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Access and Recruitment Recommendations:

e Offering flexible part-time options is probably the key to attracting more mature students onto HE courses, especially if they offer clear vocational
pathways. More routes into HE (e.g. qualifications at level 4) would also benefit the ‘pipeline’ to HE.

e Whether provision is full or part time, this group will tend to get most benefit from a bespoke offer that takes account of all the other
responsibilities/constraints on their learning (employment, family commitments etc), but integrated into wider community and support to prevent
marginalisation within the HE community.

e Mature students represent a wide range of groups and circumstances. Understanding the different motivational factors (both intrinsic and extrinsic) for
different groups of mature learners could help with more targeted approaches to recruitment and outreach.

e locally based recruitment activities are probably going to work best, especially accessible (time, place etc) and ‘low risk’ community based opportunities
to engage with higher education experiences over time. This could include targeting activities to support mature learners already returned to education,
and/or others in the wider community through partnership working. Universities that have sustained lifelong learning departments/functions have
demonstrated success in maintaining mature student recruitment, particularly where they offer different types of bridging provision (which has been
recommended by OfS).

e As well as raising understanding of the immediate and longer-term influences and benefits of HE for the individual (e.g. targeted details on destinations
and earning capacity), pre-entry IAG is important to ensure mature students have accurate expectations about HE. Since they tend to have individualised
needs and circumstances — often including experiencing life changes - an element of individualised personalised IAG will be needed. At the application
stage, support with applications and financial aspects is also important.

e Many mature learners face dispositional and cultural barriers so outreach which builds their confidence
is needed. Using mature students themselves or alumni to engage potential learners can be effective by
provision inspirational role models and highlighting the transformational aspects of higher education.

e The collaborative Uni Connect widening access programme has been charged with an increasingly
important role in provision of IAG to adults (and there were examples of existing collaborative projects
through Uni Connect to engage adults for example through workshops on changing career pathways,
group work, mentoring and inter-generational outreach).

e OQverall, the nature of advice, admissions processes and the general approach towards mature students
is going to be important to maximising mature learners’ participation and experience of HE —
particularly in terms of how the provision meets their needs and makes them feel more welcome at
multiple stages. Undertaking the 3-step self-evaluation tool for outreach for adult learners from
disadvantaged background could be a useful first step since the framework is designed to assess the
clarity and coherence of the whole HE offer in terms of ‘fit” with the needs of adult learners.




Pre-entry Transition
Key themes: targeted pre-entry orientation (e.qg. mature learner summer schools), academic support, transition courses/additional HE provision.

e Preparedness for academic study stands out as an issue for pre-entry support. Having a good ‘fit’ between student and institutional expectations key
— academic preparedness (course specific knowledge and generic independent learning skills) key area of focus.?

e Mature students may not feel confident, especially if they have been out of formal education for some time. May be particularly anxious about the
academic aspects and teaching modes and are often bringing with them memaories of a negative experience in compulsory education.

e Positive experiences of learning, and family background in learning, can engender a desire for more, but negative experiences of education have the
reverse effect.?!

e Those students from working class background??, first in family and mature women students demonstrate considerable self-doubt, lack of
confidence and struggle with wider conflicting family commitments.?

e Student background and identity are key issue for working class students, whose identities are influenced by previous and current experiences in
education and their social circumstances’ — generally low confidence in seeing themselves as successful learners when compared to students from
more affluent backgrounds.?*

e Astudents’ prospects are shaped by social position, education, familial and social experiences.”

e The formation of new identities in transition depends on the interactions between individual students, academic staff and other students.?®

e Key themes for pre-entry transition include informing expectations; developing academic skills; building social capital; and nurturing a sense of
belonging.?’

e Holistic approach to the mature student experience is likely to be more effective than one-off interventions.
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e Support for students who lack a background of HE should start pre-enrolment, drawing on processes which pick up on individuals’ needs.?

o May require systems whereby mature students can provide information about their needs.

o Alongitudinal study by MacFarlane (2018) at both a research-intensive and a diverse-entry institution points to the benefits of offering an
immersive university experience. Immersion in a new field helps to build learner identity by students developing nuanced understanding of
their previous education experiences and different learning cultures.?

e A range of pre-entry activities are identified in the literature and include: post application Summer Schools and/or specific inductions for mature
learners; mentoring / buddy scheme; mature students’ network; progression agreements; Foundation Years; and specific department dealing with
mature students.

e Taking part in ‘bridging’ provision helps students to prepare for HE study and has other benefits such as development of learner identity and social
support networks. Examples of such programmes include:

o Birbeck University — Bridges to Birbeck (https://www.bbk.ac.uk/professional-services/access); successes highlighted as: accessibility with part
time and evening classes; the opportunity to practise assessments (particularly essay writing); giving presentations/speaking in front of a
group; engaging in course content; supportive tutors; and trying different subject areas.!®

o University of Exeter — Mature Access Pathway (MAP) (https://www.exeter.ac.uk/students/wp-support/supportfor/maturestudents/);
successes highlighted as offering contextual offers upon completion of programme; integration into FE access to HE programmes; PT and
evening sessions; wellbeing, finance, expectations and student life are all explored as well as academic and study skills.

o Staffordshire University — ‘Step up to HE’ programme (https://www.staffs.ac.uk/course/step-up-to-higher-education); part-time option for
mature students, especially those out of education for some time — focuses on helping students develop key academic skills, self-efficacy in a
higher education environment, practical and professional advice on a one-to-one level.

e Foundation years have proved effective in engaging non-traditional students, overcoming access issues to full degrees, and engendering structural
changes but serve to extend HE study (and the associated costs etc for students). Concept of foundation years is not new, and even the highly
selective Russel group universities are implementing such programmes with 15 offering some sort of progression to UG for home/EU students.

o Insome instances, improved mature student recruitment by 50% at University of Sheffield as a result.*®

e The Office for students have recommended developing ‘bridging provision’ (including foundation years).?*
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Pre-entry Transition Recommendations:

= Pre entry transition support can usefully benefit academic preparedness
in terms of both course specific knowledge and generic independent
learning skills. Raising mature learners’ confidence and supporting
notions of student identity are important as much in the pre-entry phase
as post entry. Learners’ orientation towards HE and expectations about l
studying should be taken into account, which could require targeted
approaches. People out of education for some time, or with poor
experiences of compulsory education, may benefit in particular, but the
reasons for engaging with this provision needs to be clear and it needs
to be accessible i.e. part time, evening.

= |Immersive pre-entry activities (e.g. summer schools) may have a role to
play for adults as well as young people.

=  The nature of the interactions between individual students, academic
staff and other students is important to mature learners’ experience of
HE transition. The process of building social connections in HE is also
highlighted in the pre-entry phase, and there appears to be some
examples of success using online solutions for this (with caveats about
inclusivity). Buddying/mentoring schemes have been suggested for
those who lack confidence. At the same time, an holistic life cycle
approach to the mature student experience is likely to be more effective
than one-off interventions.

= Taking part in ‘bridging’ provision helps students to prepare for HE study
and has other benefits (e.g. development of learner identity and social
support networks). There are numerous different models for this ranging
from ‘tasters’ to access provision, foundation programmes and
articulated qualifications (with flexibility and accessibility as underlying
themes).




Transition and Student Experience

Key themes: imposter syndrome, competing demands, multiple identities, clear coherent induction programmes, developing self, academic writing and
assessment support, peer support, targeted support/individual attention, assessment and feedback in the first year, sensitivity to the diversity of students
commitments, formation of friendship groups, motivations, intersections of socioeconomic status, ethnicity, culture and gender, meaningful contact with
academic staff.

e Main factors impacting on transition are: insufficient funding, lack of childcare, difficulties encountered with the benefits system, and the lack of
response of institutions towards their needs.*
e Key external influences can be categorised as familial, financial and personal.>?
e Mature students more likely to have multiple responsibilities and roles, such as employment, caring responsibilities, additional financial constraints
i.e. childcare costs, mortgage — these ‘real barriers’ can effect study time and negatively impact transition and progression into HE .3*
e Literature highlights mature students more likely to lack self-confidence and a display a ‘fragile’ learner identity, especially in working-class students
when compared a middle-class students.*®
e Socio-cultural barriers to returning to education must not be underestimated.3®
e Without support, mature students can face particular challenges when transitioning into provision that is design for ‘traditional’ students who are
more confident HE learners — and such provision should be designed to develop a HE ‘learner identity’.3°
e Mature students not only try to cope with academic requirements, but note there are also personal and emotional implications (as well as coping
with the academic aspects).
o ‘Becoming educated’ threatens gender roles in the family as does the movement away from working class habitus.’
o Can also potentially threaten other forms of belonging - the threat of losing oneself is as likely a prospect as finding oneself.3®
e Compared to younger people, mature students tend to be less mobile, and since they are less likely to live on campus they can remain detached
from the student community.'!
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e Mature students might miss out on the social integration aspects of transition due to other life commitments, and therefore potentially lack access to
a key source of student support.

e Mature students have been shown to be less likely to engage in the social aspects of higher education. For example, commuting, part-time and
students with family commitments found that social integration within university was difficult.

e Education can be a great agent for change, but the emotional element of learning may have a greater impact than anticipated.*

o For the learners consulted in this study doing a degree improved self-esteem and brought a new set of freedoms and opportunities, but also
new responsibilities, expectations and challenges.

e A qualitive study of first-year mature-age students showed that mature-age students encounter a university culture dominated by younger students
who stigmatise older students.*

e Post-entry transition support (focusing on the early weeks) tends to be focused towards promoting socialisation/formation of friendship groups,
and clarifying expectations, developing academic confidence, and developing good relationships with members of staff.”®

e ‘Enhanced induction’ programmes as well as ongoing in-Course Support activities has been seen as a way to address feelings of anxiety and having
information (e.g. about timetables, reading lists etc) in advance also comes out as important for mature students with other commitments.?

e An understanding of what non-traditional students bring with them is important to understanding what colleges and universities must provide to
assist them through the transitions of the college experience.*

e What non-traditional students valued most from campus leaders, faculty, staff, and other students was to be treated like an adult.*?

e Mature students require 1) a basic orientation to the campus, 2) information about university practices and policies, 3) classes taught by faculty
members who understand non-traditional students, 4) timely and clear communication, and 5) an understanding of the time constraints of non-
traditional students.*?

e A programme designed to help students develop their skills and enhance their academic performance via workshops, web resources, a series of
posters and booklets and a bibliotherapy service have been shown to be effective at developing and enhancing academic performance.!

e A take home message from the literature on transition/the first year experience — where universities have offered extra support to help students cope
with the academic demands of higher education study, offer promising practice, especially where they are linked to degree subjects and integrated
into general provision.

e Follow-up induction for those who aren’t able to attend induction is recommended.
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Use assessment process to overcome imposter syndrome in mature students. The first assessment can be a critical moment, and an emotional
journey, in mature students’ progression, particularly those who have been out of education for some time. Early, low stakes assessment may help to
build their academic confidence and quick and concise feedback is also vital. *®

o A positive early experience of studying is important to promote ongoing engagement in learning.

Students do learn from feedback and become able to self-assess and monitor their own learning and develop their own standards. Feedback is most
productive if there is more emphasis on feeding forward to meet changing expectations over time.*

In the transition phase, mature students are having to negotiate complex issues and may need to ‘juggle’ different identities. It's important to ensure
they feel part of the institution, plus if institutions acknowledge and help to support the different roles students have this can reduce barriers to
engagement.

The What Works? Retention and success programme concluded that the academic sphere as key to engendering student identities and a sense of
belonging.?®

o Key factors include: staff/student relationships; curricular contents and related opportunities; learning and teaching: styles and experiences;
assessment and feedback; and personal tutoring.

A quarter of mature student respondents to the MillionPlus report said that their overall student experience could be improved by the opportunity
to meet up with other mature students.!

o Running activities designed to benefit mature students: lunchtime musical performances; tailored events for mature students during Freshers’
Week; consulting a mature students’ network on cross-campus issues; a mature students forum; and ad hoc consultation (e.g. campaign on
provision of childcare.

Being a student signifies changes in personal circumstances, which affects family and personal relationships, and can mean financial challenges. The
experience can be unsustainable if HEIs don't recognise and mitigate for the stresses that mature students are under.*

If part-time study is provided at a HEI, ensuring these students are integrated and their student ‘identities’ are recognised is highlighted as an
important theme in the literature.’

The flexibility to switch from full to part time mode of study were cited as a factor underpinning the success of mature age students in Australia.*®
Mature students are more likely to commute, and overall satisfaction in this group is generally poor, with ~1 in 10 stating they would not have
entered HE if they made the decision again. Providing flexibility and concessions for this group is advised and below are some examples:
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o ‘Sympathetic’ timetabling for teaching; remote (electronic) submission of assignments; video conferencing with teaching staff support;
lecture capture; remote access to specialist software; car parking; creches; communal kitchens and private lockers, adapting induction;
creating online support communities for commuter students; re-thinking the use of their space and improving facilities aimed at commuter
students; implementing ride share schemes; and providing co- and extra curricular activities during the day and early evening.*’

Transitions and Student Experience Recommendations:

The realities of mature students’ lives means that HE is just one part of their responsibility so their transition and student experience is affected by
personal factors especially finances, caring responsibilities, work commitments (with potential gendered effects). These are in addition to socio-cultural
barriers to returning to education, which are influenced by familial and community orientations towards learning. The sense emerges that without
resources and support structures mature students struggle to fit in where structures have been designed with young ‘traditional’ entrants in mind.
There is probably potential for interventions in the early months/years focused on increasing self-esteem through targeted support (e.g. having
conversation about past experiences of education as part of an enhanced induction).

In the induction phase (early weeks) of HE there is a focus on communicating the requirements. Having clarity on for example term dates and exams is
important to allow mature students to organise their priorities and set expectations for workload, childcare etc.

More broadly activities tend to be focused towards promoting socialisation/formation of friendship groups, and clarifying expectations and developing
academic confidence, plus developing good relationships with members of staff. There is a suggestion that mature students might miss out on these
types of activities because they have other commitments, and that following those who fair to attend up can be important in putting in place mitigating
measures (which could include giving individual support through for example mentoring, tutoring). An appropriately timed, relevant induction into the
academic culture; identifying a member of the programme team to act as a key contact during the first few weeks; establishment of peer mentors or
‘buddies’ also stands out as helpful for mature students who enter late to courses (e.g. on articulated degrees).

Provision of extra support to help mature students cope with the academic demands of higher education study probably need to be integrated into the
usual timetable, otherwise mature students tend to struggle to attend. Plus, not all mature students may see the relevance of it for them.

There has been increasing focus on the importance of ‘demystifying’ assessment processes, and it is suggested that HEIs could do more to capitalize on
early assessment in the initial phase of HE as a learning process for students. Therefore, approaches to developing assessment literacy and giving
formative feedback are recommended, especially in the early stages of HE study.

47 Maguire, D. & Morris, D. (2018) Homeward Bound: Defining, understanding and aiding ‘commuter students’ (HEPI Report 114)




Overall the general literature on retention and success emphasises the importance of engendering feelings of belonging and student identity, which are
probably best addressed in the academic sphere, thinking about student-centred learning and teaching approaches and development of good
staff/student relationships.

Studies have shown that mature student clubs and networks (in person and online) can support social integration aspects. Recommendations from
policy makers to help mature students to become fully engaged in university life include encouraging them to become student ambassadors.

There is no one mature student experience, and many factors are likely to make a difference including intersections of socioeconomic status, ethnicity,
culture and gender. Many of the recommendations to improve the overall student experience are similar to those in the transition phase: fostering
social networks and communication with and between mature-age students; proactive support services and meaningful contact with academic staff.
Consideration is also needed to development of inclusive teaching and learning approaches, curricula and resources. Various aspects have been
highlighted in the literature, ranging from ensuring the programme timetable means provision is accessible by mature students on-course and that
alternate options are available through to the development of bespoke alternative forms of provision tailored to mature students’ circumstances.

As well as commitment at institutional level to supporting and involving mature students, research with students themselves highlights the importance
of staff having expertise and experience in working with adults —i.e. academic staff need expertise in learning and teaching approaches for non-
traditional students and non-academic support staff should be trained in advising and working specifically with the special needs of non-traditional
students.




Non-Continuation/Retention
Key themes: Competing demands (some gendered), status and recognition in HE, expectations, motivation and IAG, managing expectations, dealing with
financial implications of HE, learner identity and sense of belonging, peer support, ‘possible selves’ discourse, friendship groups and networks.

e HESA data highlights non-continuation gap of about double that of young students.
e There is the potential for institutional culture to view non-traditional students as a problem — although this is to ignore the asset they can be to the
institution and student body.*®*
e The two main reasons for dropping out of HE cited by students include the difficulties of balancing study with other commitments and financial
problems.!®
o Financial concerns are particularly relevant to mature students' decision to withdraw.
e The challenge of coping with the academic requirements whilst balancing family commitments may disproportionally affect female mature
students.>°
e Discipline may have an important influence on retention within HEI’s — review culture and practices in departments with higher non-continuation.*!
e As a general point — financial challenges as a result of HE disproportionately affects low income mature students.
e Mature students have been found to rely on low-income support services (food banks, breakfast clubs, loan schemes etc.).>>
e Mature students who had considered leaving their course reported lower satisfaction with information provided, lower levels of academic support,
lower levels of involvement and higher levels of financial hardship compared with mature students in general.*
o Lack of involvement in university life correlates with having considered leaving a course early and less likely to communicate issues prior to
withdrawing.
e Pyscho-social factors such as well-being and self-efficacy play a role in supporting retention and are outlined in the transition section of the review.
e Mature students’ learning journeys tend to be non-linear and early withdrawal may not be an end to their HE careers.®In light of this, HEI's
assessment of what is a ‘normal’ or ‘successful’ route through HE is of particular importance when considering their responses to the new Life-long
Learning loan due to be implemented.
e Pre and post entry transition activities support retention and success outcomes.
o Pre-entry interviews might also be a means to identify needs as well as providing advice.
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Community based courses — taking a few classes for a couple of weeks, before they make the commitment of enrolling formally in the course is a
fruitful strategy that can give potential participants some time to develop a student identity, and improve completion rates.*®

Personalised initial IAG supports retention by ensuring that students have realistic expectations and emotional and practical aspects have been
considered.

Multiple examples of institutional financial support (e.g. non-repayable, non-means-tested scholarship; annual award linked to progression
milestones) highlighted within the literature maybe a good initiative in relation to retention.*” However, likely to be a range of initiatives that have
largest effect on retention, not just financial.>3

Non-Continuation/Retention Recommendations:

Interventions in the pre-entry phase support retention by helping to ensure students enter with correct expectations about HE. Tailored IAG is
particularly important (but a week spot overall currently).

Financial concerns are prevalent in mature students’ decisions to withdraw, especially where students are studying full-time. Financial support packages
probably make a difference to retention in combination with other factors. Promoting the financial support that is available is important, and also
making it clear and transparent upfront what the actual costs of studying are going to be. More support with managing finances may be of value, plus
there is an argument for ‘normalising’ the experience of financial struggle (e.g. offering modules on financial management).

The research suggests that low satisfaction with information provided and lack of academic support can lead to increases in the numbers considering
withdrawal. Peer mentoring schemes have been highlighted as a particularly useful approach for both academic and social integration in the first year of
HE for vulnerable students. The examples in the literature include web-based as well as traditional mentoring.

Support and encouragement from tutors is seen to be particularly important in the context of mature student higher education because they tend to
lack confidence in their own abilities. This includes giving informal and unsolicited feedback to motivate and encourage students. More could probably
be done to build this aspect into tutor CPD.

Having a ‘go to’ person also stands out as important when students are struggling, so they can get direct support or signposting to other sources. This
person needs to understand the issues mature students are facing.
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Attainment Recommendations:

=  Patterns of mature student attainment are complex and impacted by patterns of previous qualifications and modes of study. A mix of intrinsic factors
(life experiences, emotional intelligence, motivation and volition), and extrinsic factors (peer, academic and family support; and learning style,
components of the modules and mode of delivery) are also likely to make a difference. Overall the literature stresses the transformatory nature of the
HE experience for individuals, and evidences that in general mature students are an asset due to their previous experiences and high levels of
motivation and engagement in learning.

= Inclusive and participatory, active approaches to teaching and learning are likely to suit mature learners best especially where teachers promote
opportunities to integrate academic learning with their life and work experiences. Curriculum that fosters holistic learning, individual self-direction and
autonomy is recommended. Mature learners tend to be less confident about ‘narrow’ types of learning such as studying for exams. Practices that draw
on the knowledge and experience of mature students themselves might also help to validate their sense of participation and belonging in HE. A
recommended first step is to use the programme review process to understand how mature students experience the curriculum, and to consider
revisions to content and teaching and assessment practices as a result.
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Provision of support with study skills is highlighted in the literature (and faculty staff are warned against assuming mature students come to HE as fully
formed learners). Interventions such as study skills workshops, learning materials or online courses have evaluated well, so long as they are accessible
and mature students know about them, for example by linking them to specific courses. Support services need to think about how to maximise take-up
of what's available by tackling barriers related to lack of awareness, low confidence or limitations in the time mature students have for study. Being pro-

active about those ‘at risk’ and offering support is recommended.




Summary:

Fuller et al. (2008) have suggested a three-way classification of barriers: 'dispositional' - that is relating to individual motivation and attitudes to learning;
'situational’ such as costs, time, geographical accessibility of the provision, and factors which are relevant to an individual's circumstances; and 'institutional’
such as the extent to which the institution is prepared to be flexible with regard to mode of attendance, timetabling, admissions procedures and
requirements. These barriers are conceived as material, practical and psychological barriers which are culturally and socially bound. Although this
categorisation was developed in relation to participation factors, in reviewing the literature, this categorisation of the barriers and enablers to engaging with
mature learners seemed to persist throughout the student life course. Table 1 aims to summarise the emerging findings from the review against the three-

way classification described, in order to highlight how different themes are woven throughout different stages, and the commonality of key themes

underpinning potential solutions and practices.

= Table 1: Summary of themes

Barriers to engagement

Enablers to engagement

Situational — taken to Multiple roles

mean the practical barriers Juggling commitments/competing priorities
Time limited

Financial burden
Distance from HE community

to engagement

Flexible provision

Tailored IAG

Application support and financial advice

Timely communication in advance

Integration of support

Dealing with financial implications of HE

Consideration to students circumstance and commitments
Individual attention, enthusiasm and encouragement

Dispositional — taken to Orientation to HE, social networks, cultural capital
mean the emotional Poor previous experience of education
Low confidence in academic abilities
Multiple identities

Imposter syndrome

Lives in transition

Fear of letting people down

Aversion to debt

Do not see value of HE

Learner identity

Multiple identities

processes involved

Peer support

Role models

Social networks

Local community based outreach
Local education partnerships
Relational dynamics of university
Spatial dimension

Engendering sense of belonging
Mentoring

Enhancing motivation and belief
Formation of friendship groups/social integration
Future orientation

Meaningful interaction with staff




Status and recognition in HE

Institutional — taken to
mean the systemic
constraints on full
participation by mature
students

Admissions processes
Lack of flexibility
Marginalisation
Academic challenges

Progression routes

Recognition of prior experiential learning
Flexibility and understanding

Pre-entry orientation

Epistemic and pedagogical challenges Transition courses/bridging provision

Inclusive pedagogies and assessment

Learning support

Relevance to interests and future goals
Consistency of staff and accessibility of support
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