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This report covers phases two and three of a research project begun in 2006 by the Applied Education Studies team of the University of Bedfordshire, to identify the issues faced by the mature, part-time students on this course, and adds to the report of Phase One of the research, as published internally by Sagan et al (2007).The purpose was to review the experiences and perceptions of one cohort of students throughout their three or four year degree (completion times vary), and to use the data to inform and then  evaluate the impact of a range of intervention strategies to address the issues
for following cohorts. The course targets mature adults, currently working in local primary, nursery and Special schools as nursery nurses and TAs (teaching assistants). Students study either by day-release or in the evening, attending one session per week for just over 3 years (minimum) to gain their
BA (Hons) degree. The course is work-based and uses school-based experience and data as a foundation for many assessments. Almost all (90%) are women and approximately 20% are from minority ethnic groups, although this percentage rose to over 30% by the end of this study.
Phase One of the project comprised group interviews of all year 1 students, early in year one of their course, to identify their experiences and expectations at that early stage. Data was analysed to identify emerging themes and issues. Subsequently, students from the same group who met one or more of a given list of criteria were invited to volunteer for one-to-one follow up interviews to be conducted in the Autumn term of their year 2 (in 2007). The criteria represented circumstances which previous research had suggested might be relevant. As summarised by Blair, Cline and Wallis (2010), in their analysis of phase one and two of this research project, ‘of particular relevance are reports of students from non-academic backgrounds and lower socio-economic groups’, women entering HE as mature students, women students from specific ethnic groups and the experience and risk of being a mature student new to HE. The students’ own comments in their first interviews were used to identify some key indicators for finding degree-level study particularly demanding. Thus students were asked to volunteer if they agreed with one or more of the following statements. For many students, several, even all, of these would apply:

· I am completely new to Higher Education 
· I feel that that being at University entails great challenge and/or risk in terms of time, finance, family commitment or other

· I am worried that I might not complete the course

· I never thought I would go to University
· I am a single parent

· I am from a non-British background

· I am over the age of 40

Student profiles

In total 13 students offered to be interviewed. In the course of the process, four students dropped out of the research or were deselected by the research team as it was felt the extra demands would be intrusive given their situation at the time, leaving a total of nine from both day and evening delivery cohorts. All were women, but as the course has fewer than 10% male students, this was not felt to invalidate the data.  All consented to their experiences being used in the report, but they are identified only by initial in order to preserve confidentiality.

It must be acknowledged that students who were invited to offer themselves for interview had been given a list of criteria at least some of which would be likely to attract students more likely to encounter difficulties, and the results must be seen in that light. Also, challenges in getting data from the wider group of students was a recurring concern during the study, and a reflection of the very pressures being researched. This inevitably makes it difficult to be sure that the views offered are fully representative. However they are the views of students studying with us and as such are to be valued and, where called for, to be acted upon. Even if only some students feel as they do, it is important that we address this and if they are indeed those most likely to experience difficulties, it is appropriate that their needs are seen as priorities for the team to address. Several themes which emerged in the first round of interviews, early in year 1 of the course, were still in evidence at the end of the first term of year 2, when the individual interviews took place. 

Themes to follow up from phase one – self-image and confidence

Although, by the time of the interviews, all the students had successfully completed Year 1, many continued to express doubts over their self-image and confidence and over their perception of themselves as ‘real’ students. Of course these were areas which they were given as interview selection criteria and so it may not be typical of the student body as a whole. However, they had emerged from the wider group interviews at the start as  recurrent themes and of those interviewed individually, very few seemed to feel ‘safe’ that they would complete the course, although, of course, such uncertainty may not be limited to part-time students and may represent a reluctance to seem over-confident. However H reported that even by the end of the year she only ‘just dared to think I might be able to make it’, K commented that she would never feel wholly safe until ‘all the grades are in’ and M went further, saying she anticipated ‘a hard slog to the end and no guarantee I will make it’. At best she anticipated she ‘might just scrape through’.  

Yet on paper none of these students was at risk of failure and at the time of interview all were averaging at least a 2:2 classification, suggesting that their anxieties were more related to low self-image or possible an unrealistic view of the expectations of the course than to actual evidence-based outcomes. Indeed most subsequently successfully completed, or are on track to do so. None of those interviewed subsequently dropped out or, if now completed, failed to gain at least a 2:2. Several exceeded that.
Guilt and competing priorities

Another area which remained unchanged for many students and indeed worse for some was the guilt felt about perceived neglect of other responsibilities, especially families.  All answered ‘Yes’ when asked whether they felt there were conflicting roles they were required to fulfil. All mentioned anxieties about partners and children (where applicable) and most mentioned school as areas which competed for their time and which were disadvantaged as a result. K spoke of battles with her teenage son, ‘We’re fighting for the PC now’, and admitted that she was ‘buying him expensive things, just to compensate’, which she worried was creating problems for the future.
Indeed she anticipated that things might yet get worse, despite his support for her. One student, S, specifically talked about the challenges of being an Asian woman with a cultural pressure to conform to stereotypes which make clear that ‘women don’t do well’. She was also faced with considerable resistance from her in-laws and wider community to her studies. University was seen as ‘a place where bad things happen’ and she was often told ‘you waste a whole day there – what’s it for?’ She commented that conversations with other Asian students on the course had confirmed that her experiences were fairly typical. Fortunately her husband and children supported her, but she acknowledged that nothing she does will change the views of her community and her success will not be celebrated. However she also said that she had finally realised that nothing in her life to this point had been for herself, but that this was, and she was more determined to complete it as a result.
Motivating factors

Another key motivating factor that many identified was the perception that at last they were doing something for themselves. H commented about her life before she began the course: ‘You do tend to lose sight of the fact that you are in control over your own life.’ K reflected more strongly ‘When I think of all the years wasted doing, you know, pandering to these guys, worrying that the tea was too hot or too cold.  What a waste of a life!’  S declared ‘I have realised I am not a useless piece of furniture, I can do things.’ All but one of the others said they were doing this mainly or wholly for themselves. Several other students also spoke powerfully of the impact the course had on them and the fulfilment it gave. H spoke of how ‘I love Wednesdays. As I walk through the door (of University) I take off my co-ordinator’s hat, my Mum hat, everything else.’ J added ‘I just feel I have grown as a human. S urged other Asian students considering the course to be clear that they were entitled to do things for themselves and that once they had done this course, ‘no one can take it away from you.’ The sense that people’s lives, and life-chances, were being significantly changed was powerfully present.
Highs, lows and factors in surviving

When asked to identify high points of the course so far, the first response of several was ‘just to finish the year!’ Apart from that, all chose assignment-related moments. Some spoke of the relief of handing in the first assignment, J remembered ‘my first A’, S the success in Mathematics, and H of how she ‘screamed in the car park’ on the day the final piece of work of the year was handed in. Many spoke powerfully of the challenge of early assignments and the level of anxiety they caused and most gave the impression of working at a very high pitch of anxiety and expectation of failure. H even admitted ‘I really wanted an excuse to run away, but nobody came up with that, I just got support all the time and it was just, nobody gave me that excuse to get out.’
One thing that almost all students felt had contributed greatly to their survival was the support and friendship of their peers. All but one liked their teaching group and felt a great bond with other students. H spoke of how ‘the whole class is an amazing team’, while K thought that ‘Maybe because of our ages, we’re older, an older group, we share common concerns and perhaps are more open and willing to bare our souls. Interestingly, while the group members were mainly seen as a support network, and often good friends, it was sometimes the difficulties that others were seen to be having that reassured their peers. 

Work in school (a requirement for the course) was for some a real strength and support but, for others, another area of conflict. Some school colleagues were reluctant to accommodate students’ requests for flexibility in their role, to allow for the range of experiences required for the course, even when Headteachers had approved their applications.  Others, however, spoke of the support of school-based colleagues. K identified school support as the main thing that had helped her through the tough times, mentioning their being ‘four or five people from the school at various stages of the course, so I speak to them and it has been really, really helpful’. Others, while appreciating the value of school-based experience and grateful for support there, did feel that their commitments at school competed with their study for precious time.  Several also commented that their schools were paying their fees and that while they were very grateful for this, and could not have undertaken the course otherwise, it did add to their feeling of responsibility to do well and repay the trust and investment in them.

Building on prior learning

Asked about what prior learning or experiences had been most helpful in preparing them for the demands of the course, the most commonly identified experience was prior study, especially that done as an adult, with all students who had done this mentioning it. Interestingly, few students identified their experiences as parents as having been of use, although several spoke of feeling they were better parents as a result of this and other study focused on how children learn. S spoke of how her studies as a Nursery Nurse showed her new ways of being a parent, which she compared positively with the limiting exemplar presented by her own unhappy childhood and felt she had been shown a way to break the mould.
In terms of the links between the course and their school-based work, interestingly most students who commented identified the course as improving their school-based practice rather than the other way round. K commented how ‘I can understand now why he (a pupil) had difficulties because lots of these things have been explained on the course’. Indeed some felt that their school-based knowledge could be a drawback if not handled carefully. W spoke of over-confidence in an assignment leading to a low grade as she didn’t listen enough to the assignment remit. As she said; ‘When you know too much about something it can be a barrier’. However several did speak of their satisfaction when they did begin to see links between the theory they met at University and their classroom practice. 
Students’ perceptions of what had been gained from the course, or what the value would be of success, was also varied. All identified becoming a teacher as the main reward (the course qualifies them to apply for QTS training). Most perceived great gains in their understanding of school and of how children learn. Several commented on the benefit felt by their schools of their increased knowledge and expertise. However many, as well as expressing their fierce personal motivation and desire for fulfilment, also identified others as both beneficiaries and people whose approval mattered. Their own children were mentioned by several students, both in terms of benefiting from a more knowledgeable parent to help with homework, ‘when we did the first literacy module he came home with an independent project about grammar and I was able to help him, he actually got a commended for that and he was wow, mum you really do know something’ (K), but also from what was learned about the value of study, as J said, ‘to set an example for my daughter’. S, as mentioned above, said she felt that she now saw herself differently in many ways and felt at last she had proved that ‘I can do things for myself’.
Accessing University support

Support offered from within the University was sparingly used. Of the nine students, three said they had spoken outside lectures to tutors, but two of those said they found it hard. One of these preferred to ask peers while the other used her husband for support, although that was not always easy as she said it was much harder to accept his criticism than that of tutors, whom she saw as more objective. All the students who said they had not used tutors confirmed they would if they felt they needed to, a couple saying they felt more ready to do so now their own confidence and knowledge had grown.  Several mentioned that they found it hard to ask for help, although as S commented ‘The tutors are perceptive and do try, but students need to be more proactive.’

More surprising, perhaps, was the fact that one of the nine never read the feedback on work, although all but one of the others identified it as useful and mostly supportive. It may be that the student who doesn’t read it feels safe not to as her grades are usually high. The student who didn’t find feedback supportive made clear that this was more that she was constantly disappointed by her own work and the confirmation that it was not as good as she wanted it to be, although a couple of others spoke of finding criticisms of their work wounding.  However W declared, ‘If we’re not doing it right we’re big enough girls to take the comments!’, though she also added, ‘But a little praise goes a long way.’
Looking back, looking forward

In conclusion, despite their struggles, all those interviewed, bar M, were able to identify progression in themselves and their work, some in very significant and life-changing ways. Unlike their state of uncertainty at the beginning of the course, and the anxieties many still claimed to feel, all now believed they would complete, in many cases directly as a result of having found it hard and not wishing to waste such effort and achievement. W wanted ‘that little hat and that gown, and to say “I’ve done this”’ Even M, when asked if she would do it all again conceded she would. As H said, ‘Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Nothing is going to stop me now!’ She was proved right!
Implications and actions for the course team

This study has confirmed some impressions already held by the team, but also identified some new issues. The main findings of the research are:

· high levels of student anxiety and poor self-esteem, especially early in the course, but often persevering well into year 2 and possibly beyond

· very high demand on student time and attention, with many outside influences affecting their ability to devote time to study, with ensuing anxiety and guilt

· inaccurately low self-assessments of progress and ability

· reluctance, especially early on, to access tutor support

On the other hand, students also demonstrate:

· an excellent group support network, especially impressive given the part-time mode of study

· strong motivation and a clear purpose, linked to intended career outcome

· a willingness to accept and use critical feedback

· a growing ability to make links between theory and practice

· good practical skills and relevant background knowledge, even if not always recognised by the students themselves

Actions
Following the initial phase of research, changes were made to the course, to attempt to address the issues raised. These included:
· newsletters with information about the course, and welcoming/reassuring commentary, sent in the months between offers being sent and the course start

· provision, with permission, of e-mail addresses of other students, so contact and friendship can begin before induction

· skills audits during the induction, to identify potential areas of weakness, and tutorial support to address these

· timetabled tutorial sessions within students’ current teaching programme, and/or in half-terms to make attendance more automatic
· marking and return of the first assignment by personal tutors at first tutorial

· full roll-out of discussion boards and blogs on all unit sites, to improve access to tutors and a less personal forum for questions to be raised and answers shared, as well as ensuring all students have access to these answers
· more explicit recognition by tutors in sessions and Handbooks of the potential anxieties and uncertainties of students, and clearer and fuller assessment guidance

· invitation to tutorials for all students gaining a D grade in an assignment

· invitation to tutorials for all students starting a new year with more than 2 D grades in the previous year

· revision of units and the course as a whole to include fuller introduction to research methods and use of literature

· invitation for caas (Corporate Academic Advice Service – responsible for granting extensions, etc) personnel to meet students to discuss particular needs of part-timers with complex lives and a dependence on work-placements
Outcome
In order to assess the impact of these changes, the incoming year 1 students of the 2009-10 cohort, beginning as the original research group were completing, and the first to experience the full range of initiatives, were asked to complete a questionnaire in October 2009, at much the same point in the course as the first data collection from the original research group whose progress the project followed. 50 out of a student body of 80 responded. Results showed:

· similar initial concerns re possible failure (34/50 respondents saying there was a high risk/ considerable challenge in taking the course)
· a significant reduction in the drop-out rate between May and September (from 9/85 students in 2008-9 to 1/81 students in 2009-10) 

· high satisfaction ratings for innovations. Table 1 below shows number out of 50 judging innovations either very or fairly useful:

	Innovation
	No.  very/fairly useful    /50

	e-mail address list
	30

	newsletters
	33

	skills audits and tutorials
	35

	discussion boards
	27

	first assignment marked/returned by tutor
	46


                            Table 1: student grading of innovations introduced
· even higher scores for traditional materials and sessions (eg Handbooks, etc)

· higher numbers than before identifying as students (37 at least ‘sometimes’)

· high numbers saying they would ask for help (40 ‘very’ or ‘quite’ sure they would)

· significant reduction in complaints from students to Course Leader about caas decisions awarding extensions
Conclusions
It is probably not possible wholly to overcome the anxieties of mature students, returning to study later in their lives, who have often had poor previous experiences, frequently have very complex private and working lives and are committing to a demanding course of part-time study in addition to up to full time work in school. However the data above suggests that, by identifying more clearly the issues they face and by acknowledging and addressing these explicitly, some at least of their concerns can be addressed and both retention and the quality of students’ experiences can be improved. However, it is also worth noting that many of the things most highly rated by the new Year 1 cohort (without knowing what was new) were the things the team had been doing for years – eg sending comprehensive information materials about the course to prospective applicants, running Open Evenings, creating good course and unit Handbooks, running Breo (University website) and Library induction sessions, etc, and so it is a matter of retaining what has always worked, alongside ensuring that provision is constantly reviewed, and where needed, improved. 

This course already had a very high completion rate, much of that is as a result of the maturity, determination and mutual support of this particular student group, and for those who do withdraw, it is almost always the impact of events outside their study which causes this, as evidenced by information provided on withdrawal paperwork. Thus there is probably limited opportunity to make much of an impact on those statistics. However many from the initial research cohort seemed to have experiences which were more traumatic and demanding that perhaps they need have been and this is what the tutor team will seek to resolve as a result of this research project and beyond.
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