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Abstract

Background and aim: The introduction of higher fees within HE may well impact on
part-time provision from 2012. Potentially fewer students applying for courses may
mean that university income will become reliant on students completing courses and
so retention will assume greater significance. At the university at the centre of this
research 62% of all withdrawals on part-time foundation degrees occur within the first
six weeks. This study explored how nine part-time mature students experienced entry
into HE to develop knowledge and understanding of the range and nature of that
experience, and the reasons why withdrawal may occur.

Design: Using lifeworld the study captured the lived experience of nine students. The
participants were interviewed after they had completed six weeks of their various
courses and then again six weeks into their second semester.

Results: The lived experience of these students evidences the complexity and
individuality of returning to education. For some of the students, entering into study
brought the present, past and future intensely into focus. Some questioned their own
presence in HE while managing feelings of anxiety and inferiority. Established
individual lifeworlds were challenged as integration into the social and academic
communities of the university were negotiated. Enabling strategies included peer
support within the classroom and securing confirmation that they were working at the
correct academic level. '

Conclusion: This study shows that the lifeworld experience of these beginning students
is rich and diverse and cannot be encapsulated within a collective account of the
student experience. For university engagement with students to be meaningful the
findings of this study suggest that it needs to take account of the range of mature
students’ experiences including expectations, approaches to study, motivation, their
past and aspirations, to develop courses that will retain students. The accounts of
these students indicate that if appropriate support is given during the transitional
period to enable feelings of acceptance within the social and academic environment
then this can make a major contribution to retention.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Higher education in the United Kingdom (UK) is, once again, to experience major
change as the academic year starting September 2012 will see full-time students
paying full fees. This coincides at a time when the number of school leavers entering
higher education (HE) looks set to drop over the coming decade (Eastwood 2008).
Originally, the resultant shortfall in numbers was to be boosted by non-traditional
students; something the British Government has encouraged for many years. In 1997,
the Dearing Report set a target of 50% of 21-30-year-olds to access higher education
by 2010. This was always going to be a challenge as at that time a third of the adult
population had not engaged in any formal learning since leaving school (Gorard et al.
2006). The target was subsequently revised in 2006 by the Leitch Report: 40% of the
working population should achieve a level 4 qualification by 2020. Since 2006,
encouraging non-traditional students has remained high on the British Government’s

agenda.

The framework makes it clear that the government will not relent on its
commitment to widening participation and fair access to our universities.
We recognise that, if we are to achieve the ambition set out in the 2006
Leitch Report for more than 40% of the adult population to be qualified to
level 4 or above by 2020 we must encourage more aduits to enter Higher
Education. (Higher Ambitions 2009, pi)
The above report from the Department for Business Innovation & Skills, along with the
National Student Forum (2009), recommended the improvement of opportunities for
lifelong learning with a widening participation strategy of attracting more part-time
mature students. This was to be encouraged by universities through the delivery of

more flexible and part-time programmes; the very reason part-time courses were

originally designed (Seidman 2005).

In the 2009-2010 academic year the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA)
identified that there were 1,914,710 students in the UK studying higher education and
29.4% of these were doing so on a part-time basis. Those under the age of 21 and who

study full-time are, according to HESA, generally classified as traditional students.
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Anyone outside this category is classed as non-traditional (Heery et al. 1996) and this,

therefore, includes part-time mature students.

Part-time students may not have to pay the same fees as full-time students from
September 2012; however, it is likely to be the case (after the Browne Report 2010)
that they will have to pay considerably more than they do now (Rice 2011). Therefore,
as universities’” income will be reliant on students paying fees, there will be two
challenges ahead: recruiting sufficient numbers on part-time courses in order for them

to be viable, and then retaining students on these courses - the subject of retention.

Retention refers to students who stay on their course as opposed to those who
withdraw. From an institutional perspective, it is the ability to retain a student from
admission through to graduation (Berger and Lyon 2005). According to Hagedorn
(2005), the terms ‘withdrawing’ or ‘dropping out’ mean anyone who leaves a course
prior to completing it and not returning that same year; often referred to as ‘student
attrition’. The majority of HE courses are between two and four years in length, with
most withdrawals taking place during the first year (Prescott and Simpson 2004).
Although student attrition is an important mechanism on some professional courses
where enrolees are ill-suited to the demands of their chosen profession, poor
retention has financial consequences for institutions and this reflects “concerns about
the quality of the student experience” (Wilcox et al. 2005, p707). Attrition and the
student experience are closely linked (Tinto 1993) as a “high retention rate is an
indication that an institution is meeting student expectations with regard to
satisfaction” (Belanger et al. 2002, p219). Therefore, the focus of this study is to
explore the student experience to develop knowledge and understanding of the range
and nature of that experience in order to identify factors that might lead to

withdrawal.

To put the aim of the investigation into context | begin in this chapter by introducing
the university where the research was conducted. | then go on to define part-time
mature students and, in particular, the students focused upon. Outlined are the

courses that these students are on, the structure of these courses and the school

8
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within the university that they are part of. Consideration is given to retention of
students on part-time courses and how the subject of withdrawing relates closely to
the experience of being a student. | then go on to establish when most withdrawals
take place and claim, using institutional data, that the first few weeks of a course is a
critical period for retention. | conclude by presenting the aims and objectives of this

research and outline the structure of the dissertation.

The institution

The university where the research for this dissertation took place is a designated
specialist higher education institution in England. It has over 7200 students with a
breakdown of 70% Higher Education (HE) and 30% Further Education (FE). Courses on
offer range from short craft courses and NVQs to undergraduate and Masters Degrees
which are delivered on three regional sites. On average, 70% of the students are
female which is higher than the national average of 62% (HESA 2012). The student
population is drawn from an ethnically diverse profile reflecting that of the region.
Students between the age range of 18-24 account for 70% of the total population with
those 25 years and over making up the other 30%. Part-time students make up 28.5%
of all HE students and of the approximate 1400 students studying on foundation

degrees about 33% of them are registered on a part-time basis.

Part-time mature students

For more than a decade the role of the university in the UK has developed in order to
accommodate and adapt to a mass education system. According to Rachal (2002), it is
a system essentially designed for traditional students where education for mature
students co-incidentally takes place within it. Yet many universities support a high
percentage of older students, and the part-time undergraduate provision has
increased, in recent years, faster than the full-time provision in order to accommodate
them (Fuller 2007). Fuller identifies that 90% of entrants on part-time undergraduate
courses are over 25, pay their own fees and are in paid work. They are more likely to
come from lower socio-economic backgrounds, have left school earlier and have few
qualifications on entry. These students may have had a lengthy break from education

and are usually in full-time jobs with other interests and responsibilities. The return to
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education on “part-time academic study is a major life decision. It involves
considerable investment both in financial and in personal terms, and the journey

towards completion can be long and demanding” (Gatrell 2006, p1).

McGivney (2004) also identifies common traits of mature students —

.. many have to learn on a part-time basis, which means that it takes
longer to achieve their qualification goals ... mature students are more
likely than younger ones to be living at home and attending an education
institution near to their home (or work). ... Depending on their age, adults’
qualifications may be out of date and some may lack confidence in their
ability to succeed in an education or training programme if there has been
a lengthy interval since they last engaged in formal learning. (p34)
Part-time study is often an ambiguous term. It is calculated on the basis of funding and
does not reflect the actual time students spend studying (Jackson and Jamieson 2009).
At this particular university, part-time study is reflected in course timetables where
classes are attended one day per week and students take longer to complete their
course than those on full-time programmes. A part-time student is defined as studying
less than 120 credits per year. The participants who contributed to this research were

those starting foundation degrees at level 4.

Foundation degrees are the only higher educational route on offer to part-time
students at levels 4 and 5 at the university and, at the time of writing, there were over
230 students on these courses at level 4. The majority of these students study on
courses which fall within the School of Childhood and Education. The school runs part-
time foundation degrees in ‘Education with ICT’, ‘Community Family Support’,
‘Integrated Services’, ‘Playwork’ and ‘Early Years'. Each course takes five semesters to
complete instead of the traditional four on full-time courses. A semester is
approximately fifteen weeks, twelve of which are teaching weeks. Therefore, taking
into consideration Christmas, Easter and summer breaks, students starting a course in
October 2010, for example, would finish their foundation degree in January 2013. All
courses have progression routes to the final year of a BA (Hons) course within each
area and this progression allows students to complete the final year of the BA (Hons)

over four semesters on a part-time basis (two years).
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All courses run one day per week, usually 1pm to 7pm depending on the number of
modules scheduled per semester. Each module is timetabled as a one and a half or two
hour session with a one-hour tutorial scheduled within the timetable. Traditionally,
students study three modules in the first semester, three modules in the second, three
modules in the third, two modules in the fourth and two modules in the final
semester. Successfully completing all modules awards students 240 credits, this then
allows them to progress on to the final year of a degree. At present, these students do
not have to pay for their course. The institution ‘draws down’ government funding and
waives the fees. This will change in September 2012 when there will be no, or very
little, funding to draw upon. At that time funding will be replaced by student fees as
the main source of income, thus retaining students will be more important than ever

before.

At present each course has an attrition rate and, according to HESA (2009),
withdrawals from the courses indentified within the School of Childhood and Education
are average when compared to national benchmarks. The problem is that HESA's
statistics do not represent a clear picture as regards student attrition because not all

withdrawals are included in the data they provide.

In 2009, the following statement could be found on HESA’s website:

Students may leave higher education at various times during their first

year, or simply not return after the end of the year. When a student leaves

very early in the academic year, there may be reasons for this, which are

unconnected with the course or the institution. To allow for this, students

who are recorded as leaving before 1 December in their first academic year

have been removed from the figures. (HESA 2009)
This statement has since been removed although the rule still applies. This means that
any student who leaves their course during the first eight weeks is not counted in the
figures. They are just removed as if they did not enrol. Therefore, withdrawal figures

tend to be much higher in reality than those shown in HESA’s statistics.
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Rationale for the research

In 2010, | examined the withdrawals of all part-time students on foundation degrees at
the university between 2003 and 2008. | found that few withdrawals took place after
the first year. However, the withdrawals that did take place throughout the first year

were as follows (table 1.1):

Academic year Students withdrawn Students withdrawn| Withdrawal rate in
during first year | during first six weekJ first six weeks
2003-2004 72 36 50%
2004-2005 69 41 59%
2005-2006 61 48 79%
2006-2007 81 52 64%
2007-2008 93 55 59%
2008-2009 78 49 63%

Tablel.1 - Withdrawal Rates
From the 2005-2006 academic year courses started in February as well as in

September. The figures in table 1.1 have therefore accounted for this.

The figures given do include students who had enrolled, but were not seen again or did
not return after the induction. These make up, on average, 15% of total withdrawals.
This leaves just over 47% of students withdrawing between week One and week Six
(62% combined). They will, at the very least therefore, have probably attended the
induction and the first week of their course. What is established here is that most
withdrawals that take place during students’ first year actually occur within the first six

weeks.

The reasons for withdrawal are often not obtained by the university and those which
are provided by students tend not to be a true reflection (McGivney 2004). My
intention was to focus on students whilst on their course and conduct research in line

with Roberts (2011):
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While it is duly noted that these students have not dropped out, in trying
to better understand student retention the central concern here is
identifying and raising awareness of issues that could potentially lead to
negative experiences and subsequent attrition. (p184)
The data in Table 1.1 led me to consider the student experience and how entering
higher education impacts on their lifeworld: the sense of self, how individuals feel
physically and emotionally, how relationships may alter, their hopes and ambitions and
how the past and the future plays a part in the present (Ashworth 2003a). In this way it

contributes to practice by establishing a greater understanding of why the early weeks

of a course are a critical time for retaining students.

The Research

Title:

How commencement of part-time study impacts on the lifeworld of mature students.

Research questions:
. What impact does entering HE have on the lifeworld of (mature) students?
° Does an understanding of the lifeworld of students identify factors that might

lead to withdrawal?

Aim:
To explore the impact on the lifeworld of students within the first six weeks of their
part-time higher education programme in order to identify factors in the student

experience that might lead to withdrawal.

Objectives:

To:

. select and justify a methodology that will best capture the student experience.

. place the student voice at the centre of the research.

° capture the individuality and diversity of the student experience through the

fractions of the lifeworld.
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critically review the literature that has focused on students returning to higher
education in adulthood.

contribute to knowledge by providing and analysing data to assess why the first
few weeks are a critical period for retention.

enable the student voice to impact on course development.

The approach taken for this research is not a traditional one and | have broken it down

into seven chapters. In Chapter:

Two, | discuss the methodology and justify the structure of the dissertation.
Three, | present and analyse three individual lifeworld accounts using lifeworld
fractions.

Four, | review the literature that has explored the experience of mature students
in higher education.

Five, the experiences of all nine participants in the study are discussed in relation
to the literature.

Six, | introduce the conceptual and theoretical framework adopted in this
dissertation and apply the data to these frameworks.

Seven, | make my conclusions and show how the findings contribute to practice. |
then evaluate the project by presenting my own reflections on the research

journey.

In this introductory chapter | have identified the changes ahead in higher education

and how retention and the student experience may become more important

considerations for universities in the future. | have argued that the first few weeks of a

course are a critical period in terms of retention and have presented the aims and

objectives of the research. In the following chapter | present the methodology. |

discuss the decisions taken throughout the research process and expound the

structure of the dissertation.

14



Chapter Two: Methodology

History has shown that social science research has evolved into two schools, often
referred to as quantitative and qualitative, or positivism and non-positivism. These
schools are founded on different ontological and epistemological understandings and
generally associate themselves with contrasting concepts and methods. Traditionally,
in the positivist tradition, a quantitative approach is adopted to explain phenomena,
whereas the non- or post-positivist aims to describe and explore in-depth phenomena
from a qualitative, interactive, interpretive, humanistic perspective (Crossan 2003).
Roberts (2002) suggests that researchers often combine the two approaches, while
Miles and Huberman (1991) believe “it is getting harder to find any methodologists
solidly encamped in one epistemology or the other” (p20). In fact, the choice is not

the issue:

From the point of view of the nonfoundationalist epistemology, there is

little difference between qualitative and quantitative inquiry. Bad work of

either kind is equally to be deplored and good work of either kind is still —

at best — only tentative. But the good work in both cases will be objective,

in the sense that it has been opened up to criticism, and the reasons and

evidence offered in both cases will have withstood scrutiny. (Phillips 1993,

p70)
However, when it comes to studying human behaviour, “a major criticism of the
positivist approach is that it does not provide the means to examine human beings and
their behaviours in an in-depth way” (Crossan 2003, p51). The reason for this is
possibly because it often analyses behaviour from a stimulus-response perspective
rather than the inner workings of the individual (Hough 2010). In light of these views, |
felt a qualitative approach with the focus on individual lifeworld accounts appropriate

for this study because the methodology can capture the uniqueness of individual

experiences at a depth necessary for a study of this nature.

Whilst this investigation attempts to conform to the rigours and objectivity associated
with any good research, the principle philosophical motives for which the research is

based need to be clarified. There is a degree of subjectivity that is involved in all social
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science research, the nature of which means that neither the subject nor the
researcher can be totally objective. Positivists seek to ensure that the conditions under
which research is conducted can be controlled and replicated. In the social sciences, it
can often be difficult to achieve such conditions, if so desirable, because the social
science researcher is often using the actor’s frame of reference to understand human
behaviour (Douglas 1976). By nature of the subjectivity involved it is important to

discuss the philosophy behind the process chosen for this investigation.

Before any research is conducted the interrelationship of core components of the
social research process: ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods have to be
identified and set in place. It is argued that the directional relationships between these
terminologies should be understood and clarified by the researcher (Hay 2002; Burgess
et al. 2006). This is because the decisions about the process of the research have their
foundations firmly set on an ontological platform and, along with the epistemological
perspective, contains the assumptions of what social reality consists of — the starting
point of this chapter. According to Koch and Harrington (1997), the whole journey is a
reflexive exercise; therefore, the subjective issues associated between the researcher
and the research will be extracted and discussed. This is followed by a justification of
why a phenomenological enquiry was decided upon as an appropriate vehicle for this
type of journey, and | argue why descriptive phenomenology was deemed to be an
appropriate methodology to adopt. Issues of objectivity are raised within any
investigation. How this was considered will be discussed with reference to the
Husserlian method of bracketing and how this has determined the process, as well as
the structure of the dissertation. As it is an investigation into students’ lifeworlds, | go
on to clarify the interpretation of lifeworld research that was adopted here. | then
explain why I felt that interviews were an appropriate method to capture the student
experience and how they were arranged and conducted. The participants interviewed
in the sample are then presented. This leads me to confront the ethical issues
inescapably attached to the investigation as | assess the power-dynamic relationship
between myself, as the researcher, and those who were participants. | discuss the
considerations and the steps taken to alleviate this. | then go on to discuss the issues

involved with transcribing the interviews and then the procedure adopted for data
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analysis using lifeworld fractions. | conclude the chapter by discussing reliability and
validity in social science research and where the data stands in light of its

generalisability.

Ontology, epistemology and methodology

Ontology, according to Cohen et al. (2000), is about the nature of existence. “We are
beings in amongst and inseparable from a world of being, existences in an existing
world, and it is from there that we start” (Heidegger 1962, cited in Magee 1987, p258).
Heidegger's ohtological philosophy is based on how human beings relate to their
world. According to Dahlberg et al. (2008), that is what ontology is about: the science
of being in general, thus embracing such issues as the nature of existence. It addresses
questions such as: What is the world? What is human? What is existence? — It is,

according to Crotty (1998), the study of being.

Integrated within Heidegger’s ontological philosophy, that we are inseparable from the
world, is the notion of social constructivism which supports Heidegger’s (1962) further
assumption that individual realities are invariably influenced by the world in which
they live. In fact, anything interpreted and said about past events is a construction
(Andrew 2004). The social constructivist ontology disputes the opposing objectivist
notion that social phenomena and their meaning have an existence that is
independent of social actors (Bryman 2001). Therefore, “constructivism describes the
individual human subject engaging with objects in the world and making sense of
them” (Crotty 1998, p83), relying on peoples’ view of the world (Cresswell 2003). Here,
each participant’s lifeworld is at the core of the investigation and the way each makes
sense of the world is as valid and worthy of respect as any other. This, | believe, falls
within my ontological perspective of idealism; “that reality is only knowable through
the human mind and through socially constructed meanings” (Snape and Spencer
2003, p13). Therefore, the contributions of participants are to be accepted as accounts
of individually constructed existence as each has assembled his or her own meaning of
the student experience. It is how individuals have made sense of their socially
constructed world as it focuses “exclusively on the meaning-making activity of the

individual mind” (Crotty 1998, p58).
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Leading on from ontology is epistemology - the theory of knowledge and how it can be
gained (Blaikie 1993). My position is that as individuals make their own meanings of
their experience, the best way to access these is by being in conversation with them.
For my part, | do not really know what they are going through, what they are
experiencing, how they are interpreting their experience, or how it impacts on their
lifeworld. | do know that it is theirs and, therefore, from a humanistic perspective, is

important to them (Hough 2010).

In light of this, the study adopts a research perspective which relates very closely to
the ontological perspective discussed and accordingly seeks the experiences of
individual students in relation to their lifeworld. The methodology is therefore
concerned with how knowledge of the social world is gained; in other words the
procedure or method adopted as a means to collect data. Without consideration it
can, according to Stubblefield et al. (2002, p150), “result in research that is ambiguous
in its purpose, structure and findings”. It aims to describe and analyse these methods
acknowledging their limitations (Cohen et al. 2000). There is no single best method for
social science research; “there is simply differential fitness for purpose” (Gorard 2004,
p2). It is not about why one approach appeared to be the best method, but how and
why this method was the most appropriate in the context and purpose of this
particular inquiry (Clough and Nutbrown 2002). The methodology appropriate for this

research falls within the qualitative category.

Phenomenology

Qualitative research, whether it be educational or in other fields, is often used to
understand peoples’ experiences of the world (Silverman 2006). This study was to
understand the lived experience of a small group of individual students to develop an
in-depth description of what their experience meant to them. A methodology often
used and appropriate for this type of research is phenomenology. This is closely
related to my ontological stance as it regards people as creative interpreters of events
who, through their actions and interpretations, make sense of their worlds
(Denscombe 2007). It captures attitudes and beliefs, feelings and emotions. It places

emphasis on individuals’ personal experiences (O’Leary 2004). It is not principally
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concerned with explaining the causes of things, but provides a description of how

things are experienced by individuals.

Natural sciences operate from ideal principles in that they presuppose that
objects that exist in time and space are real, that they actually exist, yet
there is no evidence that objects are real; apart from our subjective
experience of them. (Moustakas 1994, p46)

An objective of phenomenological analysis is to understand the phenomena better

than before the research (Dahlberg et al. 2008), and it is derived from Husserl’s

philosophy that -

experience as perceived by human consciousness has value and should be

an object of scientific study. Husserl believed that subjective information

should be important to scientists seeking to understand human motivation

because human actions are influenced by what people perceive to be real.

(Lopez and Willis 2004, p727)
The approach is about studying phenomenon. This has its origins from the Greek word
phaenestai (to flare up, to show itself, to appear) and the word pahino (to bring to
light, to show itself in itself). What appears in consciousness is the phenomenon
(Moustakas 1994). Science is empirical and at the centre is human experience of those
who engage with the world (Matthews 2006). Phenomenology returns to experience in
order to obtain comprehensive descriptions. These in turn provide the basis of
reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience; descriptions,
not explanations (Moustakas 1994). “It is only when we return to the things
themselves that we recognise how the world is a lived experience rather than an
object to be studied” (Langdridge 2007, p12). At the root of phenomenology is the
intent to understand phenomena through descriptions by those who experience them.
For this investigation the ontological assumption (of how the world is) is that the
nature of reality is the product of an individual consciousness and constructed by
social beings. At the core is perception, regarded as the primary source of knowledge;
a source, according to Moustakas (1994), which cannot be doubted as what appears in

consciousness is the phenomenon.
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Phenomenology is about consciousness, it is not something outside consciousness and
as Dahlberg et al. (2008, p34) identify: “things that we are closest to are the things
most hidden”. This implies that much of our experiences are not reflected upon or
confronted for meaning until possibly someone brings it to consciousness through
questioning in conversation. According to Stevens et al. (1993), it can be said that
phenomenology underpins all qualitative research because it concentrates on
individuals’ interpretations of their own experience. Stevens et al. (1993) go on to
claim “that when authors write about qualitative research they are in fact writing
about the phenomenological method” (p41), because essentially it is about people and
how they make sense of their existence. As Crotty states (1998, p10), “it becomes a
world of meaning only when meaning-making beings make sense of it”. The
experiences of others then enrich our own (Snow 2009). But before | discuss the form
of phenomenology adopted it is important to reflect on my own circumstances and

perspectives as a researcher.

Reflexivity

The tensions that are inherent between the ontological perspective and the
methodology are based on the fact that the researcher or researchers already share
their world with those whom they are researching and can only interpret, understand
and make sense of their findings from their own frame of reference (Capurro 2000). It
is impossible, as Silverman (2006) acknowledges, to escape the author’s assumptions,
preferences and prejudices. Any research method adopted will be very much
influenced by ontological and epistemological positions initially guided by the values of
the researcher (Crotty 1998). Greenback (2003) questions value-free positions and
refers to Carr (1995) who believes that those who conclude that they are value-neutral
are just “deluding themselves” (p792). This is because “no matter how well designed ...
we are constantly carrying a baggage of beliefs, assumptions, inclinations and
approaches to reality” (Anderson and Arsenault 1998, pl). The baggage is with us
before we start the journey as “all research necessarily starts from a person’s view of
the world, which is shaped by the experience one brings to the research process” (Grix

2002, p170). It is not as if we can drop the baggage off and pick it up on our return.
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Denzin and Lincoln (2003) suggest that “behind the terms stands the personal
biography of the researcher, who speaks from a particular class, gender, cultural and

ethnic community perspective” (p29). They go on to say that

any gaze is always filtered through the lenses of language, gender, social
class, race, and ethnicity... There are no objective observations, only
observations socially situated in the worlds of — and between — the
observer and the observed. (p31)
Therefore, perhaps inevitably, my research reflects my own values, beliefs and
perspective.‘Even if a positivist methodology had been chosen, the fact would remain
that behind any research “there is a human being ... simply by being there we
influence the research that is being created” (Etherington 2006, p85). The challenge of
this research is to put them to one side. For my part, | have to be conscious of being
“reflective about the ways in which ... questions, methods and ... subject position
might impact on the psychological knowledge produced in a research study”
(Langdridge 2007, pp58-59). My area of interest has, for many years, been about
adults returning to education. However, | cannot escape the knowledge | have in
advance as | approach this subject (Hegelund 2005). | accept, and am careful of, how
prior knowledge can “co-opt and corrupt our vision because we are likely to share

many of our subjects’ beliefs and assumptions” (Scott 1995, p151).

On the one hand, we cannot research something with which we have no
contact, from which we are completely isolated. All researchers are to
some degree connected to a part of the object of their research. And
depending on the extent and nature of these connections, questions arise
as to.when the results of the research are artefacts on the research
process. For these reasons, considerations of reflexivity are important for
all forms of research. (Davies 1999, p3)
| am aware of many related issues. For example, the students who take part-time
courses at the institution at the centre of this research are predominately female and
the ethnicity of students is traditionally mixed. The way that | introduced and
presented myself and my research at students’ inductions to invite volunteers had to
be carefully thought out using language that did not further extenuate my position as

the researcher as “we always speak from somewhere, from a position dependent on

our history and culture” (Langdridge 2007, p42). However, my self-perceived empathy
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and understanding of these students, | felt, could overcome to some extent any
barriers that may have existed between us. Using Merlaeu-Ponty’s analogy - “we can
understand geography only because we know what it is to experience a landscape -
we are the absolute source” (Matthews 2006, p16). For all higher education courses |
have studied on, | have always done so as a mature student. | am not an isolated
inquirer trying, as Capurro (2000, p80) puts it, “to reach others or the outside world
from his or her encapsulated mind”; | am already sharing the world with others.
Hammersley (1993) recognises that it is only those who are involved in a chosen
research subject who can “truly understand it ... The argument is founded on the idea
that direct experience of, or closeness to, a phenomena, gives one valid knowledge of

it” (p217).

“Research as a purely objective activity removed from all politics and power is a myth”
(O’Leary 2004, p42). There are many aspects | have to confront and be aware of. Social
status, education, language and even my age all have to be reflected upon as much as
possible throughout the process and not just at the data generation phase (Koch and
Harrington 1997). Therefore, | have to acknowledge these points and aim to be as
objective as | possibly can. Eisner (1993) recognises that all knowledge is construction
and as we have no direct knowledge of the world there is a need for objectivity in the
sense of being fair and open to all sides throughout the process. Eisner (1993)
concludes that as far as possible: “We want to be objective in our views, objective in
our methods, and above all to have objective knowledge ... we want to see and to tell
it like it is” (p49). It was this that determined that descriptive phenomenology was

appropriate for this research.

Although objectivity is impossible to achieve it is something, | believe, which should be
strived for (Spurin 2011). However, Phillips (1993) emphasises that objectivity,
although more rational, should not be linked to certainty and goes on to state that
“neither subjectivity or objectivity has an exclusive stranglehold on truth” (p61). May
(2001) argues that a goal of scientific investigation has to be objectivity, but this can
only be above criticism if values are kept out. He questions whether it is possible or

desirable to suspend our sense of belonging as these are fundamental to social life. If
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objectivity is to be strived for then central to maintaining objectivity is the strategy of
bracketing (Koch and Harrington 1997). Descriptive and especially interpretive
phenomenology acknowledge the difficulty of bracketing presuppositions and
although both camps believe that it is not possible to achieve totally, both stress the

need to try through what they call the epoché.

The epoché

The phenomenological reduction, based on the epoché (suspension of judgments) was
the method Husserl advocated in trying to return to consciousness to obtain absolute
certain knowledge (Langer 1998). It is the case whereby the researcher sheds all prior
personal knowledge in order to grasp the essential lived experience of those studied. It
is argued that for this reason a detailed literature review should not be conducted
prior to a descriptive phenomenological investigation (Lopez and Willis 2004).
Adopting a phenomenological methodology means to set aside, or bracket off, the
researcher’s own values and preconceptions so as to present experience in its purest
form. Kvale (1996) acknowledges that it “does not involve an absolute absence of
presuppositions, but rather a critical analysis of one’s own presuppositions” (p54). My

own position on this is in line with the following quote:

I cannot withdraw totally into my subjectivity and sever all ties with the

world | am conscious of. | am not, as a subject, outside time and space.

Merleau-Ponty says it is impossible to withdraw from the world totally (a

complete reduction). But we can relax the ties which bind us to things in

our practical dealings with them. (Matthews 2006, p17)
Ashworth (1996) acknowledges that the epoché is very difficult to perform consistently
and that “bracketing is an arduous exercise but one which must be painstakingly
carried out if research is to genuinely enter the lifeworld” (p16). Dahlberg et al. (2008)
in reference to bracketing use the word ‘openness’ in lifeworld research. Although still
going back to the things themselves it is the capacity to be surprised as well as
sensitive to the unpredicted and unexpected. “It entails both assuming a stance of
vulnerable engagement with a phenomenon while maintaining a disinterested

attentiveness” (p99). They go on to mention about how the researcher must dis-learn

habits of attention and adopt an attitude of alertness through bracketing. It is the
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restraining of one’s pre-understandings in the form of personal beliefs, theories and

other assumptions that could mislead the understanding of meaning.

The challenge of the epoché to ourselves, is to allow whatever is before us
in consciousness to disclose itself so that we may see with new eyes in a
naive and completely open manner .. a process inclined toward
receptiveness ... rarely perfectly achieved. (Moustakas 1994, p86)
| have not found any author or researcher who believes that bracketing can be fully
achieved and | am not advocating that | can achieve it where others have not. In fact, |

have had a continual battle to separate myself from the topic. At times it meant

constantly bringing to consciousness the thought of dissociation when examining data.

Dissociation enables you to distance yourself from your feelings as you take

on the perspective of an observer ... When people are dissociated, they're

apt to be analysing the experiences and thinking about what is going on

rather than being involved in it. (Andreas and Faulkner 1996, pp185-186)
“The challenge is to let the things we experience appear in our consciousness as if for
the first time. This freshness of vision requires us to become aware of our
presumptions and prejudices” (Langdridge 2007, p19). This, however, is an ongoing
pursuit throughout the research process and not just at the data collection stage as |
constantly have to assess the assumptions that | bring to any given situation. How
much can be truly bracketed has been extensively debated within phenomenology and
| am not naive to believe that it can be achieved fully, because | cannot be aware of all
my preconceptions in advance. As Smith et al. (2009) identify - “I don’t necessarily
know which part of my fore-structure is relevant — having engaged | might know better
what my preconceptions were” (p25). For me, Smith et al. (2009) here sum up my
experience of bracketing. At times it has taken others, especially doctoral supervisors,
to help me reflect on the process and see where my analysis was influenced by my
own beliefs instead of the data presented before me. It meant a continual reflection

on the application of bracketing and being aware of any bias (Gadamer 1975).

The epoché process inclines me toward receptiveness. | am more readily
able to meet something or someone and to listen and hear whatever is
being presented, without colouring the other’'s communication with my
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own habits of thinking, feeling, and seeing, removing the usual ways of

labelling or judging, or comparing. | am ready to perceive and know the

phenomenon from its appearance and presence. (Moustakas 1994, p89)
This reference confirms to me that in order to get closer to the epoché then a
descriptive phenomenological methodology would aid the transparency. The quest is
to find out what it is like for students starting a level 4 course and the reason for this
choice of topic is because | do not know, and | do not believe institutions really know
either, what the experience is like for these students. Therefore, it is about being open
to whatever | am confronted with and this is at the core of the phenomenological
attitude (Finlay 2008b). The process of bracketing is essential as it is intended, as Smith
et al. (2009) highlight “to lead the inquirer away from distraction and misdirection of
their own assumptions and preconceptions, and back towards the essence of their

experience of a phenomenon” (p14).

Process and structure of the research

Bracketing played a significant part in the research. | was aware of literature on the
subject of mature students returning to education as | had used this as a topic for a
previous doctoral assignment. This helped me identify the gap in the literature. From
that point the literature was not revisited before data collection or the presentation
and analysis of it using lifeworld fractions had taken place. Ashworth (1999) argues
that conducting a literature review early can alter the emphasis of the research by
searching for the causes of a phenomenon instead of examining the phenomenon in its
appearance as a human experience. Hence, the methodology and analysis of the nine
applicants was written before the literature review. The structure of the dissertation

therefore reflects these stages of the research.

On returning to the literature | found that there was a need to incorporate research on
the subject of retention as this is closely associated with the student experience (Tinto
1993, Belanger 2002). It was then that the conceptual and theoretical framework
emerged. Therefore, they were bracketed out throughout the data collection and
presentation stage simply because | was totally unaware of them. It was at this point

that the literature review was written (Chapter Four).

25



Although three lifeworld accounts had been part of the data analysis chapter (the
other six are in the appendices) | still wanted to show the value of all nine participants.
As students had volunteered and shared their experience | felt it important that this
was reflected in the main body. Therefore, in Cha‘pter Five this discussion takes place

in relation to the literature.

Throughout the analysis | found that incorporation and retention became integral in
understanding the link between the student experience and retention. Therefore, in
Chapter Six | introduce the conceptual and theoretical framework and show how the
data relates to these. This is why the dissertation does not follow a traditional order
which is often the case with the presentation of phenomenological research
(Langdridge 2007). The structure is therefore influenced by the bracketing process and

presented in the order that the main chapters were written.

‘We want to see and to tell it like it is’ - descriptive phenomenology

This phrase of Eisner (1993, p49) is the essence of descriptive phenomenology as it
focuses on how people come to see things (Dahlberg et al. 2008). It is categorised as
descriptive research, according to Walsh (2001), as it is students’ comprehensive
description of their experience which is at the forefront and replicated in this
investigation. “By adopting a strictly descriptive approach, we can let the phenomena
speak for themselves” (Giorgi 1985, cited in Moustakas 1994, p13), and this approach
is at the core of Husserl’s philosophy (1970). | believe that a descriptive, rather than an
interpretive, phenomenological approach helps deal with the subjective issues relating

to the researcher as discussed above.

Descriptive phenomenology analysis works solely with the data. Although it does not
mean that it cannot involve a theoretical framework from the start, descriptive
phenomenology prefers not to incorporate one which can then influence the process. |
concur with this philosophy. Trying to interpret or read into things excessively can
result in being too subjective in judging what is important and what is not relevant,
what Hegelund (2005) calls “dangerous subjectivity” (p656). The problem, as Abbott

(2003, p98) states, is that “the detection of significance is a subjective activity;
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significance does not occur ready made and labelled as such”. | see this as a
disadvantage to the interpretivist perspective using qualitative research because the
researcher is more susceptible to misinterpret something based on their own
assumptions and understanding. Of course, the descriptive phenomenologist is also
susceptible to this but, in my view, to a lesser extent, because the concentrations are
solely on how the world appears to a participant with regard to the particular
experience being described (Langdridge 2007). The task in the descriptive camp is
simply to describe the general features, excluding all elements that are not directly
within conscious experience. It is how the world appears to a participant with regard
to the particular experience being described. It resists the temptation to produce
hierarchies of meaning and instead treats all detail with equal value regardless of how
mundane it appears (Langdridge 2007). The emphasis is on reading the text with a
sense of discovery for its meaning and to avoid any temptation to impose meaning.
“Descriptive phenomenology is not concerned with explaining phenomenon but rather
with describing phenomenon ... There is no attempt to find the underlying causes ...

(it) simply describe(s) the ‘things in their appearing’” (Langdridge 2007, p86).

The lifeworld

A concept within phenomenology is the lifeworld. Both Husserl (1970) and Heidegger
(1962) refer to this concept as a central theme of their philosophical approach and
both descriptive and interpretive phenomenology strive to access the lifeworld of
respondents. It explores difference, individuality and uniqueness of experiences which

are at the very heart of qualitative research (Shoemaker et al. 2000).

We are all individuals living in a common world, relating to the world
context and each other, all looking for meaningfulness and yet meaning in
unique ways ... The picture is always incomplete without taking into
account their own experiences and understanding of themselves, their
lived bodies. (Dahlberg et al 2008, p88)
It is a Husserlian concept which sums up what phenomenology strives to achieve —
understanding of individual’s “lived situation” (Finlay 2008a, p1). For Husserl, the

world means a world experienced and made meaningful through consciousness. Social

life can therefore be understood through an examination of people’s selection and
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interpretation of events and actions. It does not attempt to explain why people behave
in certain ways by reference to their subconscious states or environmental conditions

but how people interpret the world and interact with each other (May 2001).

Lifeworld is about the lived experience through intentionality — the relationship
between a person and the object or events of their experience; in this case students’
experience of their course. “When we experience something, it is experienced as
something which has meaning for us ... we cannot avoid meaning” (Dahlberg et al.
2008, pp47-48). The meaning derived of this experience is prioritised, even though it
may be hidden in our consciousness (Langdridge 2007). “Husserl used the term
lifeworld to express the idea that individuals’ realities are invariably influenced by the
world in which they live” (Lopez and Willis 2004, p729). It therefore becomes a world
of perception, a lived reality from which there is no escape (Dahlberg et al. 2008). The
study of lifeworld puts aside how things supposedly are and focuses instead on how
they are experienced (Finlay 2008a). It is how students experience their course and
how it impacts on their lifeworld which is the focus of this investigation. The fractions
within lifeworld research are then used to structure and analyse dialogue (explained
later in the chapter). Therefore, in lifeworld research the main method of collecting
data of this nature is interviews (Dahlberg et al. 2008), as it is “the purpose of the
qualitative research interview ... to understand themes of the lived daily world from

the subjects’ own perspectives” (Kvale 1996, p27).

Interviews

To understand someone’s world and their life, there is a need to use a meaningful
form of human interaction and engage them in conversation (Puig et al. 2008);
therefore, interviews were the most appropriate method to collect data. As the focus
was on the student experience within the first six weeks of their course it was essential
that interviews took place at an early stage. It is debatable whether a person can
remember as clearly the details of their experience at a later stage when feelings and
memory have evolved (Lockwood and Jones 1984). The qualitative interview attempts
to understand the world from the subjects’ point of view, essentially to uncover their

lived world prior to scientific explanations — a “privileged access to our basic
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experience of the lived world” (Kvale 1996, p54). Through this human interaction it
allows us access to thoughts we were not aware of ourselves - unconsciously trapped,

not confronted through habit (Merleau-Ponty 1968, cited in Dahlberg et al. 2008).

Anderson and Arsenault (1998) believe that researchers often start with their
“preferred methods and then go searching for questions that fit” (p28). Given the
choice, interviews would not be my preferred method as | favour small focus groups,
but the decision was influenced by the desired end product: to understand a world
from individual student’s point of view and perspective. In accordance with descriptive
phenomenology, interviews were chosen to obtain uninterrupted descriptions of each
participant’s reality — this highlights once again the tensions of the ontological

perspective and the methodology.

In an interview, the researcher is reliant on the interviewee to provide
honest and open answers, yet we know that people want to be liked, want
to maintain a sense of dignity, and want to protect some level of privacy. If
respondents feel judged, ashamed or offended, or, on the other hand
deferential, or awestruck, gathering credible data is far from assured ... The
bigger the ‘gulf’ between interviewer and interviewee the greater the
chance it will influence the interview process. (O’Leary 2004, 162)
Smith et al. (2009) believe that the most important thing, at the beginning of the
interview, is to establish rapport in order to obtain good data; that participants feel
comfortable and trust the interviewer. | felt this rapport had to be established before
the interview — during students’ inductions where both myself and my research were

presented (discussed later in the chapter) and then reinforced at the beginning of the

interview.

The focus of the interviews was not strictly structured. However, the format did
contain standardised areas for discussion with the sole purpose of focusing on the
subjects’ experience of their first few weeks. Questions and areas for discussion
ranged from decisions to return to education, confidence and relationships, to impacts

of studying. An example of the interview plan can be found in Appendix A.
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Dahlberg et al. (2008) state that interviews within phenomenology tend to last about
an hour and they should allow informants to raise issues that they feel important while
actively listening - in the same way a doctor enquires and listens to a patient’s
symptoms before making an assessment. Interviews were conducted accordingly.
Kvale (1996) believes the interviewer’s ability to listen actively to what the interviewee
says “can be more important than the specific mastery of questioning techniques”
(p132), and Silverman (2006) believes that the key to interviewing is to create rapport
and avoid manipulating. Therefore, a casual and relaxed form of interview was
adopted to help develop the rapport needed to bridge the gap between myself and
each participant — essential with this type of interview (O’Leary 2004, Denzin and
Lincoln 2005). It is unavoidable that “whenever two people meet, a process of
reciprocal adaption invariably occurs” (Hanly and Hanly 2001, p526), but what
Silverman (2006) identifies is that the relationship between interviewer and
interviewee has to be considered fully from an ethical perspective to attempt to break
down any barriers between researcher (in this case me as a lecturer) and the

researched (a student relatively new to the university).

The interviews gave students the opportunity to talk about themselves. | wanted them
to feel that someone was taking an interest in what they were doing and valued their
contribution. My role as an interviewer became, therefore, one of actively listening
and reflecting back what | had heard. My reflections through summarising then gave
participants the opportunity to confirm the accuracy of my understanding. The
interviews were conducted with the core beliefs as used within the humanistic
approach to counselling in mind, with emphasis on the person-centred approach of

Carl Rogers (1967).

All first interviews took place at a time convenient to each participant between 22
November and 1 December 2010. However, one interview was adjourned half way
through as the student was short of time and this was completed a week later on 7
December. Interviews were conducted at this time as all students had completed at
least six weeks of their course, not including their induction. These were then

transcribed and follow-up interviews were conducted between 29 March and 4 April
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2011. The timing of the second interview was influenced by one student in particular
who was due to leave for a few weeks to have a baby. Not knowing whether she would
return, | decided to conduct the second interview with her and then, for consistency,
decided to do the rest of the interviews at the same time. These took place in weeks
Six, Seven and Eight of students’ second semester. The purpose of the second
interview was to check that | had an accurate understanding of the student experience
gained from the first interview. It also allowed me to explore and probe comments
that had been made originally, and again give students the opportunity to reflect on
their experience of the first six weeks. The interviews were then transcribed and added
to the first transcriptions and left for a number of weeks before being read. This was a
conscious decision so that when the interviews were read, they were done so with a

sense of discovery.

In total, ten participants initially took part in the research. | decided that whoever
volunteered would be interviewed as I did not want to disappoint anyone if they felt
they would like to contribute. After all ten interviews took place, one was not taken
forward as part of the research. The reason for this was that the interview conflicted
with the aim of descriptive phenomenological interviewing. The participant struggled
to answer questions and called upon me to offer example answers to which she
appeared to latch on to. She was not able to articulate her experience, and | found that
I was leading the interview too much. The interview was considerably shorter than the
others as the participant tended to use closed responses. On post-interview reflection |
decided that this interview did not contain sufficient data to contribute to the

research.

Ethical issues

With any research, ethical issues, or rules of conduct as Burgess et al. (2006) identify
them as, have to be considered throughout the research process. Institutional
permission was granted for the research as well as consent from programme managers
of the various courses for me to approach their students. It is, however, at the

interview stage where ethical issues are magnified.
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A traditional claim within social research is that the interview process

produces an unequal exchange between the ‘powerful researcher’ and the

‘powerless research participant’. (Reynolds 2003, p300)
It would be naive of me to believe that because students are willing participants that
the subject of power is non-existent even though they are adults. “The ... interview is
not the reciprocal interaction of two equal partners. There is a definite asymmetry of
power” (Kvale 1996, p126), essentially because the researcher defines and controls the
situation. Therefore, it was important to this research that the dynamics of the
relationship were carefully considered right from the beginning. This meant that
careful thought had to be given to the type of presentations given to students at
inductions where my research was introduced. These took place at the end of

September 2010.

To aid the bracketing process as regards the presentations, | sought help from a group
of mature students. This was a group whom | had not come into contact with
previously. | explained what | hoped to achieve and asked for their input regarding the
sort of approach they would feel most comfortable with if | was to present to them.
The feedback was that 1 should be smart, but casual enough in my appearance to break
down any barriers that may exist in the minds of the students. Also, the way that | had
spoken to this group should be the way that | should present to other groups at

inductions.

The structure of the presentation at inductions was also carefully constructed; a
transcript of which can be found in Appendix B. This is included because | feel the
presentation was an integral and necessary part of the process in establishing trust
between researcher and participants. The purpose at this stage was to make myself

known to students, not necessarily to acquire volunteers.

Four weeks into students’ courses, groups were revisited to engage with them; once
again in an informal way to limit any power-dynamic that may exist before volunteers
were sought. It was important to make the research as transparent as possible to

students with the purpose of the research declared and explained to those who would
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potentially be involved with it. At this stage volunteers came forward and they were, at
this point, issued with an information sheet outlining the various details of the
research (Appendix C). When writing this | had to imagine how it would appear to
them; whether the tone complemented the presentation and that it was
communicated in a user-friendly way, while at the same time covering all the

necessary information about the research that they had a right to be aware of.

Through the relationship that was built up during the presentations, and the fact that
the in-depth interviews as a technique helped provide respondents with an
opportunity to take some control over the process, the power-dynamic, | believe, was
limited. This was aided by the creation of a trusting relationship based on the Rogerian

humanistic counselling philosophy (Hough 2010).

The concept of anonymity and confidentiality were explained and emphasised at the
presentations. | am aware that the principle of confidentiality can provide respondents
with assurance of anonymity, which in turn gives them the licence to talk freely.
However, | am also aware that the ideal may be more difficult to uphold than it first
appears. Researchers may use many techniques to anonymise the respondents, such
as pseudonyms, but Barnes (1979) argues their function may be largely symbolic
because they are transparent to those within the research setting and therefore it
merely creates an illusion of complete anonymity. Brannen (1988) also concurs with
this, suggesting that the unique and personal nature of the data often means that
respondents are easily identified by themselves and those close to them. This | tried to

make clear during the presentations.

Once students had volunteered they were asked to sign a consent form (Appendix D),
and then a convenient time for each participant was arranged for the interview. These
were conducted in university, kept to an hour and usually scheduled on the same day
that students attended classes, thus causing minimal disruption to their schedule.
Actual questions were not issued in advance as | felt that the areas for discussion were

clarified during the presentations and on the brief given out.
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The timing of the first interviews was, | felt, crucial. The feelings and experiences they
had during the first few weeks of their course had to be fresh in their minds.
Therefore, interviews took place in week Seven or week Eight of students’ courses and
were recorded. Although recording conversations can often seem intrusive and off-
putting to respondents, it does contribute to the transparency of the process and
essential if interviews are to be the main source of data (Maykut and Morehouse
1994). According to Shipman (1981), most interviewees forget the recorder is present

after a while.

Before each interview | explained its purpose and reminded candidates about their
right to withdraw. At the end of each interview | thanked them for their contribution,
and explained that at the start of the follow-up interview a summary sheet would be

given to them to check the accuracy of the main points that | believe they had made.

The sample

With those who participate as part of a sample in any research which is based on
descriptive phenomenology, the aim in not representativeness but to describe unique

experiences (Flinck and Paavilainen 2008). The number is dependent on the research.

For a qualitative and small-scale research ... the exact sample size is more
difficult to estimate. It will reflect the time and resources available, and the
number of suitable people who can be identified and contacted for
inclusion. As a rule of thumb the sample should be sufficient in size for the
purposes of the research and be comparable with the sample size of similar
pieces of research. (Denscombe 2007, p334)
In light of what Denscombe suggests here, ten interviews were conducted. The
number was also influenced by Dahlberg et al. (2008), who believe that many who
have conducted interview research in the past would have benefited from conducting
fewer interviews and taking more time to analyse them. The aim was not
representativeness as this would conflict with the methodology but a sample that
could “describe unique experiences to be analysed to add to the understanding of the

phenomenon (Flinck and Paavilainen 2008). Although students volunteered to take

part, which again | am aware may have influenced informant selection, the sample
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does fall under the heading of ‘maximum variation sampling’ which is appropriate for a
phenomenological enquiry. Maximum variation sampling, according to Langdridge
(2007), involves participants who have a common experience but vary on a wide
variety of demographic characteristics. Langdridge (2007) goes on to indicate that the
size of the sample is usually quite small due to the time consuming nature of the
analytical process — he recommends no more than six. However, Dahlberg et al. (2008)
believe it is the complexity of the phenomenon that determines the number —- the
more complex, the higher the sample. They recommend different ages, generations
and genders, from different working backgrounds and cultures. The essential criteria,
according to Moustakas (1994), is that the participants have experienced the
phenomenon, are interested in the subject, willing to be interviewed and that they
“grant to the investigator the right to tape-record ... and publish the data in a
dissertation and other publication” (107). With those as part of the sample | believe
that this criterion has been met. Although those in the sample have experienced the
same phenomenon they each have a different journey to explore. The names of each
of the nine participants have been changed to protect, as much as possible, their

identity.

The nine participants

Karen

Karen is white, aged 35 and married with two children. She left school at 16 and
although not knowing what she wanted to do went straight into further education and
enrolled on a Travel and Tourism course. She had her first son at 18 and her second
son at 25. It was when her youngest son started school that she began working in the
area of childcare. During this time she completed a level 3 course which was a
requirement for her foundation degree in ‘Professional Studies in Community Family
Support’. Karen now works as a nursery nurse on a part-time basis and lives with her

husband and children approximately seven miles away from the university.
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Nick

Nick is black-Caribbean aged 49. He has enrolled on the foundation degree in
‘Professional Studies in Integrated Services’. His work career has been in mental health;
however, when he became unemployed in his mid-forties he saw this as an
opportunity to pursue a teaching career. He enrolled on a level 3 qualification and
obtained work in a nursery. It was during his level 3 course that he was employed in his
current position as a teaching assistant which he does full-time. His most recent course
was completed just prior to him starting the foundation degree which has given him 20
credits towards his first year. He is married with two children and they live four miles

away from the university.

Fara

Fara is Asian-Pakistani aged 26. She lives four miles away and is married with two
children. On leaving school she wént on to do ‘A’ levels, but did not complete them.
The only course she has done since is a level 3 qualification. At present she works as a
teaching assistant on a part-time basis and is enrolled on the foundation degree in

‘Professional Studies in Early Years’.

Amanda

Amanda is black-Caribbean aged 28. She lives five miles away with her daughter and
her 89-year-old grandmother. Amanda works at a school on a voluntary basis as well
as being the registered carer for her grandmother who is suffering with Alzheimer’s.
Amanda originally did go to university full-time, but did not complete her course. She
then became a teaching assistant at a private school and it was at that time that she
started a level 3 qualification. She is currently on the ‘Professional Studies in Early

Years’ foundation degree.

Carol

Carol is white, aged 27. She lives approximately 100 miles away and is married with
one child. Carol is currently working as a children’s centre coordinator and completed
a level 3 qualification over three years ago. Carol had done ‘A’ levels on completing her

compulsory education and then studied to become a nurse, but left without
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completing. She is now studying on the foundation degree in ‘Professional Studies in
Community Family Support’; a course not provided nearer to her home. She is

currently pregnant with her second child.

Harriet

Harriet is black-Caribbean aged 45. She is a single parent with two teenage children
who are currently doing ‘A’ levels. She lives six miles away in a house she has recently
moved into. Harriet works as a teaching assistant and while working full-time and
studying on her foundation degree in ‘Professional Studies in Education with ICT’ she is
also enrolled on two other courses: maths and engineering. She has a National Nursery

Examination Board (NNEB) qualification which she achieved just after leaving school.

Jay

Jay is white aged 38. She lives seven miles away and is married with one child. Jay’s
work career has been in banking, but she changed her career when her daughter was
born. She now works in a school full-time as a higher level teaching assistant which
involves running after-school clubs. Jay had, within the past year, completed a ‘Higher
Level Teaching Assistant’ (HTLA) course which gave her 40 credits toward her

foundation degree in ‘Professional Studies in Early Years’.

Mohan

Mohan is Asian-Pakistani aged 43. He lives four miles away with his wife and two
children. Mohan came to England as a child with his parents and although he went
straight into schooling he did miss out on many early years of education. He has
worked as an integration assistant and a learner mentor on a paid and voluntary basis,
and now works as a teaching assistant. He has a level 3 qualification and has enrolled

on the foundation degree in ‘Professional Studies in Early Years'.

Tanya
Tanya is white aged 50. Her career has mainly involved working in offices. She is now a
full-time teaching assistant in a school. She lives six miles away with her husband and

their teenage son. Recently she had completed a level 3 course and earlier in the year

37



had completed a level ‘P’ course, which was arranged between the university and the
school she works at. She has now enrolled on the foundation degree in ‘Professional

Studies in Integrated Services’.

Pilot

In general, no matter which method is used to collect data, it should (wherever
possible) be tried out as a pilot before being utilised in a full-scale data collection.
Therefore, a pilot interview was arranged in order to assist the clarification of the
structure and question design. It was conducted in October 2010 and involved a
colleague who had recently been a mature student. The reason why this colleague was
chosen was because she wanted to share her experience of what it was like for her
starting a foundation degree. She also has an interest in phenomenological research
which meant that a post-discussion helped to analyse the phrasing and sequence of
the questions. This helped to ensure that the structure and content of the interviews
that followed were suitable to elicit the type and nature of response required for the

research. The pilot interview was not transcribed.

Transcripts

One of the problems of transcribing interviews is that the written word can look weak
as it is almost impossible to convey the deep meaning in how people say things (Kvale
1996). However, it is an essential part of phenomenology. “Descriptive accounts have
been the mainstay of a considerable amount of descriptive phenomenological work”
(Langdridge 2007, p74) and everything should be transcribed verbatim (Dahlberg et al. -
2008). Much was captured on tape and revisited during the analysis. | felt it important
to transcribe the interviews myself. This not only helped me to ensure that nothing
was missed out but also it helped in the process of data analysis. The interview is
essentially a social encounter and the transcript of the event, however detailed, may
not adequately convey this. This underlines the need for the researcher to regularly
return to the original recording to get a stronger sense of the nature of the social

interaction that took place (Kvale 1996).

38



The recordings were transcribed in ‘Excel’; not in ‘Word’, as is commonly used. | did
this because ‘Excel’, for me, is so much easier to work with than ‘Word’ in the sense
that columns and rows can be added or transported into a separate sheet without
pages becoming disjointed. Column ‘A’ on the ‘Excel’ sheet contained the code which
referred to the dialogue of the actual interview in column ‘B’ (an example of a
transcript can be found in appendix E). Column ‘C’ contained the codes for the
summary or meaning units contained in Column ‘D’. Column ‘E’ contained the codes
for the lifeworld significance which was summarised in column ‘F. It meant that a
summary of the interview (column ‘D’) could be separated and reproduced on a
separate page. The same could be done with the lifeworld fractions in column ‘F’. This
was especially advantageous as it meant that the lifeworld fractions could then be
manoeuvred so that each of the fractions could be grouped together. This was done

for each of the nine transcripts.

Data Analysis

Kvale (1996, p184) states that “to analyse means to separate something into parts or
elements”. He goes on to identify five steps by which the researcher should approach
the transcripts. The first is to read the whole of the interview to get a sense of it. Then
natural meanings as expressed are determined and the theme that dominates a
natural meaning unit is paraphrased in simple terms. These are interrogated in terms
of the specific purpose of the study and finally “non-redundant themes of the entire
interview (are) tied together into a descriptive statement” (Kvale 1996, p194). This
sequence is similar to the sequence that Langdridge (2007) identifies from a
descriptive phenomenological perspective. First is by reading the overall material,
done in the context of the epoché. Second, to identify meaning units by paraphrasing
each segment of text, keeping in mind the context in which they occur, then to assess
these meaning units for their psychological significance moving from what Langdridge
calls the “idiosyncratic detail to more general meaning” (p89). This was the sequence
adopted with the transcripts here. The third stage, however, entailed working through
the transcripts by analysing the data using the seven fractions of the lifeworld. This is
what Langdridge calls the “Sheffield School analysis” (p103). Once the fractions were

identified they could subsequently be traced to the original dialogue.
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The seven fractions used to analyse the data were adopted, not as a way of
interpreting meanings behind students’ experience but to present and analyse each
student’s lifeworld as they start on a part-time foundation degree. Ashworth (2003b)
uses the term ‘fractions’ to emphasise that they are interconnected parts of a whole.

The fractions are:

e Selfhood — how the situation relates to a student’s sense of self, whether there is a
change in identity, a feeling of their own presence and voice.

e Sociality — any impact that coming back to education has had on relationships.
These may be relationships with work colleges, family or friends.

e Embodiment — the effects, emotionally and physically, that starting a foundation
degree has on the individual. The emotions that have been experienced since
starting the course.

e Temporality — how the present is affected by the past and how it relates to visions
of the future.

e Spatiality — how the situation alters the places that individuals go to. Where they
study. What it is like coming into the university building.

e Project — how the situation influences a student’s belief in themselves to achieve
what is important to them. How it affects their belief in their own ability to carry
out the activities that they see as central in their lives.

e Discourse — the terms they use in articulating how the situation impacts on their

life.

There will always be some overlap with the fractions in the sense that analysis of a
student’s dialogue may relate to sociality but also be connected with selfhood.
Essentially, | have separated, structured and analysed each account using the fractions
above as headings in the same way Ashworth (20033, 2003b, 2006) has presented
them in the past.

Mood-as-atmosphere is a fraction of lifeworld — the last one to date to be identified by

Ashworth (2006). However, this has not been included as part of the analysis.
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Ashworth himself has been resistant to use the fraction in the past as it reflects
“internal connotations” and the “person’s state of mind” or disposition (Ashworth
2006, p224). | would agree with this and would not attempt to assess this aspect with
participants using a descriptive phenomenological methodology. For me, mood-as-

atmosphere is positioned in the interpretive camp.

In summary, the aim of descriptive phenomenology is to describe a phenomenon and
its meanings without interpretation, explanation or construction. However, everything
is still questioned and pondered upon (Dahlberg et al. 2008); in this case using the
lifeworld fractions. Quite simply it seeks to describe and understand the meaning of
central themes in the lifeworld of each participant (Kvale 1996). Maykut and
Morehouse (1994) state that “what is important is not predetermined by the
researcher” (p46) and go on to say that “the outcomes of the research study evolve
from the systematic building of homogenous categories of meaning inductively derived

from the data” (p47). In this way the data speaks for itself.

It does not require technologically sophisticated or expensive equipment for this
analysis (Dahlberg et al. 2008). In fact, according to Langdridge (2007), software

packages can restrict the way an analyst can work.

New ideas can only emerge in the individual mind, from some unique
insight and synthesis which, until it happens, remains entirely
unpredictable. This is a subjective and uniquely human activity, and one
which, for a long time to come, technology will play only an assisting role.
(Abbot 2003, p104)

I see little value in using technology to aid analysis and understanding of participants’

lifeworld.

In analysing and writing up the data (as can be found in chapters Three, Five and in
Appendix F) there were limited examples of lifeworld literature to draw upon.
Essentially, | used as my guide the work of Ashworth (2003a, 2003b, 2006), Ashworth
et al. (2003), Dahlberg et al. (2008) and Finlay and Molano-Fisher (2008). Although

these chapters are presented in my own style | have tried to respect the work of those
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who | see as champions of lifeworld research. As a guide to the whole process of
descriptive phenomenological research | have used as a textbook that of Langdridge

(2007), as well as the work of Moustakas (1994).

Reliability, validity and generalisability

Reliability, validity and generalisability, “the scientific holy trinity” as Kvale (1996,
p229) calls them, are oppressive in his view as they are concepts defined by the
positivist tradition (Maxwell 1992). However, the fact that Husserl strongly advocated
the need to apply scientific technique to his descriptive phenomenology certainly
provides a convenient method for validity and reliability. It is accepted that one of the
problems associated with any form of social research is the issue of bias. It is the
duplication or replication of the research that could lead to different results if another
researcher were to repeat it. While every attempt has been made to ensure that the
research process has been as transparent as possible, | do recognise that | was at the
centre, laying down the track, determining the direction the research journey was
going. | do feel, however, that the decision to stay with descriptive phenomenology
rather than interpretive phenomenology helped the research move closer to reliability.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) use words such as trustworthiness, credibility, dependability
and confirmability which | feel more confident and comfortable with. Mays and Pope
(1995) believe that it is by keeping meticulous records of interviews and thorough
documentation of the process that the qualitative researcher ensures the reliability of
their analysis. If this is an accepted definition of reliability, then | believe | have

attempted to account for it.

Doubts as to validity cannot be eliminated totally. However, they can be addressed
through honesty, depth, richness and scope of data (Cohen et al. 2000). Hammersley
(1990) links validity to “the extent to which an account accurately represents the social
phenomena to which it refers” (p 57), while Dahlberg et al. (2008) suggest that it
makes more sense to talk in terms of defensible claims. | feel that by staying close to
the core elements of the methodology that the outcomes of the research could have
been replicated by others adopting a descriptive rather than interpretative

phenomenology. In that sense, | believe validity has been accommodated. It did
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measure what it intended to measure (Lincoln and Guba 1985). However, | prefer to

adopt Silverman’s (2006) concept of the research having warrant:

When presenting our own research findings we need to give some

indication ... of the extent to which we would be prepared to bet on their

being true. This is part of the warrant. (p147)
A key question of research of this nature is, therefore, not whether the findings are
true, but whether the findings are likely to be true. From an ontological perspective, |
use the word ‘true’ very loosely here in the sense that the debate about research and
whether the results are true is “imprisoned” (Gorard 2004, p10) in the concept of
reality and is based on the question as to whether reality exists independently or
through the interpretation in the mind (Crotty 1998). This conviction also lies at the
heart of Popper’s (1959) philosophy. He advocates that science is not knowledge and
can never claim to attain truth as “every scientific statement must remain tentative
forever” (p280). To accept something as truth means to assume a world in which the
regularities we perceive today will remain unchanged forever. For me, it is the extent
to which those who participated believed that their experience had been captured.
Participants were given the opportunity to examine their respective lifeworld account
and each confirmed that it was an accurate description of their experience. Comments
were made that they found it fascinating to read their own lifeworld account and it
had helped them to see how much they had progressed and developed since those

first six weeks.

As regards generalisability of the findings | do not feel, with such a small sample, that |
can advocate its generalisability; it was never my intention. Dahlberg et al. (2008)
strongly believe that with any lifeworld research it must be possible to generalise, but
if it can not, it can “still be important and useful in several ways” (342). It is up to
others to comment on this as they relate the findings to their own anecdotal
experience in this field (Kvale 1996). However, | do believe that many part-time mature
students returning to higher education would be able to relate to, and make
connections with, many of the experiences of the participants in this research rather

than to a general categorisation of the student experience in which no one fully fits
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into (Shah 1994). The categorisation of the student experience is essentially designed

for institutional convenience (Waller 2006).

Key terms within the aim of the research

The aim of the research was to identify how students experience the first few weeks of
their higher educational course and how it impacts on their lifeworld. Key words here,
as | see them, are ‘how’, ‘experience’, ‘impact’ and ‘lifeworld’. Closely related to the
epoché, the word ‘how’ here denotes the openness to anything that emerges from
those who engage in the research. As regards ‘experience’, it is the experience of the
phenomenon by the student, whether significant or not, which is seen at the centre to
which other aspects of their life are related; hence ‘impact’ and ‘lifeworld’. In other
words, the phenomenon of the first six weeks is at the core but in relation to the
lifeworld. Essences of the phenomenon which are sought using descriptive
phenomenology (Giorgi 1985, Preist 1998) are not sought using lifeworld analysis
(Ashworth 1999). From an ontological perspective it does not attempt to identify what
reality is, but instead seeks the experiences and the meanings made of these

experiences by the individuals themselves.

According to Koch (1999, cited in Annells 1999), participants’ stories should be

accepted as their reality. He sums up the essence of the research for me by saying -

The stories they tell are their constructions of the situation, the ways in
which they make sense of the world. We do not come to see how people
live, but rather, we may be able to understand what it is like for them living
their lives. (P27)
The word ‘experience’ then is used to denote understanding and meanings students
have constructed to interpret the phenomenon of returning to higher education.

According to Ashworth (2003a, p25), the lifeworld is the “individual meaning-

construction” of the situation; therefore, in relation to the word ‘how’ -

the researcher must accept the possibility that the thing being researched
may not have any relevance to the lifeworld of the interviewee or may
have totally different meaning in one person’s lifeworld from that in
another. (Beech 1999, p42)
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Langdridge (2007) identifies the focus of phenomenology “to be on people’s
perceptions of the world — or, famously — their perception of the ‘things in their

appearing’” (p11). According to Dahlberg et al. (2008, p31) —

... things are things of experience. The term experience denotes the
relationship we have with the world in which we are engaged ... Going to
things’ means that, as researchers, we should position ourselves so the
things can show themselves to us, and thus ‘the thing’ is understood as a
phenomenon.
Accordingly, phenomenology focuses on this world as it is experienced. By adopting a
phenomenological methodology | am interested in describing the world as it appears
to these students. The lifeworld connection then aims to “describe and elucidate the

lived world in a way that expands our understanding of human beings and human

experience” (Dahlberg et al. 2008, p37).

The lifeworld is the world as concretely lived, which should be the
foundation for all phenomenological psychological investigation ... we see
not only how experience is the focus but also how this is grounded in our
everyday lived experience, experience in which meaning is prioritised.
(Langdridge 2007, p23)
The primary interest is not just on each student but on the phenomenon and how the
phenomenon impacts and connects cognitively to students’ lives. The phenomenon is
not considered separate, because each experience and interpretation will be
connected to each person’s lifeworld and therefore has an impact. It is not separate, it
is a complete package. However, as the phenomenon is new to students it will, quite

likely, have some sort of an impact on each person’s lived experience away from the

institution where the actual phenomenon takes place.

Conclusion

In this chapter | have discussed the philosophical foundations underpinning the
research and have defined the methodology. The complexity of descriptive
phenomenology and the bracketing process involved has determined the structure of
the chapters, and therefore the presentation does not follow a conventional sequence.

In the following chapter | focus on the data. There are nine lifeworld accounts that
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have been analysed using the lifeworld fractions in relation to the phenomenon of
starting a foundation degree. Three of these accounts have been selected and are

presented in the following chapter.
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Chapter Three: Lifeworld accounts

The focus of lifeworld is on individual experience. It seeks to understand how
phenomena impact upon a sense of self; how someone feels emotionally and
physically, the relationships a person has, hopes and ambitions, and how the past and
the future play a part in the present (Hodge 2006). In order to illustrate in detail how
the data was analysed for this project three of the lifeworld accounts are presented
here to represent the process; those of Karen, Nick and Fara. These three were
selected purely because they were the first three students to be interviewed, and it
was these that made the initial impact of how varied the experience of the first few
weeks could be. However, any of the nine lifeworld accounts would have served the
same purpose. The other six accounts can be located in the appendices starting at

page 161.

When presenting the individual accounts a quote is often given first followed by the
analysis to put the student voice at the forefront of the accounts. As fractions are
interconnected (Finlay and Molano-Fisher 2008), on occasions the same quote is
repeated as it relates to another fraction. Reference codes are presented in brackets
throughout the chapter and these refer to the codes on the actual interview transcript

where the quote appears.

Karen

Selfhood

I've been through the ... foster care status when | was a child ... My mum
was an alcoholic and she had mental health issues so I've never had that
bonding from my mum. When | was with my eldest son’s father | had
domestic abuse, so I've come out the end of that ... I've come out the end
of so much and | want to make a difference in other peoples’ lives, because
| can empathise and | know what it’s like to go through certain situations in
your life, and I’'m so passionate as well as working with young children who
need to feel safe and secure because I've had that feeling. (KB7)
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For Karen, it is important that she can help others and it has become her desire to be
able to do so in the work that she does. This desire stems from issues she has had to
face in her own life. Karen identifies how she has emerged from the experiences in her
past and now she feels that she is in a position where she can offer understanding and
empathy toward others through the connection she feels with them. It has created a
passion, or enthusiasm within her which was instrumental in her deciding to do her
foundation degree in Professional Studies in Community Family Support. After many
years of not being interested in the work and jobs she has been involved in, Karen is
now settled and has direction in her life. She is “happily married” and she likes working

with families which her job involves (KB13).

| feel quite clever ... | do, if that makes any sense, that I'm a mature

student, | feel quite good about that. (KB225)
Being a mature student enhances a self-perception of being clever for Karen that leads
to a positive feeling. However, her positive feelings can be fragile, particularly when it
comes to the thought of higher education. Karen was “apprehensive” before starting
and she doubted whether she would “be able to do it” (KB11). The decision to venture
on to a foundation degree was her own decision but one made with her family in mind
as she reflected on the value of education (KB15). However, learning does not come
easy for her. She struggles to understand what is covered in class, but finds ways to
over come this by developing her own mechanisms, such as using “spidergrams”
(KB33). This involves a system whereby Karen restructures and simplifies material into
a format which she can then understand (KB71). She sees this as different to the way
others learn, but is comfortable with her need to do things differently. She has
identified her own learning style, what she calls a “hands-on approach”, and this has
helped her to understand her own needs when it comes to learning (KB67). She also
feels that her learning style can change — “they change from one day to the next
sometimes don’t they?” (KB157). Past learning experiences have affected how Karen
expects learning to be. This contributed to her apprehension at level 4 - “I just didn't

think 1 would be able to do it” (KB 13).
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I think differently ... act differently and I’'m more serious now... I’'m seeing

things ... how important things are and how important the way that | do

things ... I’'m gaining a lot of knowledge about myseif as a person. (KB87)
Being a mature student affects how Karen thinks she acts even within a relatively short
amount of time. It makes her more serious and there is a deeper understanding of
herself which enables her to think and assess things differently to the way she did
before. She sees the way she works as having importance which is adding a new
dimension to the way she sees her own identity. Even within the family with her two
sons also studying, it gives Karen an added feeling of responsibility toward them. In

this context she sees herself as a role model to them (KB15).

| believe it's going to open up so many doors for me; I’'m not sure at this

stage which one entirely | want to take. (KB187)
Karen is beginning to think differently which brings with it an increased sense of
agency as she sees career options open up for her. Even to contemplate other options
gives her a sense of purpose as she now feels that she is “working toward something”
(K225). However, belief in herself and levels of confidence are inconsistent with
academic ability as she questions whether she can achieve at this level (K235). For
Karen, study as a mature student is about oscillating between confidence and doubt in
her ability. She identifies herself as the sort of person who passes rather than achieves
high grades, so her expectations are never too ambitious (KB305). Working toward a

goal provides some stability during periods of doubt.

I'm understanding things in different lights, so that gives me the confidence
to be able to do things on a college front and on a work front, and on a
person front as well. I've noticed a change in myself. (KB273)

Being a mature student impacts on Karen'’s sense of self. Learning produces change as

it is a basis for her confidence which then affects other aspects of her life.

| don't like letting people in too much on the way that | feel, through my
history. (K249)

Karen’s past experiences make her reluctant to share her own feelings. She is open

about her experiences but not with the feelings associated with them. She identifies a
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negative side which can be destructive and when confidence is low - “that’s where |
have to watch that | don’t give up” (K269). For Karen, levels of confidence are critical
to whether she continues or not.

That would have made me feel that I'd failed. | don’t want to fail because

I'm not a failure and ... upsets me even ... think that | can’t do something

because | know that | can ... (KB241)
Karen puts a division between what she does and who she is. Withdrawing from the
course would equate to failure in Karen’s eyes, and yet she feels that she would hold
on to her self-belief that she is not a failure. She anticipates negative feelings just at

the thought of having to confront the issue of withdrawal.

When | don’t understand anything it’s hard to see light at the end of the
tunnel and no matter how many times something’s explained to me | still
can’t get it, then | feel it’s going nowhere so | do feel I'm going to fail.
(KB267)

I've achieved heaps and I’'m not prepared to fail at the first hurdle ... and it

upsets me to even think about that really. (KB243)
The complexity she exhibits with her confidence and self-esteem is very much
governed by the spur of the moment. She goes from feeling that she is going to fail to
that of being very proud of herself (KB99). She even talks of her self-esteem “soaring
though the roof” (KB97). These two extremes exist and are dispensed at various times
which feeds into her identity as she holds uncomfortable emotional feelings which
contrast to positive emotions. Holding on to the positives becomes a constant mental
battle for her as she is aware of her weakness and propensity to allow negatives to
dominate her. These are entrenched in her life - “I would always fail because of the

negativity” (KB89).

Sociality

... meeting new people who | thought were going to be well educated
compared to myself. (KB207)

For Karen, meeting new people who were to be her fellow students was a concern for

her and led to feelings of self doubt. She assumed that they were going to be better
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educated than she was. She now feels more of an equal with them, but still there is a

belief that “they know more” than she does (KB169).

| had a lot of doubt ... | didn’t make it common knowledge to anybody.

(KB29 ~ KB31)
Feelings like doubt are anxieties that Karen keeps from others. She does not like to let
others in, so therefore finds it difficult to confide and share her own anxieties (KB249).
Like her past, she sees them as issues that only she can deal with (KB31, KB247), and is
selective when it comes to friendships - “l only have one dear friend, we’re the best of
friends and that will never change” (KB105). Being a mature student will not have an
impact on significant friendships. Karen does not perceive friendship outside of this as
a source of support or enablement and would not expect a friendship to be found with

her new classmates.

I'm starting to think in different ways about people which is nice because

I'm going to have to think in that way for the job | want to do anyway ...

My, my work colleagues, | know ... | can understand now why | clash with

certain personalities, not them as a person, it's the way that they do things

and I'm seeing beyond that now, understanding that now. When you hear

of the politics in the staffroom, it's going completely over my head because

I'm thinking differently, not thinking to the way people manipulate you into

thinking. So it's ... taken me to the next level. (KB81-KB83)
Fitting in at work is a motivation to change and this change feels ‘nice’. Within a few
weeks, being a student has altered how Karen sees herself, both at work and towards
her work colleagues. She feels that she has a better understanding of the relationships
she has and she can rise above what she sees as the politics of the staffroom. She feels
that her thinking is different and not determined by the influence of others and this
new-found awareness strengthens the belief she has in herself, particularly in her work
role. She also sees this as something she needs to develop in the job she wants to do in

the future. Although self-esteem is a constant battle, in a social context she feels that

the course has helped her reach an elevated level.

Although Karen still sees her natural mother she states that, because of the mental

health issues her mother has, she will never really understand what Karen is trying to
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achieve (KB109). Karen accepts this detachment from her mother and feels no bond
with her (KB7). Her father and her mother-in-law, and especially her husband on the
other hand, do understand what Karen is trying to achieve and are very supportive.
Karen appreciates the “faith” that her husband has in her as he validates her goals by
giving her time and space to study by taking responsibility in looking after the children
while she studies (KB39, KB43). At the same time Karen will take the opportunity to try

to study together as a family as this deepens family connections for her (KB15).

Karen also appreciates her fellow students and this contributes to her enjoyment of

being a student.

I love it (laughs), | was a bit unsure at first. | thought ergh ... I'm not young

anymore you know, but on the course there’s mixed ages and | like that

and there’s different people from all different backgrounds and | also like

that as well. (KB19)
Mixed ages and social environments are positive elements of university for Karen.
Although it took Karen a few weeks to settle on the course (KB29), she now feels more
at ease as she can relate to those in her class. The building of relationships does not
come easy and it takes time for her to feel settled with others. She now thinks
differently about those whom she meets. “| used to stereotype people, erm, quite a
few times, not intentionally ... and I’'m seeing beyond that now because of the stuff I'm
learning” (KB 83). Part of Karen'’s learning is about other people and the relationships
she has with them. In this way, reflecting on others helps Karen to understand herself
(KB87) through an engagement with a broader mix of people and working

cooperatively with them.

After her first six weeks, although enjoying being a student and being in classes (KB17)

Karen refers to one tutor as ‘old school’ because of her formal approach.

| sort of like that, yeah, because she tells you what not to do and if you
don'’t, then this ... so | sort of, in some respects | like to be told what to do
... it gives me direction ... and plus the sort of discipline. (KB285)
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Karen likes this approach as it gives her strong direction and clarity. In return for her
conformity she is offered what she sees as boundaries. She welcomes this as she feels

she needs firm guidance and discipline to enable her academic development.

Embodiment

| was so scared, anxious, definitely excited because it’s a new challenge ...

overwhelmed. (KB23)
Being a student gives rise to a range of emotions — excitement, being scared,
“panicking, feeling worried, anxious” (KB211). Overall, starting a course brings the
feeling of being overwhelmed. Although emphasised on Karen’s first day the range of
emotions continued through the first few weeks. Feelings can be ambiguous: one
moment anxiety is “gone” (KB201) but then returns as Karen is “losing sleep” worrying
about an assignment (KB217). Being worried is a familiar feeling that Karen has
experienced throughout her life (KB89), yet the experience of being a student is

“rewarding” and she sees the need at times to calm her excitement down (KB97).

| find it hard to sleep on Monday, things are going over and it’s absorbing,

and | start theorising things. (KB279)
Through reflection, Karen analyses what she has learnt in class. Feelings can be hard to
control and it can take up to two days for her to “switch off” after her day in university
(KB35). At the same time, success in tasks provides feelings of pride which exceed her
expectations and this is especially emphasised with a sense of achievement when her

first assessment was returned to her showing that she had passed.

Fantastic! | wasn’t aiming for A’s or B’s, | was just aiming for a pass and that

gave me a huge reassurance that | could do it and | was able to do it. That

was a huge sense of achievement. ... | was so proud. Very proud! (KB305)
Being a student is a process of becoming — it is challenged by the past but goes some
way to make a future that feels more positive. Karen talks of the time this takes, but
the sense of achievement is rewarding as she has confirmation that she can achieve at
this level. Passing her first assignment was a “huge factor” which determined whether

she would continue (KB147). The motivation for Karen was not so much a high grade,
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but the embodiment fear of failure which was “dismissed at that point” (KB307). For
Karen, it was an important time because being in an unfamiliar environment of higher
education made her feel “vulnerable” (KB37), and with it feelings of insecurity; a

feeling she had experienced previously in her life (KB7).

Temporality

| was always a worrier ... | would always fail because of the negativity that

I've had since | was a child, and this, this is helping me to understand that

I’'m not a failure and that | can do things. (KB89)
The present is influenced by Karen's experience as a child. She feels that she has been
able to turn negative experiences into positives, but it is not something that comes
easy to her. Learning helps her to understand herself and her past. At present she
wants to draw on her experiences and the way that she has dealt with them to help
others in the future. However, she identifies a capacity to allow negativity to creep up
on her, which is something she has to consciously fight against. When she succeeds in
doing this she makes the link of how her past can influence the future and her

foundation degree is the connection to enable her to do that.

... | think this year as a whole ... I've always known what | want to do, but

this year | actually did the things that | wanted to do like stopped smoking

in January, like | did the Race for Life in May and now I’'ve started this so

I've achieved so much. It's remarkable really ... yeah ... and this is just

helping me even more. (KB99)
This extract depicts a sense of movement from the static mode of experience evident
before the year began and how it has orientated her thinking toward new possibilities.
Being a student can inspire change and new directions. Karen ventured on to her
course at a time when she felt that she was accomplishing other things in her life. Each
was a step away from her past and she uses words like ‘achievement’ when describing
significant turning points during the year. For Karen, it is important to make a positive
future out of her past and helping others is one way that she feels she can do this. She
calls it ‘remarkable’ that she has met the challenges she puts in front of her, and this

gives her hope that others will benefit from her progression. Therefore, being a

student enables her past to be a basis for her future.
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Spatiality

| was so scared, | was on the ‘phone to my husband saying I'm at the door

... and he’s like “just go in” you know. | was so scared, anxious, excited,

definitely excited because it’'s a new challenge for me .. erm

overwhelmed.” (KB23)
Being a student means entering a new building with an unfamiliar environment.
Negotiating this experience, Karen does as a team with her husband. The first day for
Karen made her very aware of her surroundings. She recalls quite vividly where she
was and how she felt as she entered the building which made a strong impression on
her and gave rise to emotional responses. In this state she needed to be encouraged
and navigated through the ordeal of getting to the room by her husband. For Karen, it

felt like entering “the unknown” (KB25) and recalls the experience as “horrible”

(KB213).

Studying gives Karen an opportunity to unite her family. At home she tries to ensure
that the family study together in the same room (KB115) — her eldest son is studying at
the same institution on a further education course and her other son is still at school.
So being a mature student involves being with others, negotiating space and making
the home a centre of learning, but it is also about finding space outside of the home.
Karen also uses her bedroom as a study room for herself when she needs to be quiet,
but she has found the need, on occasions, to come into university on a Sunday to study

as she feels that there are fewer distractions (KN257).

Project

Karen feels that she has achieved a lot in a short space of time and the year has shown
that projects can change; the once impossible can become achievable and that her
goals are obtainable. 'The ‘Race for Life’ and stopping smoking were big achievements
for her and have given her hope that she can see things through. Karen has a belief in

her capability as long as she can ward off her negativity (KB89).

| believe it's going to open up so many doors for me, I'm not sure at this
stage which one entirely | want to take ... | don't know whether after this
one I'm going to top it up with a social worker one - I'm not sure. (KB186)
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As Karen’s direction changes and her opportunities increase her future projects can be
made uncertain. It has made her question her future and the direction she wants to go
in as she contemplates other options available to her through her course. She talks
about life after her foundation degree has been completed and so has a vision of
achieving it. Karen is “thinking long term” about other possible courses she could go on
to at level 6 (KB295). However, she is in, what feels like, a luxurious position whereby
she does not have to make any decision about her future for at least another year

when her current course nears its end (KB295).

I’'m so passionate and keen, but | still have that anxious feeling ... I'm loving
every minute of it really. (KB85)
Learning enhances Karen’s passion and enthusiasm, but does not eradicate the anxiety
that constantly accompanies her. The moment reminds her how much she is enjoying

being a student, but anxiety is ever present.

| just didn’t think academically | would be able to do it and with my

confidence sometimes that can be an issue. (KB13)
Doubts as to her capability are put in the past tense and now studying is a current
project that is motivated by a belief that she can achieve at this level. However, doubt
is still a constant companion and this makes her question that she can get through her
course. For Karen, there is a dilemma as to her own ability. “I have doubts ... but | do
think | can do it” (KB235). Karen reminds herself of how she has managed projects in
the past - “When | feel I'm going to fail something that’s where | have to watch that |
don't give up” (KB269). The project of learning for Karen is fragile. It is something that
can fail, be walked away from, or be taken away from her, and it all relates to how

confidence has been an issue in the past.

Confidence is especially emphasised in the return of her first assignment. This gave her
a real indication as to whether she had the ability to succeed at this level. When the
grade and feedback came confirming that she had passed it played a “huge part” in her

decision to continue (KB147). However, thoughts of withdrawing are never far away.
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Struggling at the end of her first year with a piece of work, once again, makes her

doubt her own ability (KB217).

Discourse

Karen talks mainly about herself; not so much as a mother or a nursery nurse but as a
person striving to reach the ideals she has in her mind. In describing her relationship
with study and being on the course, Karen uses a lot of words that relate to emotions
of two extremes. She uses phrases such as ‘achieved heaps’, ‘proud’, ‘new challenge’,
‘excited’, but at the same time there are words such as ‘doubt’, ‘change’, ‘anxious’ and
‘scared’. Learning is ‘hard’ and uncertain, but something to strive for. She goes from
feeling fantastic to feeling very vulnerable, but all the time it is as if she has the
mindset of expecting things to be negative. For example, she expected others in her
group to be a “threat” to her (KB209), and saw the course as a series of hurdles
(KB243). Karen reveals a lot about herself and about her negativity and these are
issues which she rarely confides. At the same time there are indicators of real personal
determination and enthusiasm to succeed, but quite often she can be heavily critical
and unforgiving of her own limitations (KB137, KB181). There is a detachment toward
others in the sense that she is unconcerned with how others may perceive her, as what
she is doing is something for herself. The negativity is often expressi{/e; however, they
are terms she seems to have a good understanding of. At the same time she has an
awareness of her own needs and the guidance she requires to succeed in the future

(KB229).

Summary

During the first six weeks Karen’s experience of being a student has brought a whole
host of emotions. On one side is constant anxiety and on the other is growing
confidence and enjoyment. The experience is changing Karen as a person as it
enhances her self perception. The first day was of particular significance with her
emotions being heightened as she was encouraged into the building by her husband.
Receiving her first assignment back was also significant as this established belief that
she could study at the level required. If she had not passed it could have meant

withdrawing from the course and that would have been a failure in her eyes. Meeting
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fellow students was a concern, but as she got to know and relate to them she began to
appreciate their support. Karen has an altruistic vision of what she wants to do in the
future, although she does not clarify exactly what that might be. Her course is a step
towards her future which encompasses strong negative emotions of the past which

she has to fight against.

Nick

Selfhood

I'm a family man, so I've got to sort of try and tear myself away from the

family every so often to get into my studies, and then of course there’s my

work ... you know, trying to marry the three, you know, in the sense that

I'd say, er ... this is family time, this is work time, this is study time, and it

can be frustrating. (NB20)
Nick finds the experience of being a student “nerve-racking” (NB20); however, it is
more about how it impacts on him in relation to his family. For Nick, being part of his
family is central to his identity and everything else revolves around that. There is a
clear vision as to how his life is divided up as he tries to marry the three current
aspects that contribute to his life. Although this helps to apportion his study time,
being a student brings frustration creating a dilemma as he has to ‘tear’ himself away

from his family. This means juggling his three roles to ensure that they are evenly

balanced (NB64).

Like I said before, watching TV, you’ve got a lecturer at the front just ... two
hours of boring chat, you've got to do writing, with no interaction from the
students, but yeah, it’s been the total opposite. (NB88)
Nick anticipated that his student role would be a passive one. He expected some sort
of hierarchical divide which derived from drama programmes he had seen on
television (NB38). His impression of higher education had framed his expectation and
he refers to the television representation on occasions (NB154, NB191). On starting
the course Nick felt that he was willing to accept a subordinate role on the receiving

end of a one-way communication system within the learning environment. It was, for
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him, the way things were done. There was a sense of surprise that this did not turn out

as expected.

Obviously | perform in public so my confidence was sort of up there

anyway, so | feel pretty confident, but then, erm, and then the other side

as well, okay, new group of people, something new, right, so it's like well

how am | gonna cope? | think that's ... that's the word - coping ‘cos I've got

to find a new strategy, a new mechanism to get by, yeah. (NB42)
Nick co