

ECPT 6009	Student number 2011956	Word Count 3,926
Introduction
For the purpose of this paper the term Mature Students relates to any student who has not accessed a higher education institution to study straight after secondary school and are predominantly admitted to courses aged over 21 years of age.  Mature students often access Higher Educational institutions through less traditional means and will face many barriers in relation to academic ability, age, technical proficiency and family responsibilities which are not shared by their younger peers.
Mature students have different motivations than those students who entered university from secondary school (Goeman and Deschacht,  2019).  Some might have been unable to access higher education as teenagers due to lack of qualifications or not being encouraged to apply.  Adverse learning experiences or the fear of not fitting in might have had an effect and also the desire to earn money straight after full time education might also be a factor in why some teenagers choose not to access higher education or university (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2015)
According to Universities U.K. (2023)  there is an increased number of mature students accessing higher education courses than ever before. Record numbers  of university and higher education students now fall into the mature student bracket with adults who return to learning on a full or part time basis whilst maintaining other life responsibilities such as employment and family  according to Scott, Burns,  & Cooney (1998).  Reasons for this change could be due to rethinking their career, to give themselves better prospects within their current employment, the prospect of higher earning potential, a sense of empowerment and gaining independence from their family structure or simply due to a change in circumstances.
Therefore, there is a need for higher education institutions and academic staff to ensure that opportunities to study are adaptable to the complex needs of this cohort.  According to Davies,  (2001) some mature students are likely to have disabilities, come from deprived areas or have caring responsibilities. For part-time students, their primary focus is often not higher education as they possibly have a full time job, family or other commitments which would come foremost in their priorities.  
According to Common’s Library (2020) 28% of undergraduate mature students studied part time compared to 3% of younger undergraduate students and the purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the challenges which are faced by mature student which is crucial to  supporting this cohort.  It is important not to evaluate the abilities of mature students but rather to assess their greater needs in order to gauge the level of support available to mature students and how university staff can further help them on their journey from enrolment to graduation and beyond (Rabourn, BrckaLorenz and Shoup, 2018). 




Barriers faced by Mature Students
In today’s competitive world, it isn’t any wonder that more and more people are recognizing that good qualifications are essential to achieving better job prospects and Higher education institutes are responding to the demands of mature students by offering more flexible learning opportunities such as evening lectures and remote learning (Welsh Government, 2019). Research by Jisc (2018)  has identified that 64% of Further Education students stated that they were able to learn more independently  when using digital technology.  A further 57% agreed that digital approaches helped them to adapt their routines to accommodate their learning. 
However, Safford and Stinton, (2016) claim that mature students returning to education may lack skills in technology for academic purposes. Accessing online resources, participating in virtual classes and completing assignments all require digital skills and due to some students not having attended formal education for some time and possibly before some types of technology were available, therefore having no experience of the advancements which have taken place in recent years, will find it difficult to navigate online learning platforms. Students who lack digital skills will also have difficulty accessing course materials, communicating digitally with peers and educators as well as submitting assignments.
For mature students returning to education there will be many barriers such as navigating work, studies and  family responsibilities and according to Commons Library (2021), New female students were more likley to be mature.  There is no doubt that female students face barriers with regard to juggling multiple roles such as full time work and childcare responsibilities (Coombe,  et al. 2019). Hillier (2015) also states that some mothers returning to education could encounter social stigma as society evokes ideologies that mothers should invest time and enriching activities for children and being unable to withhold these demands might lead to feelings of inadequacy, thus causing decreased mental health and maternal guilt.
Whilst certain barriers such as the ones discussed in the above paragraphs are self explanatory, according to The Office For Students (2024), it is challenging to gauge social and educational disadvantages for mature students as without parental ties, students do not fall into categories which attract database measurements  as do younger students who are measured through Participation of Local Areas to establish educational disadvantages. Mature students also face  financial barriers due to living costs such as mortgages and rent, as well as supporting dependents  therefore, attending university can be  financially challenging according to Saddler and Sundin (2020) who also state  that they might have to  work full-time or part-time which can limit their ability to focus on their studies. 
Mature students already lack confidence which can generate a level of anxiety amongst adult learners, often due to stereotypes which some mature students precipitate themselves (Malau-Aduli,  et al. (2021).  Richardson,  (1994) suggests that many institutions within the United Kingdom waiver their normal entry requirements to accommodate mature candidates in order to fill spaces and therefore a lack of formal education could be the reason for this lack of confidence.  Furthermore, Osam, Bergman and Cumberland, (2017) suggests that mature students are out of practice in their routine of learning and this might result in their studies becoming more time consuming especially in the first year of higher education.  These points, as well as the likelihood that mature students have more nonacademic responsibilities in the form of employment and family commitments that their younger counterparts, would probably result in mature students feeling more sensitive to work load and the pressures of time management (van Rhijn,  et al. 2016).
Mature students often lack confidence when returning to a new learning environment and fear that they lack the skills needed to succeed academically and Chapman, (2017) states that this could be recognised as Imposter Syndrome, which is typical of mature students who don’t feel that they are capable of academic success. Imposter Syndrome can be a result of previous negative experiences of academic failure, fear of judgement of their peer group and the process of assessment.
Lowe and Cook,  (2003) suggests that some students entering higher education feel overwhelmed at the prospect of having to learn to learn again, taking notes, giving presentations, taking part in group tasks, studying for exams and writing assignments which could possibly be at a level which is unfamiliar to them. Although mature students often entered courses with poorer qualifications than younger students (Scott,  Burns and Cooney, 1996),  a study undertaken by Simonite,  (1997)  showed that candidates in their 30’s had a better chance of gaining higher degree results than students accessing courses from secondary education.  Burton, Lloyd  and Griffiths, (2011 ) agree, stating that mature students have an array of experiences and suggests that studying is an extended part of life rather than a new chapter.    However, Metcalf, (1993) suggests that studies of attainment prospectives for mature students accessing higher education do not take factors such as work and life experiences into consideration and often focus on the age and qualifications on entry into account when assessing abilities of mature students.
There is also the question of barriers faced by age in a university culture dominated by younger students. Scala (1996) suggests that some mature students face a lack of inclusion as well as the ageist concept of being beyond the expected age for academic progression. Markle, (2015) suggests that mature students have significantly lower graduation outcomes than younger students.  This is supported by Richardson and Woodley (2003) who state that there is a decline in intelligence in people between the ages of 18 and 60 and then a significant decline thereafter. According to Mallman and Lee,  (2016)  mature students face emotional shame and confusion due to social stigma of not fitting into the consistent ideal of student norms, which can have a negative impact on their confidence and motivation making it harder to overcome barriers.
 Similarly, Rose, (2017) states that mature students have an array of personal factors to deal with which younger students have the luxury of not having to think about such as childcare, employment and family pressures, which leads to the question of social inclusion within university, which is an important element in gaining academic support from peers.  Some students declare that they feel excluded due to not being able to partake in social events because of childcare or other family circumstances. Mishra, (2020) states that interaction with peers is essential for improving understanding of course materials and peer support networking is paramount to retention and success.



Methodology
A qualitative research approach was taken in the form of a questionnaire.  This was considered to be the best methodology for the research due to student’s varied backgrounds and subjective experiences.  Questions were open ended, except from the questions relating to age and gender, which was thought to be more appropriate to ensure varied perceptions.    The questions related to potential barriers faced by mature students and whether they feel that have the capacity to access support within their establishment of learning.  Questions were chosen in order to ascertain knowledge and patterns of help-seeking behaviour of students to enable lecturers to offer appropriate services to students efficiently.  Students who consented to partake in the research were sent the questionnaire by email and the questionnaires were completed anonymously. 
Students were asked for their consent and were informed about the rationale for carrying out the study. A total of 10 students, both male and female, over the age of 21 agreed to partake in the study.
Ethical considerations regarding confidentiality and the right to withdraw from the survey were taken into account and consent to carry out the research was sought from UWTSD.
The population was chosen particularly because the course is part time and therefore it was assumed that most of the participants have alternative commitments.  Also, the age and gender of the students undertaking this course are varied and it was felt that this would generate a diverse range of answers which would be more useful for the purpose of the research. Participants were invited to expand on their answers as opposed to a simple yes or no to enable them to answer in ways that the researcher might not have otherwise considered.
 It was felt that it was important that the results were anonymous as the students are still studying and might have felt uncomfortable answering some of the questions and therefore, with their identities hidden they would possibly be more forthcoming in their replies. Ten questionnaires were emailed to potential participants although only seven were returned.  The students who completed the questionnaires gave details of their age, gender, work commitments (full or part-time), how time was managed, whether they felt they had enough guidance and feedback with regards to coursework and assignments and whether the students are familiar with the procedures to access help and assistance when things don’t go to plan, such as applying for extenuating circumstances.
As well as family routines, education and financial barriers, student’s disposition and organization of institutions were also considered when preparing the questions.





Results and Discussion
The ages of the respondents ranged between 23 and 60 years old and the gender majority was female.  Four of the respondents stated that they work full time and most of the respondents stated that they struggle to meet deadlines, mostly due to family commitments.
According to Raes,  et al. (2020) there is a need for flexible course structure which can support students with their time management and adapting courses to facilitate hybrid learning can benefit students.  Recorded lectures will enable students to watch or revisit lectures at a suitable time, giving students the opportunity to access lectures any time and in any location.  However Garrison and Kanuka,  (2004)  states that there is a need for students to attend classrooms to gain support and feedback from the lecturer as well as to interact socially with other students, for peer support and the sense of engagement in a community of inquiry and learning.  Although online meetings are an option Chatterjee and Parra,  (2022) suggests that mature students will often need more support than  young people who have grown up with computers, mobile phones, and the Internet and are  fearful of technology and less willing and open to experimentation with new ICT applications and facilities.
Ferri,  Grifoni,  and Guzzo,  (2020) suggests that mature students, particularly those living in rural areas, might have poor internet connectivity  which can disrupt online learning. Similarly, Haleem,  et al. (2022) suggests that students might not have access to up to date technology which are necessary to complete online assignments which can hinder academic progression.
 However, there are resources available within Higher Education establishments and lecturers should be able to signpost students to the relevant services which are available to them such as support with Digital Skills as this will enable them to use the digital tools more adeptly (UWTSD, 2024).
Responses to the questions which asked if students felt that they had enough time to complete study deadlines and support with time management were varied.  One respondent stated that they found the spacing of the assignments irregular and they could have benefited from a more structured time scale.  Another response was that monthly essay deadlines were problematic, however one respondent felt that they were responsible for managing their own time and that it shouldn’t be down to lecturers to help students.  Wolters and Brady,  (2021) suggests that lecturers can give advice to students with regards to managing their time such as suggesting strategies to  prioritise work and encouraging students to set goals which will help to motivate students. Bonem,  Fedesco and Zissimopoulos, (2020) suggest that lecturers should model good time management themselves such as being organized with lesson plans and arriving to lectures on time to create a positive learning environment to encourage students to adopt the same habits.  According to England,  Brigati and Schussler, (2017)  students should be encouraged to take notes during lectures which should be organized to help improve understanding and maintain retention.  
According to Wood, et al. (2012)  mature students find time management challenging and it is important that lecturers appreciate that along with their personal responsibilities, students can become overwhelmed by too many assignments and tasks and this might result in students trying to fit a lot of work into a short time frame and therefore burn out quickly. Gelles,  et al. (2020) suggests that lecturers should be compassionate towards mature students by reflecting on their needs and then responding positively to the student’s expressed needs, offering support and ensuring that deadlines can be met realistically.
Lecturers can remind students to space out their work and not schedule too many tasks into a short timescale as this can lead to added stress, procrastination and rushed work which will result in poor quality.  By helping students to recognize how much time is needed to complete an assignment will enable them to allow enough time to rest and unwind between study sessions (Selwyn,  2016)
Unger, et al. (2022) suggests that giving students strategies to help them manage their time is useful, however there might be some factors which are underlying and the lecturer would benefit from building trust with the students by giving them opportunities to discuss what might be affecting their ability to manage their time. Knowing more about a student’s background can help to create an inclusive and supportive learning environment. However, this might not be suitable to some students during class lectures and some students might favour one to one sessions to discuss these factors, therefore Frambach,  et al. (2014) suggests that one on one time should be made available to students to enable lecturers to build stronger relationships which can increase student engagement, motivation and trust thus enhancing the learning experiences and outcomes for students.
Gudbjörg and Heijstra, (2013) suggests that lecturers can provide study skills workshops which will help students to  work out strategies for good time management and through these workshops students can be encouraged to create schedules which include time for studying,  family routines and leisure time to ensure that students get enough time to study as well as time away from studying which will help to ensure that students keep motivated and engaged.  During these sessions Brady,  Kim,  and Cutshall,  (2021) suggests that lecturers remind students to remove distractions such as mobile phones, let friends and family know that you are studying and do not want to be disturbed, eat before you start to study and think of anything that might distract you and deal with it before you begin to study. Then give yourself a scheduled distraction time to have a break and recharge.   
[bookmark: _Hlk161176217]Taking regular breaks is important for student engagement and students should also be encouraged to take time out to help maintain focus during lectures.  However, Rosen,  Mark Carrier, and Cheever,  (2013) advises that students should be mindful of how long their break should be and get back to studying as soon as the student has had enough rest.  Similarly, Aagaard, (2015) advises that students should move away from their devices to avoid the temptation to log on to social media networks which can lead a student to unconsciously slide into a distraction, and the familiarity of the content within these sites can see students lose track of time when scrolling through them.
Some students might be reluctant to discuss personal circumstances with lecturers and therefore strategies to identify possible issues which might affect student’s progression should be adopted by academic staff such as observing participation levels and students’ behaviour.  McGivney, (2004) suggests that low attendance and missed deadlines might be due to underlying issues which students are reluctant to disclose.
As well as individual tutorials with students Nicol, Thomson, and Breslin, C. (2014 suggests anonymous suggestion boxes to enable students to express concerns and share experiences without judgement.  Furthermore, MacPhail, et al. (2019) proposes that lecturers should ensure that they keep up to date with training and professional development opportunities focused on identifying hidden barriers to ensure that they can support students effectively.
Similarly Dhillon,  McGowan, and Wang, (2008) suggests that most higher education establishments have well established support systems, however there is a low uptake of institutional support services.  Therefore, lecturers should ensure that they are familiar with the support systems which are in place in order to be able to signpost students to enhance their emotional, social and academic experience 
Kieran and Anderson,  (2019) state that students differ in  race, culture, language and backgrounds  and lecturers  need to understand the potential barriers faced by students from different demographic groups to  be ready to adapt pedagogies and design practice from the prospective of the student’s diverse learner preferences, strengths, and challenges.
Out of the seven respondents, only one of the respondents was male and interestingly, the responses to the questions regarding having enough time to complete study deadlines, the male was the only respondent who answered yes.  Moreno-Colon (2017) argues that although gender equality is shifting slowly in the right direction, there is still a gender segregation, and  the more routine and daily essential tasks within households are still done by women, thus bringing conflicting demands to particularly female mature students who might be experiencing guilt as being unable to dedicate enough time to the needs of their family along with the societal pressures of being a good parent as well as an academic.  Although the expectations of parenthood affects both men and women, the long-standing association with women as the main carers should not be overlooked by lecturers however, there seems to be a trend amongst policy makers to assume that the barriers faced by students who are parents are limited to financial matters (Welsh Government, 2020), and fail to acknowledge the struggles of balancing academic studies with day-to-day routines (Moreau, and Kerner, 2015).  However, lecturers can encourage students to adopt strategies such as studying when children are in childcare or sleeping and offering suggestions such as restricting times dedicated to activities which are not related to studies.  However, Moreau and Kerner, (2015) also states that these arrangements are not reliable as family demands can be unpredictable, and the pressures of broken sleep due to the care of small children or illness confirms the expectations that women will be available to care for their children.  Therefore, students who are parents should be reminded of the establishment’s support systems which are available to students who find themselves in a situation which is out of their control such as application for extenuating circumstances (UWTSD Students’ Union, No Date)
There were several negative responses to the question in relation to student feedback, one respondent stated that the feedback comes just before another assignment is due, which the student felt was too late.  Two respondents stated that there was no feedback on occasions and they had to request feedback from lecturers.  There is a need to establish whether students have a clear expectation of their achievements in order for them to know what is expected of them and whether they feel that the educators are not only teaching, but supporting their ongoing learning and development (Cordingley, 2015; HEA, 2011).  Sadler,( 2010) states that educators should establish whether students felt that the feedback was  highlighting strengths and weaknesses with suggestions for improvement which students can understand and effectively apply to specific aspects of their work that needs attention and therefore a meeting between student and lecturer to discuss feedback should be encouraged.

Conclusion
To establish whether students accessing a part time PCET course were able to access support networks which are in place to ensure that students can overcome barriers that are faced by the cohort, it was found that untraditional students faced  barriers due  to supporting dependents and other family responsibilities which result in challenges with childcare, family obligations and the need to work which, in turn, brings about further challenges with regards to motivation, commitments and emotional consequences.  
The literature review highlighted that time management was a barrier as were technology proficiency and the social stigma faced by mature students who access higher education establishments through nontraditional channels. Student’s background was also seen to have an affect on academic learning especially with regards to accessing and using digital tools and platforms, however none of the students who partook in the research stated that they faced barriers due to digital proficiency, background or social stigma, although time management was prevalent in the results. 
It was also evident that students were in favour of more in-depth feedback to assist with their ongoing studies and development, which draws me to conclude that it is crucial for lecturers to gain an understanding of their students’ needs and to create an inclusive learning environment where all students can thrive.  Lecturers have a duty to stay informed and partake in their own professional development through continual reflection in order to enhance the learning experiences of students and provide a high-quality educational experience for their students.
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