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Six mature women students were interviewed about their first year at university.
Overall they enjoyed their courses. All agreed that as a result of their year their 
outlook on life had changed; they felt more confident and independent. They differed 
from the majority of undergraduates in that they had to cope not only with their 
studies, but with a variety of personal, domestic, and child-care problems. The 
findings of the study are similar to those of other studies in Northern Ireland which 
have investigated the reasons why women leave the formal educational system 
between the ages of 16 and 25 and their attitudes and reactions to re-entering 
education as mature students.

A d ult educators reco g n ize  that m any w o m en  participate in adult education  
(D eem , 1983; T hom p son , 1983), but o ften  the co u rses they study co v er  subjects  
such as d o m estic  m anagem ent, personal relationsh ips, and ph ysica l appearance. 
T his tends to perpetuate w o m a n ’s stereotyped  role in so c ie ty . A s a reaction  to  
th is, adult educators have d esig n ed  courses to d e v e lo p  the personal grow th  o f  
w om en . In 1981, for exa m p le , the W o m e n ’s E ducational C entre w as opened  in 
Sou th am p ton  as a c o -o p e ra tiv e  venture b etw een  the u n iversity , the loca l  
e d u c a t io n  a u th o r ity ,  and  th e  W o r k e r s ’ E d u c a t io n  A s s o c ia t io n .  N e w  
O pportun ities for W o m en  (N O W ) courses have been estab lished  at H atfie ld  
P o ly tech n ic  and the U n iversity  o f  N ew ca stle -U p o n -T y n e  (G riffiths, 1 988) w h ile  

Strathclyde U n iversity  and the P o ly tech n ic  o f  N orth L ond on  d iscrim inate  in 
favour o f  w o m en  to g iv e  them  greater a ccess  to higher education .

In N orthern Ireland, three un iversities - T he Q u een ’s U n iversity  o f  B e lfa st  
(Q U B ), the U n iversity  o f  U lster  (U U ), and the O pen U n iversity  (O U ) - o ffer  

opportunities for adults to con tin u e  their education . T hus, in a sm all province, 

there is co m p etition  to attract m ature students.
C ou rses for w o m en  h ave  been  o ffered  in recent years. A  su ccessfu l N O W  

course has been ava ilab le  at U U  (Jordanstow n) s in ce  1976  and its d ev e lo p m en t  
has been recorded in detail (G riffiths, 1988). It o ffers w o m en  the opportunity
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to acquire n ew  sk ills  and g iv e s  them  co n fid en ce  to undertake further study. A  
research project, sponsored  by the Equal O pportun ities C o m m iss io n  (E O C ), 
investiga ted  the problem s faced  by m ature w o m en  w h o  undertook degree  
cou rses at the E ducation  Centre at the N e w  U n iversity  o f  U lster  at C olera ine, 
n o w  a cam pus o f  the U U  (M organ , D unn , O ’Hara, &  G reer, 1980). P rob lem s  
encountered  by w om en  prior to, during, and after un iversity  w ere e xam in ed . T he  
Equal O pportun ities C o m m iss io n  (1 9 8 8 )  published  a d ig est  o f  statistics sh o w in g  
that the percentage o f  w om en  in higher education  in the prov ince  has increased  
in recent years. T heir f ie ld s  o f  study are the Arts and S o c ia l S c ien ce s , rather than 
the S c ien ces.

M organ  et al (1 9 8 0 )  rev iew ed  the d e v e lo p m en t o f  W o m e n ’s S tu d ies , 
historical attitudes to w orking  w o m en , and educational opp ortunities. T h ey  
investiga ted  the reasons w h y w o m en  had g iv en  up their education , and the 
im pact o f  m arriage and children on their liv e s. T hey  po in t out that the stereotype  
for m any w om en  is a three-phase sequentia l m odel - form al sch o o l education , 
m arriage and fa m ily , return to training and career. O ne o f  their recom m en dations  
is sign ifican t.

E ducational institu tions and the public sh ould  be encouraged  to co n sid er  
the v iew  that, for m any w o m en , the years after 25  (approx.) are to  be  
con sid ered  the norm al and un excep tion a l starting a ge  for an acad em ic  and 
professiona l career (p .7 7 ).

T he present paper is an an a lysis o f  the reactions o f  a sm all group o f  m ature  
fem a le  students to their first year at the Q u een ’s U n iversity  o f  B e lfast. T he on ly  
th ing the w om en  had in co m m o n  w as that they studied  either o n e  or tw o  first 
year cou rses in Inform ation S tudies.

METHOD

A fter the sum m er exam in ation s, a letter w as sent to the e ig h t m ature students 
w h o  had taken eith er o n e  or both co u rses, ask ing them  to participate in a sm all 
research project. S ix  o f  them  w illin g ly  agreed. A  p ilo t in terv iew  w as condu cted  
w ith a m ature fem a le  student fo llo w in g  another d egree  program m e and so m e  
ch a n ges w ere m ade to the structured in terv iew  sch ed u le . E ach w om an  w as  
in terv iew ed  either in the researcher’s room  at Q U B  or in her o w n  hom e.

The Women
T o preserve anon ym ity  fic titio u s nam es are g iv en . Sarah (3 5 ), separated, has 

tw o  son s (13  and 9 ) and liv e s  in B e lfast. M argaret (4 6 ), m arried, has tw o  son s  

(21 and 19) and liv e s  in B angor. Jane (3 5 ), m arried, has tw o  son s (1 2  and 9 ) and
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liv e s  in B e lfast. M ary (3 5 ), m arried, has tw o  daughters (6  and 12) and a son  (1 0 )  

and liv e s  in B angor. A n n e (2 3 ), d ivorced , has a daughter (4 ) and liv e s  in B elfast. 
C arm el (3 9 ), d ivorced , has a son  (1 2 ) and daughter (1 5 )  and liv e s  in Larne.

PREPARATION FOR STUDY

T h e s ix  w o m en  d ec id ed  to take a d egree  for various reasons. A ll had in tended  
to  g o  to un iversity , but m arriage at a y o u n g  age and the birth o f  children  
e f fe c t iv e ly  e x c lu d ed  them  from  h igh er  ed u cation  for  a lo n g  period . T he  
in terv iew s revealed  that an im portant ch an ge in their liv e s  contributed to their  
d ec is io n  to d o  a degree. Sarah w as havin g  m arriage problem s, M argaret’s tw o  
e ld est so n s w ere leav in g  hom e to g o  to un iversity . B oth  Jane and M ary had 
undergon e m ajor g y n a eco lo g ica l surgery. A n ne, the y o u n g est w om an , had 
recen tly  been d ivorced  and C arm el, w h o  w as a lso  d ivorced , had been  m ade  
redundant. In m o st ca ses it took  a lo n g  tim e for each  w om an  to m ake the final 
d ec is io n .

W hy did th ese  w o m en  c h o o se  Q U B ?  Apart from  the ava ilab ility  o f  cou rses, 
other reasons inclu ded  the fu lfilm en t o f  a l if e ’s am bition  and the u n iv ersity ’s 
loca tion . T w o  w o m en  or ig in a lly  had considered  stu dying  sp eech  therapy at U U  
(Jordanstow n) and on e  thought o f  so c ia l w ork. W hen they d isco v ered  that there  
w as in ten se  com p etition  to obtain p laces they changed  d irection . T he O U  w as  
rejected  b eca u se  o f  the ex p en se , the sum m er sc h o o ls  (w h ich  created ch ild -care  
prob lem s) and the perception  that study w ith the O U  w as a lo n g , iso la ted  
ex p erien ce . Several w om en  rejected the O U  outright, but Jane and A n n e a lso  
rejected  it havin g  co m p leted  foundation  courses, w h ich  they praised.

T h e  w o m e n  had in terestin g  a ca d em ic  backgrou n d s. T heir  ed u ca tio n a l  
ex p erien ces w ere broader than the average undergraduate w ith a fe w  G eneral 
C ertificate  o f  E ducation A  lev e ls . T hey  had fo llo w ed  form al co u rses such as 
A -le v e l c la sse s  in further education  c o lle g e s  and O U  foun dation  cou rses. It is  

c learly  a s ign  o f  the tim es that several w o m en  in this sm all group had e xp erien ced  
distan ce  learning. T he fact that all the w om en  had w orked , w ere m others and  

had been in v o lv ed  w ith hob b ies, voluntary organ izations and so  forth m eant that 

they had acquired k n o w led g e , sk ills , and attitudes in inform al and non-form al 
learning situations. O ne student d ec id ed  to enter higher education  as a result o f  

taking the N e w  O pportunities for W om en  course at U U . A lth ou gh  the w o m en  
studied  m any co u rses w h en  they w ere adults, and w ere free from  the pressures  
at sch o o l to fo llo w  su bjects g irls w ere exp ected  to study, it is revea lin g  to find  
that they se lec ted  su bjects in the arts and so c ia l sc ien ces . T h is o f  course , had 
im p lica tion s for w hat they cou ld  and cou ld  not study at un iversity .
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Information and Advice
T o  m ake educational d ec is io n s , students need inform ation , ad v ice , and  

c o u n se llin g . T he w o m en  obtained ad v ice  and inform ation about co u rses before  
c o m in g  to Q U B  from  a variety o f  sou rces, inclu d ing  tutors at further education  
c o lle g e s  and the O U , husbands, careers advisers, and the E ducational G uidan ce  
S erv ice  for A d u lts (E G S A ). D esp ite  the im portance attached to educational 
gu id ance  by adult educators, o n ly  on e  w om an  had receiv ed  practical help  from  

E G S A  before co m in g  to Q U B . A nother b ecam e aw are o f  its ex is ten ce  after  
app ly in g . W hen  in terv iew ed , the other four all adm itted that had never heard o f  
E G S A .

T he w om en  had to m ake d ec is io n s  about the courses they w ou ld  fo llo w  at 
Q U B  and w ere in terv iew ed  by an adviser o f  stu d ies at enrolm ent, prior to the  
b eg in n in g  o f  the academ ic year. S o m e  w o m en  kn ew  ex a ctly  w h ich  co u rses they  
intended to take, w h ile  others w ere unsure. T hree o f  the students had attended  
open  days and/or sp oken  to lecturers in sp ec ific  departm ents before m eetin g  their  
adviser.

D e c id in g  to  c o m e  to u n iv ersity  and c h o o s in g  co u rses  w ere im portant 
d ec is io n s  for th ese  w o m en  to m ake, yet the im pression  ga ined  w as that they  
receiv ed  in form ation  in a rather ad hoc fash ion .

Children
A s all the w om en  had children, m ost o f  them  had to m ake ch ild -care  

arrangem ents to  undertake the course. S o m e  o f  th ese  w ere m ade before  the start 
o f  the academ ic year, w h ile  others co u ld  not be m ade until each  student kn ew  
her tim etab le. T he a ge  o f  children w as a crucial factor in the d ec is io n  to apply  
to Q U B  in the first p lace. M ost children w ere at sch o o l and le ft h o m e in the  
m ornings before their m others. T w o  m others had to m ake sp ec ia l arrangem ents  
for y o u n g  children. M ary had to en g a g e  a ch ild -m in der  as on e  o f  her children  
w as too  o ld  for the Q U B  crech e, yet too  you n g  to be left on her ow n . A n n e had 
to take her daughter to nursery sch o o l in the m ornings and so  m issed  so m e  o f  
her 9  am lectures. A s the year progressed , half-term  h o lid a y s and afternoon  
lectures posed  further problem s.

Courses Selected
E ach w om an  had to se lec t four cou rses in the first year. T he breakdow n is as 

fo llo w s:  B ib lica l S tu d ies (1 ), C o m m u n ica tio n  and In form ation  S k ills  (3 ), 

C om puter S c ien ce  (1 ), E n g lish  (1 ), G erm an (1 ), G erm an S tu d ies (1 ), In form ation  
S y stem s and E nvironm ents (4 ), Latin (1 ), P h ilo so p h y  (1 ), P sy c h o lo g y  (3 ), S o c ia l  
A n th rop o logy  (3 ), S ocia l S tu d ies (3 ), Spanish  (1 ). F iv e  o f  the students had a



46 CLIVE COCHRANE

s p e c if ic  d e g r e e  in m in d , n a m e ly  S o c ia l S tu d ie s , E n g lish  and S p a n ish ,  
P sy c h o lo g y , G erm an, and Inform ation Stu d ies. A s  far as exp ecta tio n s w ere  

concerned , the w o m en  ind icated  that they w ere at un iversity  to prove so m eth in g  
to th em se lv es. T his attitude is  c o n v e y ed  in co m m en ts such as ‘laun ch in g  m y se lf  
into the u n k n o w n ’ and ‘prove to m y se lf  that I cou ld  do  it .’

EVALUATION OF THE COURSES

T he six  w o m en  represent a sm all group w ithin  a m inority group, i.e ., m ature 
undergraduate students. In v iew  o f  the sm all num ber in v o lv ed  and the range o f  
su bjects they studied  it is o n ly  p o ss ib le  to  eva lu ate  overall reactions to their first 
year studies.

T he w o m en  received  so m e  form  o f  w ritten statem ent at the b eg in n in g  o f  m ost 
cou rses ou tlin in g  so m e, i f  not necessarily  all, o f  the fo llo w in g  - a im s, o b jec tiv es, 
content, m eth ods, and assessm en t. T he am ount and presentation  o f  this m aterial 
varied from  departm ent to departm ent. T h is did not e sca p e  the n otice  o f  the  
w o m en , particularly th ose  w h o  had co m p leted  O U  courses.

In general, the w om en  w ere sa tisfied  w ith the courses w h ich  they foun d  both  
in teresting and ch a llen g in g . W h ile  critic ism s w ere m ade about so m e  lecturers, 

the students w ere generally  sa tisfied  w ith the teach in g  a b ilities o f  the academ ic  
staff. D issa tisfa ctio n  arose w h en  lecturers organized  their m aterial badly and/or  
w ere poor com m u nicators. O ne poin t that ann oyed  so m e  w o m en  concerned  
professio n a lism  rather than teach in g  ab ilities. It w as an n oy in g , for ex a m p le , to  
m ake sp ec ia l arrangem ents for children to be look ed  after, c o m e  to a lecture, and  
then find that it had been  can celled .

T he form al lecture w as the m ain teach in g  m ethod on all courses. Apart from  
so m e  critic ism  o f  the lectures in tw o  subjects, the group c la im ed  to have liked  
lectures in m ost courses. T he w om en  en jo y ed  the sem inars as they w ere ab le to  
participate. Several w om en  com m en ted  that tutors relied  on them  to m aintain  

d iscu ssio n s becau se  o f  the reticence o f  m any undergraduates. Practical c la sse s  
in several co u rses w ere critic ized  b ecau se  they w ere badly m anaged , although  
they w ere regarded as an appropriate learning m ethod.

T h e w o m en  favoured an assessm en t sy stem  w h ich  inclu ded  a continuou s  

e lem en t and a final written exam in ation . T he assessm en t in sev en  co u rses w as  
con sid ered  inappropriate b eca u se  it w as entirely  based on a final written  
exam in ation . S ix  cou rses had an e lem en t o f  con tin u ou s assessm en t w h ich  varied  
from  2 0  to 6 0  percent. T h is inconsisten t approach did not appear to be a m atter 
o f  concern , but all the w om en  favoured the idea o f  k n o w in g  that su ccess  or failure
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did not entirely  depend on their perform ance on  a written exam in ation . T hey  
ex p ressed  ann oyan ce  at d o in g  w ork for essa y s  w h ich  did not count.

O verall, the w om en  w ere satisfied  w ith  the organization  and presentation  o f  
their courses. D esp ite  th ese  favourab le  reaction s, a degree  o f  critic ism , so m e  
already noted, cannot be ignored . T h e students w h o  had fo llo w ed  O U  courses  
and w ere im pressed  by the course units tended to be critical o f  the organization  

and presentation  o f  so m e  Q U B  courses. O ne w om an , for ex am p le, w as critical 
o f  the organization  o f  practical c la sse s  in o n e  cou rse  and w rote a letter o f  
com pla in t to the head o f  departm ent.

Each w om an  w as asked i f  the co u rses she studied  m et her n eeds. M o st w o m en  

found it d ifficu lt to answ er the qu estion  w ith  any degree  o f  depth . T h is im p lied  
that needs are not ex p lic it ly  exp ressed  in m any ca ses. S o m e  students foun d  that 

so m e  cou rses did not liv e  up to their ex p ecta tion s, although this is not the sam e  
as m eeting  needs. E ach cou rse  w as presented to students as a ‘product’ over  
w h ich  they had little  control. T hey  had no opportunity to contribute to the d esign  
o f  cou rses, but this did not seem  to be a cau se  for concern .

REFLECTIONS ON THE FIRST YEAR AT QUB

T he w om en  fe lt that they w ere treated w e ll by their lecturers and tutors. T hey  
co m m en ted  that the academ ic sta ff respected  them  b eca u se  they contributed to  
sem inars, sh o w ed  interest, and handed in w ork on tim e.

M ix in g  w ith  the student body did not ca u se  prob lem s for the w om en . 

A lth ou gh  so m e  w om en  in itia lly  fe lt  that they w ou ld  be o v erw h elm ed  by the  
you n g  undergraduates, they qu ick ly  realized  that th is w as not the case . It w as  
cla im ed  that m ature students w ere critic ized  by you n g  students for ta lk ing too  
m uch in sem inars, yet the you n g  students, accord ing  to the w o m en , w ere o ften  
reluctant participants.

A ll the w o m en  m ixed  prim arily  w ith  other m ature students, w h en ever  
p ossib le . T h ey  felt that a lthough they w ere accepted  by the other students, they  
did not w ish  to m ix  w ith them  so c ia lly , as they had their o w n  interests and socia l 
life .

L ittle  sp ec if ic  p rovision  w as m ade for m ature students. T h o se  w h o  con su lted  

their tutors fe lt they w ere treated no d ifferen tly  from  other students. F o llo w in g  
pressure from  a group o f  final year m ature students, the S tu d en ts’ U n io n  agreed  

to m ake a room  ava ilab le  as a co m m o n  room  for m ature students. T he reaction  

o f  the w om en  to this in itia tive  w as interesting. T hey  said it w ou ld  h ave been  
usefu l i f  it had been ava ilab le  at the beg in n in g  o f  the academ ic year w h en  they  

fe lt at sea  in a strange environ m en t. A s it w as estab lish ed  after the year had



48 CLIVE COCHRANE

begun , the w om en  had m ade friendsh ips and d ev e lo p ed  their routines. W h ile  
c la im in g  that the co m m o n  room  w as a go o d  idea, they a lso  sa id  that they did not 
w ant to ge t in v o lv ed  in an introverted ‘g h e tto ’ w here m ature students fo cu sed  
on their ow n  problem s.

T he w om en  encountered  a num ber o f  study problem s at the un iversity . T hey  
did not lik e  the b o o k lis ts distributed by so m e  departm ents w h ich  g a v e  no  
ind ication  o f  the m aterials they sh ould  concentrate on. T h ey  co m p la in ed  that 
preparation for essa y s  w as d ifficu lt as there w ere not e n ou gh  b ook s in the sp ec ia l  
undergraduate co lle c tio n  in the library. O ther com p la in ts about the library  
inclu ded  the lack o f  sp ace  at certain tim es and the un acceptab le  lev e l o f  n o ise . 
T w o  w om en  attem pted to o v erco m e  th ese  d e fic ien c ie s  by usin g  other libraries. 
O ne student used her loca l public library, another asked a friend , w h o  w as a 
student at U U  (Jordanstow n), to borrow  b ook s on her behalf.

T he w om en  did m o st o f  their stu d y in g  at hom e. S tu d y in g  its e lf  w as not a 
m ajor problem  as all the w om en  had been students shortly before c o m in g  to 
Q U B . In several h o u seh o ld s, all m em bers o f  the fa m ily  had w ork o f  so m e  kind  
to d o  in the ev en in g s, so  it w as p o ssib le  to m in im ize  d istractions such  as 
te lev is io n . T he w om en  had to m anage their tim e e ffic ien tly . A s w e ll as stu dying , 
they had to prepare m eals, do  hou sew ork , and look  after children (th is inclu ded  
help ing  w ith hom ew ork). T h o se  w om en  w ith husbands liv in g  at h o m e co u ld  rely  
on them  for various kinds o f  support, but the s in g le  w om en  had gen era lly  to  c o p e  
alone , although relatives cou ld  reliev e  so m e  o f  the pressure at tim es. T he  
co n d itio n s o f  on e  s in g le  parent w h o  lived  w ith her m other w ere bad at o n e  poin t 
in the year. A s four adults and o n e  ch ild  w ere liv in g  in a tw o -b ed ro o m ed  h ou se, 
sh e  had to study betw een  2 am and 8 am. It w ou ld  appear, though it has to be  
accepted  that our sam p le  is very sm all, that it is less  d ifficu lt for w o m en  w h o  are 
liv in g  w ith husbands and children to study than for those w h o  are s in g le  parents. 
H avin g  said that, there w as so m e ev id en ce  to su g g est that not all husbands fu lly  
supported their w ife ’s entry into fu ll-tim e  education .

T he w om en  favoured the flex ib le  d egree structure in Q U B . T he p o licy  o f  
accepting  students into a facu lty  rather than a sp ec ific  cou rse  perm its students 
to  ch a n g e  d irection  if  they w ish . A t the tim e o f  the in terv iew , four o f  the w om en  
w ere intending to pursue their orig inal d egree ch o ice . Sarah w as con tem p latin g  

a degree  in S oc ia l A n th rop o logy , prim arily becau se  it w ou ld  be a co m p lete  

change. Jane intended to drop P sy c h o lo g y  and w as con sid er in g  S o c io lo g y  

(m ajor) and W o m e n ’s S tu d ies (m inor).
T he w om en  did not participate in un iversity  life  o u tsid e  academ ic work. T his 

w as prim arily becau se  o f  their other co m m itm en ts to fa m ily  and hom e life .



A STUDY OF MATURE FEMALE STUDENTS 49

R eflec tin g  on their first year at un iversity , all w o m en  adm itted  that they  
changed  for the better as a result o f  their ex p erien ce . T h is ch an ge took  p lace  

gradually. For the first few  m onths, they had doubts about their o w n  a b ilitie s and  
had fe e lin g s  o f  inferiority in relation to the rest o f  the student body. W hen  they  
subm itted  a ssign m en ts and perform ed as w e ll as ev ery o n e  e lse , their co n fid en ce  
increased. T he w ord ‘c o n fid e n c e ’ w as used  frequently w h en  they respond ed  to  
this area o f  q u estion in g . C h an ges in their overall attitudes and p o sition  seem ed  
to  be m ore sign ifica n t than their studies. A s w e ll as h avin g  greater co n fid en ce  
to  study, they c la im ed  to be m ore co n fid en t in so c ia l situations say in g  ‘I h ave  
so m eth in g  to talk abou t’ and ‘I can n ow  answ er the qu estion  - W hat do  yo u  d o ? ’ 
O ne w om an  said that it w as the first tim e in her life  that sh e  fe lt independent.

T h e final op en -en d ed  q u estion  in the in terv iew  about their general reaction  
to the year as a w h o le  generated a num ber o f  encourag in g  resp on ses, inclu d in g  

‘I had personal problem s during the year. C om in g  here h e lp ed .’ ‘I w ou ld  
en cou rage  a n yon e to g o .’ ‘A m a zin g  to find w hat yo u  are capable  o f .’ ‘A sk  a 
busy  person to do  so m eth in g  and th ey ’ll do  it.’ ‘A t tim es I h ave regretted it, yet  
if  you  g iv e  up you  h ave lo st m o re .’ ‘H ave had to g iv e  up a lo t to  fit Q U B  in .’ 
‘L oo k in g  forw ard to next year.’

W h ile  the w om en  had so m e  reservations about their d ec is io n  to study, they  
reco g n ised  that the advantages o u tw eig h ed  the d isad vantages and w ere keen  to  

continue.
E ach w om an  had un dergon e the p ro cess o f  p ersp ectiv e  transform ation  

(M ez iro w , 1983), a lthough each  ind ividual w as in flu en ced  in a d ifferen t w ay. 

B y  the end o f  the year, the w o m en  w ere lo o k in g  at their o w n  w orlds in new  and  
different w ays. T hey  had found a ren ew ed  se lf-co n fid en ce , new  friends, interests  
and to p ics o f  con versa tion , they w ere th ink ing about their futures, had a new  
sen se  o f  ind ep en d en ce  and su d d en ly  found they w ere released  from  thinking  
prim arily about d o m estic  du ties and ch ild  care.

CONCLUSIONS

T his sm all group o f  w om en  d ecid ed  to g o  to un iversity  b ecau se  o f  a ch an ge  
in c ircu m stan ces. G riffiths (1 9 8 8 )  sh o w s that w o m en  return to education , not 

necessarily  h igher education , for ‘process rea so n s’ and ‘instrum ental rea so n s’ . 
T he form er refer to ch a n ges in c ircu m stan ces, w h ile  the latter se e  education  as 
a m eans to an end. C learly th ese  w o m en  d ecid ed  to do  d egrees for process  
reasons, although  instrum ental reasons, such as the e co n o m ic  n ecessity  to find  

fu lfillin g  w ork, w ere im portant, particularly for the s in g le  parents.
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T h e w o m e n  se lec ted  Q U B  for  var iou s rea so n s after w e ig h in g  up the  
co m p etin g  loca l u n iversities. B efo re  co m in g  to Q U B , they had exp erien ced  
varying am ounts o f  form al and non-form al adult education . T hey  w ere not fu lly  
aw are o f  the range o f  sou rces o f  educational in form ation availab le , although  
w ork  by B utler  (nd ) in d ica tes that a c c e ss  to  in fo rm a tio n , g u id a n ce , and  
c o u n se llin g  is vital for adults. M ost o f  the group had a sp ec if ic  d egree  in m ind  
w h en  they co m m en ced  their stu d ies . O verall, they en jo y ed  their cou rses, 
although they w ere critical o f  so m e  asp ects o f  content, m eth ods, and a ssessm en t. 
T hey g ot on w e ll w ith ‘sch o o l lea v ers’ but preferred to m ix  w ith  other m ature  
students. T h ey  did not ex p ect the un iversity  to m ake sp ecia l p rov ision  for them . 
F am ily  and d o m estic  co m m itm en ts im posed  so m e  constraints on  the w om en  
such  as the need to m ake ch ild -care arrangem ents, the need to study at hom e, 
and an inab ility  to  participate in the w ider asp ects o f  un iversity  life . R eflec tin g  
on  their first year at un iversity , the w om en  appear to h ave  un dergone a process  
o f  persp ective  transform ation.

C learly  it is not p o ssib le  to  m ake broad co n c lu sio n s  on the basis o f  a sm all 
sam p le. N ev erth e less , there is great sim ilarity betw een  the fin d in gs o f  this project 
and other research carried out in Northern Ireland (G riffith s, 1988; M organ et al 
1980). T here is an o b v io u s need for m ore research to in v estiga te  the needs o f  

m ature students, e sp ec ia lly  as their num bers are lik e ly  to increase in resp on se  to  
dem and s to broaden a ccess  and cater for l ife -lo n g  education . S ta ff  dev e lo p m en t  
se ss io n s  d ea lin g  w ith  the characteristics and needs o f  such  students w ou ld  a lso  
seem  appropriate.
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