings (Welsh Government, 2019), which is warranting the teaching profession to receive specific training for these additional learning needs. This would reflect the argument proposed by Cotton et al (2017) that non-traditional students are perceived as a problem cohort for institutions, which eludes examination of the actual cause and factors which have led to a rise in mature female students returning to HE study and the rise in health problems. HESA (2022) report statistics that indicate that there is a year-on-year increase in students with a reported disability entering HE in 2020/2021, with students reporting specific learning difficulties and mental health conditions increasing by 48,575 from 2019 to 2020. Harman (2017) argues that the ‘widening participation’ discourses identified within the literature, merely serves as a means of shifting responsibility for the failure to succeed at university onto the poor, claimed to overlook the reality of poverty. Therefore, in combination with the paucity in research on the topic of mature women returning to education, their pathway and experiences, and their consistent enrolment onto HE courses, and the associated difficulties these students encounter (Smith, 2019; Busher et al, 2019; O’Shea, 2016; Geertshuis,2019; Chung et al, 2017), I feel there is justification for undertaking this research, exploring the factors which compel women to return to education and the motivations which drive them to complete their studies, which will inform Government and policymakers of the tenacity of this cohort to overcome their barriers to achieve their goal and contribute to the workforce.       
On reflection, I would like to provide an insight of my own educational experience of returning to education later in life, as a mature female student, with the purpose of informing lifelong learning policy of the contexts surrounding a mature female students lived experience of education. I completed my compulsory education at secondary school during the 1980’s, with some aspirations of pursuing a route into HE, however, being the first in family to aspire to this status, I received little support from my family and wider community to pursue my goal. Consequently, I accepted the traditional trajectory of my family of origin and entered the employment market undertaking roles within retail and tourism. My pathway back into education initially resulted from my voluntary engagement with school to support my own children with their education, recognising the benefit this awarded me in raising them. It naturally transpired that employment within the educational workforce complimented both the needs of the family and my own personal interests, employment and training within this field of work. I initially embarked upon a national vocational qualification (NVQ) Level 3 for teaching assistants, which equipped me with the knowledge and practicalities for supporting the community. However, I still relished the ideal of becoming a teacher, wanting to give back and support others coming through the system and so I chose to embark on the Foundation Degree (FDa) for Learning Support, as a route into HE. The impetus for this trajectory resulted from my own daughter’s achievement of gaining university status at a Russell Group university. This inspired me to explore my own potential and so I pursued the top-up qualification, BA in Education, however, on account of difficult domestic circumstances I switched to study the BA in Social Studies, which provided me with an alternative perspective. On reflection of my own educational experience, I realised that my teaching aspirations were now focused towards supporting adult learners and so I embarked on my Post Compulsory Education Training (PCET) with a view of making a difference. The onset of the pandemic motivated me to complete my educational journey, by embarking on my master’s as part of my continuous professional development, which epitomises the regard and value I place on education in shaping and forging personal development.  
Thus, this research study will adopt a qualitative, constructivist/interpretivist paradigm, to generate empirical data, using a feminist methodology to a case study, by examining the narratives of participants from a convenient sample from a single setting, across a range of programmes. The study aims to explore the lived experience of mature female students return to education and the factors which underpin their return, the motivations which drive them to complete their studies and the impact of a pandemic on their motivation to succeed.       
Therefore, in combination with the paucity in research on the topic of mature women returning to education, their increasing enrolment onto HE courses, and the associated difficulties these students encounter (Smith, 2019; Busher et al, 2019; O’Shea, 2016; Geertshuis,2019; Chung et al, 2017), together with my own testimony of this particular journey, I feel there is justification for undertaking this research with the intention that this research will inform Government and policymakers of the factors which underpin the mature female students return to education and the tenacity of this cohort to overcome structural barriers to achieve their goal and the relevance of vocational courses in supporting this professional trajectory.        
LITERATURE REVIEW 
1.1. Introduction 

On conducting a literature review of the topic of mature female students return to education later in life, the researcher employed the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) to identify and read suitable articles which explored the educational pathway of the ‘non-traditional’ female students return to education (CASP, 2021), whose engagement in HE culminated from the introduction, in 2002/3, of the Reaching Wider Programme initiative (HEFCW, 2021). This incentivised the ‘widening participation’ of priority groups, underrepresented in HE, such as students with disabilities, BAME students and mature students, with emphasis placed on attracting those in the bottom 40% of the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (UWTSD, no.date). Within the literature, students entering HE are characterised by researcher-imposed demographics as either ‘non-traditional’ or ‘traditional’ (Chung et al, 2017), with ‘widening participation’ policy perceived to assimilate students to the cultural practices of the institution, argued to cause further marginalisation (Harman, 2017). Alternatively, Chung et al (2017) argues that research has portrayed the ‘non-traditional’ demographic of students as a ‘deficit’ cohort, lacking the capacity to engage in the cultural norms associated with HE, suggesting instead that they be considered through a ‘strengths based’ lens, who embrace the challenge posed by the unfamiliar setting, and remain steadfast in achieving their goal (Cotton et al, 2017). The concept of ‘resilience’ is exposed, and the adaptive responses seized by ‘non-traditional’ students to stress and adversity, with evidence to suggest that ‘non-traditional’ students are equally capable of completing their studies as their more ‘traditional’ entry counterparts due to their personal life histories (Chung et al, 2017; Cotton et al, 2017). Further reference to the ‘resilience framework’ explores the ‘protective factors’ offered by the university in mediating against adversity for care leaver students who go on to succeed at university, which raises the question, why do some students succeed when faced with adversity, whilst others fail (Cotton et al, 2017).       

Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore the context surrounding the mature female student’s return to education, the psychological experience of engaging with education later in life, the motivational strategies which they adopt to support them with their studies and how their motivation endures a pandemic.         
1.2. Theme 1 Conflicting Context to Enrolment in HE for Mature Students
On commencing their return to education, the ‘non-traditional’ students are reported to encounter conflicting policies which render their transition to HE more problematic, which according to Elliott (2018) is on account of ‘neo-liberal dogma and austerity’. Neo liberalism is a free market ideology that arose between Westernised countries, against the background of the Carter and Reagan administration of the United States and the Thatcherism in the United Kingdom, which supported individual liberty, limiting the need for intervention from governments in economic and social practices, which saw the deregulation of financial markets, to release the potential for capitalism and growth in social  well-being (Navarro, 2007). However, it is the principles that underpin the intersection of the competing demands of the market economy against the needs of the welfare state and the contested nature apportioned to the power now of multinational corporations in surpassing governments, which has led to the reduction in welfare state support. The financial crisis of 2008 was the outcome of these competing activities, resulting in the austerity measures introduced by government in 2008 to mitigate against the financial losses incurred, thus witnessing a reduction in funding for public services(ibid). Due to the multi-faceted dimension to adult education and the competing scope of HE and Tertiary Education, the system is reported to have witnessed a significant decline in participation levels for part-time and older student cohorts (Augar, 2020), largely due to a reduction in funding. However, contradictory levels of investment into tertiary education, to fund a broad range of subjects for all ages, highlights the complexity surrounding enrolment in adult education, especially when there exists an inequity in investment between providers (ibid). Elliott (2018) argues that HE is now characterised by marketisation, and individualism as opposed to education for the needs of the community and the greater good. Smith (2018) stipulates that education has become another market commodity, which according to  Augar (2020) highlights the misalignment between the exemplary standard of HE provisions and economic requirements, which has witnessed an increase in low value degrees not in favour of the needs of the economy.  Therefore, given the contested situation surrounding return to education, it poses the question, ‘How are students, perceived to be ‘marginalised’, ‘non-traditional’, or ‘vulnerable’, meant to reach their potential, if the very structures, constructed to support their transition from one level of study to another, fail to appreciate the complex circumstances necessitating their engagement with both Tertiary Education and Higher Education from the onset? If these factors were addressed and eliminated at the beginning of the educational process, then potentially the very barriers which have constrained this student cohort would be eradicated for those who follow a similar trajectory, on account of their background and culture. If the ’Reaching Wider Programme’ is to be fully embraced, what benefit does the reduction in part-time vocational courses serve, for a cohort of students, who due to their unconventional educational route and their complex lives, are further compromised by political agenda. The lack of foresight awarded to these students who already possess considerable workforce skills and who represent a ‘potential-untapped resource’, in filling the gaps in the workforce (Bovill et al, 2019), eludes all rationale for embarking on this journey in the first place.               

Robert Halfon (MP), Education Select Committee Chair (2018) argues that.

‘Too many institutions are neither meeting our skills needs or providing the means for the disadvantaged to climb the ladder of opportunity’. 
Furthermore, the contested nature of engagement with HE for mature students is further perplexed by the existing Widening Participation strategy of government in ensuring that it upholds its mandate of providing equity in opportunity to engage in HE by widening access to HE for disadvantaged groups through flexible terms in recruitment processes (Elliott. 2018; Harman, 2017).  The Access to HE Diplomas are argued to be representative of these flexible recruitment processes which enable mature students, who lack the entry qualification criteria of HE, with an alternative route into HE (Augar, 2020). Elliott (2018) exposes the conflicting circumstances surrounding the mature student’s return to HE, who are subjected to a reduction in funding and limited course choices, thus supporting the argument of whether widening access policy to HE, which constrains choice of subject is equally damaging as unequal access to HE in the first instance. Therefore, do these competing expectations and needs of the government, HE and the labour market, provide sufficient evidence to ask now, whether there is justification for institutions to hold separate entities, when the evidence would suggest that more and more students, in particular, mature students, are accessing education at various stages across the life course, on account of changes in their circumstances, especially more so now as the impact of the pandemic becomes known.                                 
1.3. Theme 2 Institutional Culture and Practices
On exposing the complexities surrounding enrolment in HE for mature students, another contested theme arises within the literature concerning the structural factors which are argued to restrict and inhibit progression into and through HE (Cotton et al, 2017; Harman, 2017; Elliott, 2018). In relation to this cohort, their participation with HE during the initial stage of enrolment has already been discussed as a barrier for progression within education later in life, on account of their entry level qualifications and personal backgrounds, over which HE has no influence (Cotton et al, 2017). 

Significant attention within the literature focuses research upon exploring the extent of retention and withdrawal amongst the student population, which is largely aligned to non-traditional students due to their dispositions and lack of familiarity with the culture of HE (Cotton et al, 2017: Elliott, 2018; Harman, 2017). Cotton et al (2017) stipulates however, that the attention directed to non-traditional students as a problem area, diverts attention away from the need of the institutions to change their practices and cultures, in favour of broadening institutional values and practices which will see the ’dominant structure’ of HE, working collaboratively together with the marginalised groups of students, to enhance knowledge through ‘participatory parity’ which according to Cotton et al (2017) will lead to democratic, emancipatory, social change, arising from embracing the knowledge that is acquired from outside the institution.    
1.4. Theme 3 Cultural and Social Influences on Engagement with HE   
With reference to HE, the relevance of culture within literature, is directed towards  cultural capital ( the possession of knowledge, books, educational qualifications) that is inherently possessed, which according to Streib (2016) culminates in class reproduction, linked to socioeconomic status. Significant attention within literature is awarded to the disparity in culture across the student population, with those in possession of high culture capital considered to experience an increase in social mobility on account of their favourable background and personal dispositions (Streib, 2017). In contrast, there is suggestion within the literature that attitudes developed during childhood and at school, passed on across generations, still influence choices on whether to engage in HE (Jenkins, 2018). Cotton et al (2017) discloses the ramifications for students possessing limited cultural capital when engaging in HE and their inability to grasp the language and cultural norms associated with the institution, emphasising the impact this has upon their retention and success within HE, hence raising ethical considerations for the ‘widening participation’ policies (Farini et al, 2021; Cotton et al, 2017). Pertinent to this theme is the breadth of research undertaken on the return to education of the mature female student who choose to embark upon Foundation Degrees (FDa), as an alternative pathway into HE, on account of their fractured prior educational experience and their challenging personal circumstances (Bovill et al, 2019; Smith, 2019). These research studies explore concepts of ‘ecological agency’ the capacity to act, having agency to engage; and ‘figured worlds theory’, the impact of personal history on actions and undertaken habitual responses (Bovill et al, 2021). The literature highlights the theoretical lens of Honneth (Wilhelm, 2014) and the role ‘authentic self’ plays in supporting students through the HE journey, supported by a significant other. This relates to the ability of the institution to nurture, develop and sustain the narratives of resilience in raising self esteem to secure a successful outcome (Cotton et al, 2017; Chung et al, 2017). Equally, the relevance of resilience in the context of care leavers is explored as a means of mitigating against risk factors by having access to ‘protective factors’ which shield against adversity (Cotton et al, 2017). The relevance of ‘protective factors’ in combatting adversity experienced during HE, regarded as ‘academic resilience’ is further supported by Chee (2019) who highlights the connection between supportive environments (teacher support, hope, meaning of life, purpose) in overcoming personal adversity and achieving successful academic outcomes, considered exemplary students in overcoming academic adversity.               
1.5. Theme 4 Mature Female Students Contested Engagement with HE
A reoccurring theme which arises within the literature under examination, is the engagement of mature female students, who embark on Foundation Degree (FDa) courses, as a gateway into HE, unable to achieve direct entry on account of their limited qualifications and personal circumstances (Bovill et al, 2021; Buscher et al, 2019;Farini et al, 2021;Elliott, 2018). The literature identifies these candidates as predominantly female mature students from low socio-economic backgrounds, who were employed or volunteered at schools, with a large proportion being student mothers (Smith, 2019) seeking professional development building upon what they already know (Farini et al, 2021). Against this background student mothers are argued to seek out ‘empowered’ identities’, moving away from prior scripts of their lives towards their desire to be a teacher, supported by conducive circumstances (Bovill et al, 2021). On examination of the literature, focus is drawn to the structural barriers which inhibit progression, from the unsupportive school, familial responsibilities, challenging relationships and the competing demands of work, home and study (Bovill et al, 2021; Cotton et al, 2017; Harman, 2017). Smith (2019) cites unhappiness in the domestic domain as the motivating factor driving mature female students’ need to explore the ‘familial self’ and pursue entry into HE. Reference is made to transforming their lives, as a means of escaping their socio-economic circumstances of low paid employment and long hours and the impact this has upon their self-esteem, and their pursuit to upskill themselves for future employment opportunities (Busher et al, 2020; Bovill et al, 2021). Heagney et al (2017) stresses that gender and gender expectations are responsible for their low socio-economic situation, requiring them to return to education later in life, stressing the impact it has on their finances and time, seeking practical support from partners and family to overcome the competing demands of family, work and study (Elliott, 2018). There is evidence within the literature of mature female students being discouraged to return to education due to family circumstances, mental health problems, caring responsibilities, and intergenerational disapproval of returning to education, devaluing its worth and signifying that the care giver role should be satisfactory (Busher et al, 2020).      
1.6. Theme 5 Mature Students Cognitive Capacity to Triumph Over Adversity 
Within the literature, reference is made to the preoccupation of research in exploring the retention and withdrawal of mature students from HE courses on account of the challenges posed by HE and the students cultural capital deficits (Chung et al, 2017; Cotton et al, 2017; Heagney et al, 2017). However, the literature stipulates that an equal proportion of mature students are reported to succeed with their studies, despite their preconceived disadvantaged status, and the transformative role HE plays in overcoming adversity to achieve a successful outcome (Chung et al, 2017; Jenkins, 2018; Cotton et al, 2017). A correlation is made between a mature student’s ability to draw upon their resilience to overcome adversity, on account of their life experiences and the induced stress this can cause, as opposed to the ‘traditional’ aged student who has not been exposed to the challenges posed in life (Cotton et al, 2017: Elliott, 2020). Other determinants proposed in the literature to support successful academic outcomes include the adoption of ‘expectation maintenance’, the challenging of habitual ways of thinking, to achieve an alternative outcome by becoming resourceful and resilient (Bovill et al, 2021). Aligned to this, within the literature, is the application of the ‘resilience model’, whereby the student acquires new coping strategies, supporting the ‘cognitive recovery processes’ (Chung et al, 2017) which is dependent upon their exposure to, and ability to overcome stress. Additionally, ‘the sense of agency’, to act and engage in the HE environment is argued to have a significant influence on a successful learning outcome, adopting a ‘psychosocial perspective’ (Cotton et al, 2017: Geertshuis, 2019), developing inter-personal relations to enhance the student’s identity, by raising levels of self-respect and self -esteem are argued to underpin successful HE outcomes (ibid). Detected within the literature, is reference to the adoption of a ‘mastery goal orientation’ and the mature student’s favourable disposition in placing significant value on the act of learning to enable them to achieve a successful outcome (Geertshuis, 2019; Jenkins, 2018).            
1.7. Conclusion
On conclusion, the literature portrays HE as a multi-faceted learning environment, which is argued to promote and embrace the concept of an equitable learning space for all, through ‘widening participation’ policies (Harman, 2017; Chung et al, 2017: Mishra, 2020). Augar (2020) argues that the ‘widening participation’ policies merely serve to establish HE as another ‘market commodity’, which continues to support the hierarchal ranking system of the institutions, on account of the inequitable funding they receive, argued to inhibit the social mobility of disadvantaged students and fails to meet the needs of the economy (Halfon, 2018). The contested nature of enrolment in HE for this marginalised group is argued to originate at an early stage in the process, in respect to the regard held by researchers towards this group of students, and the imposed demographic category of ‘non-traditional’, which places them in an unfavourable position from the outset (Chung et al, 2017). Cotton et al (2017) challenges the view that this cohorts represents a ‘deficit’ model, arguing in favour of a ‘strengths-based’ model instead, whose positions are subject to neo-liberal dogma and austerity measures (Elliott, 2018). The challenge for entry into HE is said to be further perplexed by the structural factors which are argued to inhibit progression, the lack of cultural capital which provides the knowledge and resources on how to navigate the journey to success (Harman, 2017); the conflicting enrolment processes for ‘non-traditional’ cohorts, who on account of their previous educational experience and personal circumstances, lack the conventional qualifications aligned with direct entry students into HE (Elliott. 2018; Harman, 2017) and the attitudinal barrier of the institution, who consider this cohort as ‘problematic’, which according to Cotton et al (2017), distracts attention away from the practices of the institution which are argued to further marginalise this group of students. In response to these challenging circumstances, the literature emphasises the fortitude of these students in combatting such adversity, by adopting cognitive processes which mitigate against the impact of these forces to enable them to pursue their educational goal, by reconstructing their ‘figured worlds’ by focusing attention to their ‘authentic self’ with the support of a significant other, by raising their self-esteem and faith in their own ability to overcome adversity ( (Cotton et al, 2017; Chung et al, 2017). Equally, these students are argued to challenge habitual ways of thinking in response to problems, to secure an alternative outcome (Bovill et al, 2021).  Chee (2019) corroborates this strategy, recognising the benefit of supportive environments in overcoming personal adversity to achieve successful outcomes. The literature proposes that students engage in psychosocial interaction, developing inter-personal relations (Cotton et al, 2017: Geertshuis, 2019), to enhance the student’s identity which raises levels of self-respect and self -esteem, argued to underpin successful HE outcomes (ibid). Furthermore, the evidence suggests that students adopt ‘mastery goal orientation’ with significant value placed on the act of learning to enable the students to achieve a successful outcome (Geertshuis, 2019; Jenkins, 2018). On reviewing the themes which arise within the literature and the methods students adopt to combat the structures which challenge their progression into and within HE, it renders raising the question, what are the factors which enhance or constrain this marginalised group to reach their potential and why?                               
Therefore, the aim of this study will be to examine the lived experience of the mature female student’s return to education and the factors which underpin their return to education later in life; to disclose the motivational factors which support them on their educational journey and how adopted cognitive processes assist them to complete their studies when conducted against a background of a pandemic and the impact this has upon their motivation to fulfil their potential.     
2. METHODOLOGY REVIEW 
2.1. Introduction
On examination of the literature, it is argued that there exists a paucity within the research of the factors which support marginalised groups to complete their studies, in particular women (Smith, 2019), and why some succeed, whilst others do not (Mishra, 2020; Cotton et al, 2017; Chung et al, 2017). Geertshuis (2019) directs attention of research towards the relationship between emotional well-being and learning behaviours and the relevance this may have on academic achievement, whilst Bovill et al (2021) places emphasis on research to explore the concept of ‘agency’ to act and pursue their goals. 
2.2. Context of Study

2.3. Justification for Methodology 

In response to the themes arising within the literature surrounding mature women’s engagement with HE and Tertiary Education, the research study adopted a qualitative, constructivist/interpretivist paradigm, utilising a feminist methodology, to relay the findings of the study from the social interaction undertaken between the researcher and the participants of the study. According to Creswell (2007) realities are constantly developing in response to current events, which witness the production of new ideas and cultures as a result of negotiations exchanged between such individuals, reinforcing the argument proposed by Cotton et al (2017) of the benefit of ‘participatory parity’, the sharing of knowledge from outside of the institution, to inform practice, argued to lead to democratic, emancipatory, social change for marginalised groups. Stern (2019) argues that constructivism, aligned to consciousness, involves the recognition from past events, to inform future actions. Possibly include reference to mature students challenging their habitual ways of thinking to seek out alternative outcomes. Creswel (2007) advocates that in adopting this methodology, the researcher places themselves within the research, to enable them to gain an understanding of how their own interpretation of the findings of the study are shaped by their own experiences and backgrounds. The researcher was the key character in conducting the investigation, delivering the lines of enquiry and the proposed questions to extract from the participants, their own narratives surrounding their educational experience in Higher Education. The researcher was conscious of their own bias and conscious of the findings exposed within the literature, having previously conducted primary data research and will ensure that this bias does not intentionally influence the process. Oliver (2010) argues that some form of bias is unavoidable and states that reflexivity, if stated at the beginning, will enhance the research process.
2.4. Case Study         

The researcher adopted a case study method to explore the question, ‘What motivational factors inspire mature female students to pursue academic success?’, and hence derive empirical data. Cohen et al (2005) stipulates that case studies i) are easier to understand by wider audiences due to their presentation in every-day language ii) they  are self-explanatory iii) they capture unique features not necessarily available through other data collection means iv) they provide insights into similar cases, supporting interpretation v) they can be undertaken by a single researcher vi) they can be conducted either short term or  long term. Albeit that case studies are argued to be rich in reality, they are equally argued to be difficult to organise, with greater emphasis awarded to the subjects under examination, rather than the adopted methodologies (ibid). Creswel (2007) emphasises case studies as a strategy of inquiry design which is identifiable with qualitative research. 

2.5. Population and Sample
The research was undertaken within a single setting, across multiple programmes to reveal associated responses to in-depth data collection to derive case study descriptions and themes. Creswel (2007) advocates that by adopting this approach differing perspectives will be exposed for examination. Cohen et al (2005) supports this approach to the enquiry, to enable the researcher to collate and synthesis data from multiple sources, so that inferences and interpretations can be examined across a broad range of evidence. The researcher recruited their participants through their personal and professional contacts within the education sector, their lecturers. This professional body act as gatekeepers, who have immediate contact with individuals with characteristics relevant for this study (Creswell 2007). Oliver (2010) argues that these are significant authority figures in providing access to the research field in question and are useful respondents to the area of study, themselves. The researcher emailed the gatekeepers, requesting their support in recruiting participants for the fieldwork being undertaken, providing them with a synopsis of the study.This is representative of a ‘convenient sample’, who are at varying stages of their academic journey. Biggam (2015) argues that convenient sampling is a non-probability approach, which tends to be used for exploratory research which generates new ideas and perspectives which inform wider research activity. Creswel (2007) argues in favour of this choice due to the ease by which to access and collect data.  This choice of sampling should be treated with caution however, if wishing to demonstrate a random sample, which reflects a proportion of the population (Biggam, 2015).The researcher recruited six participants from across a range of programmes to gather multiple perspectives to inform the data collection process, considered an important feature of interpretive research (ibid). All participants were provided with a synopsis of the research study and the terms and conditions of their engagement was conveyed to them in advance, which was further reiterated within a participant information sheet which they also received from the researcher. The researcher requested that a consent statement was duly read, by the participants, via TEAMS, to indicate their willingness to contribute to the study, which was accompanied by the participant information sheet.
2.6. Interviews 

Incorporated into the research design was a semi-structured interview, which according to Cohen et al (2005) benefits an interpretive paradigm through the use of unstructured or informal interview techniques, which will enable the continuous construction of reality as the researcher captures and interprets subjective realities (ibid). The semi structured interview involved five open ended questions, providing adequate space to record the responses from the participants (See Appendix 4). The researcher developed a narrowing of the central question outlined within the research proposal, by incorporating additional sub questions to further enhance the initial responses from the participants, which are i) What are your earliest childhood memories and where did they take place? ii) What are the motivational factors which inspire you now to pursue academic success? iii) How do mature women maintain their motivation to complete their academic studies? iv) How has your motivation to complete your studies changed during the COVID pandemic? v) On reflection, what further support would improve your educational experience?, all aimed at addressing the overarching question, ‘What motivational factors inspire mature female students to pursue academic success?’. Creswel (2007) supports the use of an interview protocol to record the participants narratives, in response to the raised core questions which underpin the research proposal. Oliver (2010) highlights how this method for recording subjective realities can potentially offer unanticipated outcomes, whereby new themes can arise. The interviews were conducted on a 1:1 basis over Microsoft Teams and the contents of the discussion were recorded, with a transcript of the narratives downloaded for later analysis and identification of themes. The recordings were stored using encrypted devices, with the researcher ensuring that their personal laptop had a locking mechanism, with an assigned password for locking and unlocking purposes, to restrict access to the materials and likewise on the ‘cloud’ storage facility of the University (UK Data Service, 2021). Similarly, in-text extracts from the participants narratives were captured and held using fictitious names, again stored using encrypted devices to safeguard against identification. The extracts were collated using a coded system to ensure anonymity and for ease in identifying themes (ibid).  
2.7. Ethics

The research was undertaken adhering to the robust and sound ethical frameworks of UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice, UWTSD Research Data Management Policy and BERA Ethical Guidelines for Education Research. The researcher gained ethical permission from the UWTSD Ethics Committee, based upon submitted consent forms and participant letters which were incorporated into the research design, which upon approval were disseminated out to the participants, prior to commencing the formal research process. Furseth et al (2013) stipulates that prior to undertaking any research, the researcher must demonstrate how a participant’s rights and autonomy will be protected and their privacy safeguarded. These documents provided an overview of the research topic; the research questions to be explored; the terms and conditions surrounding participation in the study; awareness that participation is voluntary and permitting withdrawal at any time without detriment to themselves; the option of refraining from answering any questions; and  the source from where the results could be accessed upon completion of the study was also provided (ibid).

2.8. Reliability/ Validity/Transferability There is a difference between Qualitative nd Quantitative positions here – you will need to check
It is the intention of the researcher to provide reliable justification for conducting this research which upon examination of the primary data, indicates a paucity within the research of the factors which support marginalised groups to complete their studies, in particular women (Smith, 2019), and why some succeed, whilst others do not (Mishra, 2020; Cotton et al, 2017; Chung et al, 2017). Moreover, prior to undertaking any official research activity, the researcher is required to gain ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of the University in the first instance, which upon receiving authorisation to proceed with the study, signifies justification of this research to the research community, validating its purpose (Biggam,2015). Therefore, the researcher approached this research study from a interpretivist/constructivist paradigm, whereby the adopted ontology recognises the interrelatedness of both the subject and the object in constructing reality, realising that there is no definitive reality, with reality socially constructed through the social interaction undertaken at a given time and context (ibid).  Adopting a feminist methodology, the researcher captured multiple narratives from a convenient sample, comprising of six mature female students, currently completing studies in a HE setting, to answer the research question, ‘what are the motivational factors which inspire mature female students to pursue academic success? within the context of HE (ibid). The researcher chose to explore the lived experience of the mature female students return to education, focusing upon a single HE setting, with participants drawn from across a range of programmes, to provide an in-depth examination of the motivating factors which drive mature female students to return to education, later in life. With the researcher pivotally situated within the research undertaken, they were able to extract narratives which  were collaboratively orchestrated to avoid exploitation, to explore the relevance of ‘gender’ within the captured responses,  and how their own reality influences their understanding of what is representative of a women’s life. The purpose of this approach is to have a transformative impact, whereby the results of the study inform the wider research community of current position of women within society (Creswel, 2007).The researcher adopted a qualitative approach to the study, to capture extensive narratives for answering the research question, ‘what are the motivational factors which inspire mature female students to pursue academic success?’ within the context of HE. The researcher realised that qualitative research was more appropriate than quantitative research, as the latter lends itself to manufacturing quantities and measurements, whereas qualitative research aligns itself in revealing authentic experiences, or a phenomenon and the meanings people assign to them (ibid). The researcher is aware that a combination of both quantitative and qualitative approaches are usually adopted within the professional fieldwork of research, however the methodological approach adopted on this occasion was qualitative on account of the exploratory purpose of the study to reveal the lived experiences of this sample (ibid) and the time restraints governing the completion of this study (Biggam, 2015). The research design intended to derive empirical data through the use of a case study which specifically examined the lived experiences of mature female students and their return to education, with the intention of extracting explicit reasons for their return and the strategies they adopted to achieve their goal. The research was specifically directed at a group of mature female students, from a single setting and across a range of programmes for capturing  in-depth narratives from the participants, from which the researcher explicated the meaning of the case/issue and then identified common themes within the case study, providing an analysis of themes to demonstrate the complexity of the chosen case Creswel, (2007).    . 
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7. APPENDICES
7.1. Appendices 1 Ethics Form
The Ethics Form is pasted in here
7.2. Appendices 2 xxx
Syntheses
Draw out problem, compare and contrast – meld various theories/ideas/research and comment – judgements upon the evidence
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