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Perspectives on Mature Students’ Body Management

Aims and objectives
The research intends to highlight the different ways in which body management occurs or alters as a result of returning to education as an older mature student aged forty and over. It will address how to cope with illness, and disability alongside studies.  
It is hoped that the findings can ascertain which particular issues are most prevalent and what positive themes also arise, and ultimately shed a positive light upon any perceived obstacles which mature students may consider problematic when making decisions about returning to education, and also offer strategies and other perspectives which can help overcome difficulties when they arise.
This research will initially be introduced in conjunction with the auto-ethnographic observations of the main themes to be considered throughout the study. The ethnographic findings will then be addressed under the sub-headings of the different main themes. Finally, these findings will be critically discussed using application of broader academic research to assess the reliability of such ideas.  
Methodology 
The research was conducted using 1:1 interviews of informants who are students at UWTSD. It was based upon interviews with eight informants, five of whom are mature students over the age of forty. Three other informants, who are students who are under this age, were also interviewed to provide comparisons. In addition, auto-ethnographic observations of my own experiences were included, as I am a mature student of over forty too. Obviously, this requires extra vigilance regarding reflexivity so as to be certain that my own perceptions are not imposed upon the data gathered from other informants, and to make sure questions were kept open and adhered to, without leading the direction of discussions in any way.  
The questions used were kept to a minimum, because a small study requires limitations to stop it becoming unwieldy and hard to express fully in a limited word count. The questions were also kept to a broad subject area, so as to avoid leading the informant’s responses. The questions used were: 
How do you find life as a student? 
Are there any particular negatives or positives to this experience? 
Have you developed any coping strategies to help with difficulties which arise? 
Most research was undertaken on Lampeter campus of UWTSD, with one informant from Carmarthen campus. Eight students were accessed through friendship and association of peers who are studying alongside the researcher at UWTSD, thereby the researcher becomes her own ‘gatekeeper’ and accesses interaction through their own prior connection with each informant. 
Through talking about issues which have arisen during engaging with being a student, it is possible that a student may feel a range of emotions. This was discussed prior to beginning the interviews at the point when consent forms were being signed (Appendix 1).  For the auto-ethnographic elements, which could cause an emotion response in the researcher during their reflexive practice, support systems are already in place. 
Auto-Ethnographic Introduction
Just before my fortieth birthday, my doctor told me that my body had done more miles than most people would ever do in a lifetime. After two life changing, physically disabling periods in my life, that had left me “on the sick”, I came up with the bright idea to return to education to stop me going insane. I say bright idea with sarcasm as it has been and still is very difficult on many levels. The end goal would hopefully give me more qualifications which could then get me back to work, using my ears and mouth, as my physical abilities are not suitable for the jobs I have done in the past.
Using education as a diversion tactic to manage pain, at times works well, and adjusting my medication to accommodate university life has its ups and downs. Not wanting to bring attention to my disabilities regarding my spine I tried not using my walking stick in the first few weeks around the campus. This only made my disability even more noticeable to my fellow, younger, healthier students, who insisted on carrying my bags, opening doors, fetching drinks from the university café and so on. They were often apologetic, this I questioned, why are they saying sorry? It was not their fault, it was my own fault. Be a couch potato sometimes, I would tell them, be kind to your body. 
Adapting everyday life due to physical disabilities has been possible through changing old habits and accommodating new strategies. Physical pain is draining, depressing and I sometimes wonder why I am putting myself through the stresses and strains of university life.  Why bother? Because my sanity was at stake. Trying to manage pain levels has proven to be the most contentious. Keeping the mind sharp means taking less medication, less medication means more pain. I write this through gritted teeth and an aching jaw, not to mention the pain in my back, hip and leg. My diet is suffering too. 
I have always been an early riser, wanting to make the most of every day and this has not changed during my time at university. Whilst my younger fellow students tend to find an early start problematic, I find it is my most productive time, starting around 4am. The level of pain I endure at this time of day does not impinge too much and I am not so distracted. On the flipside there is a negative impact insofar as my body suffers more from early afternoon onwards, then the dilemma of whether or not to take the stronger painkillers arise, the medication takes its toll and I feel drowsy. At these times I then resort to listening to podcasts or the use of the TextHelp Read and Write (Read & Write Literacy Software, 2015) program on my computer that reads academic texts to me. 
How do students cope bringing up a family? They must be exhausted. Some juggling family life, work and studies, I admire them. I only have myself to deal with and the pain I live with (see appendix 1).
The Ethnographic Findings
The themes which arose from the auto-ethnographic findings were: time management, pain and wellbeing management, food management, sense of self in comparison to other younger students, family and friends, and ways of researching, including strategies used to accommodate personal issues. These themes were also present within the informant responses, with an additional theme coming to light, of the issues the mature students found with juggling their home lives alongside their studies. This was less of a problem for myself as I live alone. 
Time Management
This was the biggest negative factor related to being a student which seemed to be issues related to time management. Most of the informants related to this issue; informant 1 has a full-time job and is on a fast-tracked flexi time degree course which impacted negatively upon her time, she said that “time management is the biggest issue” and both Informant 8 and 4 said that “there just isn’t enough hours in a day”. Informant 3 said “I have had to turn down work opportunities, I’m a self-employed musician, but that’s okay. My garden is an overgrown mess, I just haven’t had time to do anything with it” and Informant 5 stated that “it is hard to fit it all in” when discussing studying and bringing up children. Informants 2 and 7 also mentioned juggling life and studies (see appendix 2).
Pain and Wellbeing Management
None of the informants were struggling with the same level of physical pain as myself, however there was a recurrent theme of study-fatigue, causing headaches and tiredness and feeling overwhelmed. Informant 2 stated “I was overwhelmed with the amount of work I had to produce”. Informant 3 also felt the strain having, “just mad last-minute panic to get assignments in on time”, and informant 5 said, “it has been a rough ride and I have felt like quitting often”. Study-fatigue impacted upon informant 7, “there is a lot of work involved and I feel so tired most of the time”, and Informant 8 said “I am always tired”, however, Informant 6 found university life had a positive effect “stabilising, and although difficult at times, was very beneficial to my wellbeing” (see appendix 2). 
Food and Physical Health Management
Eating in unhealthy ways was also a predominant feature in this study, informant 1 stated “I have stopped cooking healthy meals and am living on convenience foods and takeaways. I crave fresh vegetables”, Informant 7 stated “I often resort to takeaways or TV dinners” and informant 8 said, “I eat junk food”. Although informant 3 did not disclose what he ate, he did state “Student life isn’t that great for my physical health. I have probably gained a stone in weight”, “My garden is an overgrown mess...Lots more time spent sitting indoors and less going out and being active” (see appendix 2).
Strategies developed to cope with time management and related issues. 
[bookmark: _Hlk513552757]There was no doubt that all informants had found the need to develop strategies to cope with their studies, especially related to time management issues. These included a fast-track flexi course (informant 1), studying with the Open University (informant 2) and resitting a year (informant 4). Only three informants disclosed information regarding peer support on social media as a coping strategy, although all of the informants are members of social media support groups, to which I also belong to. I, alongside two other mature students, have access to software programmes which help with our studies, these include a Read & Write Programme, Dragon Naturally Speaking, and Sonocent Audio Notetaker, in addition recording devices and audio books are available to everyone. This Assistive Technology (AT) is invaluable and I would definitely not have managed otherwise. One to one tutor support has also been beneficial for myself and informant 5, she stated “my fellow students have supported me, as has the university and extra support” (see appendix 2).
Changes in, and Observations of, Perception of Self, related to Being a Student
[bookmark: _GoBack]Drawing from my own statement, there has been a change within me and the circles I now move in, “Giving up alcohol was the easiest, though this has impacted upon my social circles, for which I no longer care for. Why do I now find rowdy drunken evenings unattractive? Is it purely for the fact that I no longer partake?” This shows how I realised that I did not have the time to waste or the energy, to continue with needy, self-destructive “friends” anymore. Self-analysis developed from this and personal growth seems to have occurred (see appendix 1) 
Informant 3 stated that being at university was “fun” and “I have found it really enjoyable spending time with young people which wouldn’t otherwise happen very much, particularly as I have never had children myself” (appendix 2). This interaction and relationship with other students would not have happened if he had not been on a face-to-face course. 
Relationship changes for couples regarding time management can be positive or negative to their relationship when one partner decides to embark on a university degree program. “As the course progressed my partner had to shoulder more of the responsibilities of caring for our children as I was overwhelmed with the amount of work I had to produce. If it wasn’t for my partner and his support I would not have coped so well.  He is great with the kids and thankfully is good in the kitchen too” (Informant 2). Support of this nature enabled her to continue her studies; the shift in responsibilities worked positively in this case although for others this may not be the case (Scott et al., 1998). Relationship power exchanges and balance alters, there is no two ways about it. This can cause conflict or strengthen relationships (Norton et al., 1998) as personal growth in self-esteem and self-worth alter.
When I started my course, I developed a more critical approach to myself often comparing my marks with everyone else, this was debilitating. I fought with giving up often, until I forced myself to stop doing it and this allowed me to gain positivity and self-worth. As a result, this lead on to me feeling that “friends” who were draining my time and energy, were not people I wanted to give so much time and energy to and this made me more assertive. 
This is the conscious understanding that my needs must come above other peoples, which was obviously not happening beforehand. I had previously thought it was a quality putting others before my own needs, however, since becoming a student a self-nurturing need to put myself first has been a positive move.
Mature and younger students in relationships may find the concept of keeping balanced relationships difficult, however it could be said that it is much easier to be single and study.

Analysis of Findings
Taking the main themes which have come to light, this section will consider how these findings compare to themes which have arisen in other studies and look at theories put forward related to such data. 
The theme of time management, which was the most prevalent issue, was likely to be expected in such a study as this because people with busy lives, who are responsible for a family are obviously going to be juggling a number of different commitments alongside their studies, and so will be under pressure to reach deadlines set for their studies (Baxter and Britton, 2001), (Pearce, 2017), (Trueman and Hartley, 1996), (Van Rhijn et al., 2015).
Whether a traditional aged student or mature student, it would appear that study fatigue presents its self across the board and can impact negatively upon student, studies, work and family commitments (Plukaard et al.,2015), (De Vries et al., 2016).
Studies can impact negatively upon students, when there is little time for adequate food management which often results in a “quick fix”, students rely more on convenience foods and takeaways and many yearn for a home cooked meal or fresh vegetables (see appendix 2), (Dodd, et al., 2010).
Strategies for wellbeing are predominantly the peer support online, through social media platforms. Most universities introduce students on the same courses and halls of residence to each other at the start of their studies by inviting them to join a forum for their degree scheme, then students often set up other groups for particular modules (see appendix 2). Electronic devices and technology for many students, myself included, has been difficult to grasp but is essential for studies (Pearce, 2017:12).
Self-esteem, though maybe in short supply at the start of a degree program, develops and grows as a course progresses. However, many students feel they are “not good enough” and many also feel the work they produce is “not good enough” thus resulting in endless editing that takes up too much time and that on completion of assignments leaves many feeling dissatisfied (Young, 2000:3), (see appendix 2).
Conclusion 
Whilst this is a short study with just a few informants, it has nevertheless shown some primary themes which are clearly important for mature students to consider when returning to education. 
The most predominant factor appears to be “Time”, as the management of this, impacts upon your physical and mental wellbeing, the development of strategies to overcome issues which arise, and most importantly one’s perception of self and others. 
The most important coping strategy which came to light was the support of peers, and the ability to access this on social media forums, any time, day or night. Support was also available from the university and was instrumental as a coping strategy, with one-to-one tutors, study skills and I.T. support. Peer mentoring services would also be beneficial as a coping strategy.
Taking care of oneself is often a neglected area, maintaining a healthy mind and body is often difficult when trying to balance studying, work and family commitments. No matter how well organised a student may feel he or she is, the pressures put upon oneself and put upon by others, including the institutional ones, to perform and be measured, can impact negatively when it comes to deadlines. Time management, food management and exercise should be placed higher on the “to-do-list” and taking care of oneself should come first. The power relations within the self, ebb and flow probably more so than with the other. Constant battles are engaged, entangled and embedded deep within the self, as actions and reactions within societies, expect or even demand the perfect self.  Perfect is a false ideal that presupposes completeness. Nothing is ever completed just forever evolving and always becoming.

Note: I did not have enough lea way with the word count to include more reflexivity, Abbbots, Longhurst or Foucault, to which I have read extensively over the course of this module. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Auto-ethnography
Just before my fortieth birthday, my doctor told me that my body had done more miles than most people would ever do in a lifetime; I have always lived a very energetic lifestyle. Working in the farming industry and as a forestry worker, chopping fire wood and trying to be self-sufficient as a single mum, also cooking for the masses in the local rugby club, all putting a strain on my nimble frame. My hands, wrists, arms, and shoulders were feeling the strain from years of very physical work and I would never chef again. After various operations and accepting restraints upon what I was physically capable of, I then fell into the world of domiciliary care. After about five years, I woke one morning and could not get out of bed. The pain in my back and down my leg was so severe that I could not walk. The doctor said it was just a slipped disc and gave me strong painkillers. Months later I was still in too much pain and my mental health was being affected. Depressed, body stooped, dragging my right leg, I asked for a second opinion. It took a year before I had an MRI scan which revealed three prolapsed discs at the base of my spine, one of which was torn in half and was pressing on my sciatic nerve. The scan also showed the facet joints at the base of my spine were crumbling away. I was devastated, I loved my job and my busy lifestyle, surely, I was too young to be “on the scrap heap”.  So much for a warning sign. 
The medication I was on only took the edge off the pain and trying to keep my depression from sinking too far was increasingly difficult. Being told that I was now on a waiting list to see a specialist and that that could take up to a year, I felt I could not cope with just being on “the sick” and taking medication which had me “zoned out” most of the time. 
Within my social circle I have a handful of friends who have accepted that they will never work again and whose lives revolve around the intake of medication which has impacted negatively, causing addiction and depression. Knowing this and wanting an alternative route, I came up with the bright idea of returning to education. I say bright idea with sarcasm as it has been and still is very difficult on many levels. The end goal would hopefully give me more qualifications which could then get me back to work, using my ears and mouth, as my physical abilities are not suitable for the jobs I have done in the past.
Using education as a diversion tactic to manage pain, at times works well, and adjusting my medication to accommodate university life has its ups and downs. Not wanting to bring attention to my disabilities regarding my spine I tried not using my walking stick in the first few weeks around the campus. This only made my disability even more noticeable to my fellow, younger, healthier students, who insisted on carrying my bags, opening doors, fetching drinks from the university café and so on. They were often apologetic, this I questioned, why are they saying sorry? It was not their fault, it was my own fault. Be a couch potato sometimes, I would tell them, be kind to your body. 
Adapting everyday life due to physical disabilities has been possible through changing old habits and accommodating new strategies. Giving up alcohol was the easiest, though this has impacted upon my social circles, for which I no longer care for. Why do I now find rowdy drunken evenings unattractive? Is it purely for the fact that I no longer partake? Or is it something more? There is something more, but I cannot quite put my finger on it.
Physical pain is draining, depressing and I sometimes wonder why I am putting myself through the stresses and strains of university life.  Why bother? Because my sanity was at stake. Trying to manage pain levels has proven to be the most contentious. Keeping the mind sharp means taking less medication, less medication means more pain. I write this through gritted teeth and an aching jaw, not to mention the pain in my back, hip and leg. In addition, my diet and mealtimes have become erratic, and I am eating lots of convenience foods and craving sugar and carbohydrates, due to time and energy being in short supply, which is totally against my usual stance on what we should put inside ourselves. 
I have always been an early riser, wanting to make the most of every day and this has not changed during my time at university. Whilst my younger fellow students tend to find an early start problematic, I find it is my most productive time, starting around 4am. The level of pain I endure at this time of day does not impinge too much and I am not so distracted. On the flipside there is a negative impact insofar as my body suffers more from early afternoon onwards, then the dilemma of whether or not to take the stronger painkillers arise, the medication takes its toll and I feel drowsy. At these times I then resort to listening to podcasts or the use of the TextHelp Read and Write (Read & Write Literacy Software, 2015) program on my computer that reads academic texts to me. 
I am left wondering whether my age, or particularly the lethargy I feel, is felt amongst other students, I realise it may just not be an age thing, as most of the younger students I know, tend to feel tired too.  It could be argued that stretching the brain so far and taking in so much information effects young and old alike. So, how do mature students cope bringing up a family? They must be exhausted. Some juggling family life, work and studies, I admire them. I only have myself to deal with and the pain I live with.




Appendix 3: Example of Consent Form
  
Informed Consent for [Perspectives on Mature Students’ Body Management]
 
	Please tick the appropriate boxes
	Yes
	No

	
1. Taking part in the study
	
	

	I have read and understood the study information dated [03/05/2018], or it has been read to me. I have been able to ask questions about the study and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
 
	
	

	I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that I can refuse to answer questions and I can withdraw from the study at any time, without having to give a reason. 
	
	


	
I understand that taking part in the study involves [an interview with the researcher using written notes, all electronic data will be stored in a password protected file and all paper data will be stored in a locked filing cabinet when not in use, all notes to be destroyed on completion of report and there are no likely risks involved].


	












	













	2. Use of the information in the study
	
	

	
	
	

	I understand that information I provide will be used for research that hopes to highlight the different ways in which body management occurs or alters as a result of returning to education as an older mature student aged 40 and over.
It will also address how to cope with illness, disability.
It is hoped that the findings can ascertain which particular issues are most prevalent and what positive themes also arise. From this it is hoped that the finished research can shed a positive light upon any perceived obstacles which mature students may consider problematic when making decisions about returning to education and also offer strategies and other perspectives which can help overcome difficulties when they arise.].



	

	


	
I understand that personal information collected about me that can identify me, such as my name or where I live, will not be shared beyond the researcher.. 





	



	





	
	
	

	
3. Future use and reuse of the information by others
	
	

	I give permission for the researchers’ data that will be gathered, be kept under a file with only a number to represent who it is related to. Anonymity will be upheld by a number and will only be known by the researcher. Any specific attributes which could identify an individual will be omitted from any representation of said individual within the finished written up research findings]


	





	





	
	
	

	

4. Signatures

	
	

	
_______________________                              ____________________	               ___________
Name of participant [IN CAPITALS]	     Signature                                Date
	
	

	
For participants unable to sign their name, mark the box instead of signing

I have witnessed the accurate reading of the consent form with the potential participant and the individual has had the opportunity to ask questions. I confirm that the individual has given consent freely.



______________             _________           ____________________     	  _________              __
Name of witness [IN CAPITALS]	                  Signature                                 Date


	
	

	I have accurately read out the information sheet to the potential participant and, to the best of my ability, ensured that the participant understands to what they are freely consenting.

_______________________                        ___________________      _	   ________               __   
Name of researcher [IN CAPITALS]	     Signature                                  Date

	
	

	
5. Study contact details for further information 
[Name, phone number, email address]

	
	







Appendix 2: Primary Quotations from Informants
What the informants said:
Informant 1: A thirty-year-old, married, mature student, working full time, “I took a fast tracked, flexi-time degree programme, thinking this would give me more time and flexibility as I am a full-time manager of a nursery, it doesn’t feel flexi at all, so I have to juggle work and studies. Walking my dog at silly o’clock in the morning before work, then snacking on the way to lectures before returning home and studying late into the night. Time management is the biggest issue and as a result I have stopped cooking healthy meals and am living on convenience foods and takeaways. I crave fresh vegetables and I am extremely tired, working a full day then picking up my studies in the evening. I have no time for seeing friends or family”.
Informant 2: A fifty-five-year-old mother of eight and pregnant. “I did my degree with the Open University as I did not drive and had so many commitments at home. As the course progressed my partner had to shoulder more of the responsibilities of caring for our children as I was overwhelmed with the amount of work I had to produce. If it wasn’t for my partner and his support I would not have coped so well.  He is great with the kids and thankfully is good in the kitchen too.”.
Informant 3: A fifty-eight-year-old student. “Being a mature student is challenging and fun. Probably not that different to studying when younger but there are more things going on in life that take up time and get in the way. Life does tend to get more complicated in middle age, so more distractions from studying and doing assignments. Rather than doing things when I choose to do them, I have to do them when I CAN do them. I have had to turn down work opportunities-I’m a self-employed musician-but that’s okay. My garden is an overgrown mess-I just haven’t had time to do anything with it. When I do have time for other things, I’m sometimes just too tired. I don’t have the energy I had when I was younger. I have found it really enjoyable spending time with young people which wouldn’t otherwise happen very much, particularly as I have never had children myself. Student life isn’t that great for my physical health. I have probably gained a stone in weight. Lots more time spent sitting indoors and less going out and being active. I don’t have any particular coping strategies, just mad last-minute panic to get assignments in on time, although we do have a private page on a social media site where we help each other out sometimes”.
Informant 4: A mature student in his late fifties stated that “ill health, tiredness and time management have been the issues that have impacted upon my studies, so much so that I have had to retake my second year. Peer support has grown during my second year, I am not sure if this was because I didn’t access the support in my first year or if it is due to familiarity”.
Informant 5: A student in her fifties and mother said “it has been a rough ride and I have felt like quitting often, but my fellow students have supported me as has the university and extra support. There have been many times when my studies have suffered due to the needs of my children, it is hard to fit it all in, but I am still here”.
Informant 6: A male student in his forties who suffers with mental health issues found university life “stabilising and although difficult at times was very beneficial to my wellbeing”. 
Informant 7:  A single mother in her early twenties, with one child, stated, “there is a lot of work involved and I feel so tired most of the time. Thankfully I have help from my mum and she even cooks supper for us sometimes which is great as I often resort to takeaways or tv dinners”.
Informant 8: A twenty-year-old student said, “I am always tired, my home is a mess, I eat junk food, working and studying AND trying to have a social life, there just isn’t enough hours in a day”.











