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[bookmark: _Toc211260760]Title
What are the benefits and barriers for adult learners going into higher education?



[bookmark: _Toc211260761]Key Questions

The aim of this research is to explore and critically evaluate the benefits and barriers experienced by adults in higher education.

Key Questions
What are the most common barriers faced by adult learners in accessing higher education?
What are the barriers faced by adults completing higher education?
What are the most common benefits of adult learners accessing and completing higher education?
What are the social benefits for adults returning to higher education?





[bookmark: _Toc211260762]Background 
Returning to education after a 20-year gap presents a unique set of challenges and opportunities, as a mature student. I have personally seen how higher education has changed especially with the rise of online learning and the use of digital platforms such as HWB and Moodle. This firsthand experience has created a keen interest in how mature students navigate these changes and what kind of resources work most successfully for them. 
This research aims to explore the benefits and barriers faced by mature students pursuing higher education, with an emphasis on how the developments in technology and how their more complexed needs such as flexibility and finances have changed their educational experience.
The study looks at both the motivational factors that encourage mature students and the personal barriers they face. To offer insights that will help improve support services and promote inclusive learning environments. Universities working to accommodate a variety of students and encourage lifelong learning will find value in the findings.
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A report by Office for Students (2023) shows that the demographics of higher education students have diversified over the last two decades with more mature students pursuing higher education for personal growth, career progression and adapting to new job markets. The study also draws attention to the barriers mature students encounter such as technological difficulties, lack of flexibility, disabilities, and financial pressures. Resulting in having more complexed needs than younger students.
In the academic year 2021-2022, 2,717,010 students attended university in the UK, 63% of them were mature students (aged twenty-one and over) as shown in the graph below (Universities UK, 2023).
[image: ]
A report by House of Commons Library (2021) reveals that the number of mature students in England fell from more than 400,000 in 2010-2011 to less than 240,000 by 2017-2018 dropping a massive 40% in 7 years. According to HESA (2025) the number of mature students in the UK overall has risen by 308,175 from 2019 to 2024 as shown in the chart below.
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There is a lack of available data on adult learners in Welsh universities, a report by Colegau Cymru (2025) states that the number of full time learners in higher education has stayed quite steady but the number of part time students has fallen by 50,000 (45%) in the last decade this is due to a substantial decrease in funding, grant funding accessible for parttime learners in further education in Wales has been cut by £22 million. Additionally, like Wales there is not a specific data for adult learners in Scotland although the 2022 Scotland Census reveals that about 1.5 million adults have a degree level qualification of higher. Furthermore, the Scottish Government’s Adult Learning Strategy for 2022-2027 reports that in 2020, 324,700 adults aged 16 to 64 had few or no qualifications, highlighting the importance of adult education programs (Scottish Government, 2022).


Motivations for Mature Learners
A study published by the Society for Research into Higher Education (2023) finds that motivation varies by age groups. Mature students aged forty and over are more likely to be in the pursuit of their own happiness or lifetime learning goals. Whereas mature students between the ages of 25 – 39 are often driven by career advancement.
A report by the Department for Education (2023) also highlights that career progression, personal development and being a role model for their children are a big motivation for mature students.


Barriers to Participation
According to a study by (Smith & Ahmed, 2024) mature students reported that a major barrier they faced going into higher education was financial security, with the high price of tuition and leaving the stability of their paid jobs. Their family commitments being another barrier, many participants found it difficult to manage their academic obligations as well as their childcare responsibilities.

Theoretical Framework
Jack Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory, which provides insight for recognising how mature students face the difficulties of enrolling in higher education, serves as the foundation for this study. Adult learning involves more than just gaining knowledge, it also entails changing one’s perspective through conversation and critical reflection (Mezirow. 1991).
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The research paradigm will adopt a subjectivist stance, incorporating an interpretivist epistemology. Accordingly, a qualitative methodology is most appropriate to capture rich data through phenomenological and ethnographic approaches Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016).
Primary data will be collected by myself through semi-structured interviews; they will be undertaken in person or through teams to collect qualitative data regarding the benefits and barriers faced by mature students in higher education. This method enables a greater understanding of the participants, lived experiences, this will be made possible through this approach, which will also provide a broad, detailed investigation of the institutional and personal factors that influence their educational journeys. 
Secondary data will be gathered through literature research of pre-existing data within academic articles, reports, statistics, and databases.
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Country of HE provider All ™ Permanent address All ™

Entrant marker |All ™ Level of study Al ™ Mode of study |All ™
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Sex
Female 1,438,410 1,564,850 1,629,565 1,668,600 1,645,805
Male 1,087,600 1,176,810 1,220,880 1,251,815 1,246,880
Unknown 3,865 5,540 7,410 16,740 11,740
20 and under 1,004,160 1,037,185 1,049,320 1,057,720 1,070,510
21-24 years 732,860 783,595 794,905 793,570 773,990
25-29 years 288,215 336,775 370,800 397,270 378,370
30 years and over 504,485 589,370 642,720 688,485 681,375
Age unknown 155 275 110 105 175
Known disability 369,010 417,425 451,595 484,270 514,310
No known disability 2,160,865 2,329,775 2,406,260 2,452,885 2,390,110
No religion 1,093,805 1,174,140 1,195,485 1,148,900 1,136,080
Buddhist 28,425 26,205 28,840 33,625 33,270
Christian 704,355 776,440 790,710 801,420 769,220 w

1_Reset filters | Download table (csv) | Download source data (csv) | Notes





image3.png
October  November December January ~Febuary March  April
Planning & Topic Approval
Literature Review
Methodology Design

Data Collection

Data Abalysis

Writing Drafts

Editing & Proofreading
Submission





