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SYNOPSIS

The views of students towards their teacher training course were investigated by
questionnaire survey and semi-structured interview. Older students, particularly those
aged 31–35 at the start of their course, were more likely to comment on the pressures
of family commitments, and tended to be more critical of the style of teaching and the
responsiveness of the course to their needs. Although many of the factors emerging
IURPWKHLQYHVWLJDWLRQKDYHSUHYLRXVO\EHHQLGHQWLÀHGLQWKHOLWHUDWXUHWKLVVWXG\
suggests that students in the 31–35 age group exhibit a ‘peak effect’ of vulnerability
to such factors. In addition, the distinctive nature of a teacher education course may
FRQWULEXWHWRWKHSUHVVXUHV7KHUHDUHLPSOLFDWLRQVLQWHUPVRIÁH[LELOLW\LQFRXUVH
management, and differentiation of course experiences.
INTRODUCTION

In common with most sectors of higher education, institutes for teacher education
have been recruiting an increasing number of mature, non-traditional students. Since
these individuals are likely to have a different background of experiences, knowledge
DQGDWWLWXGHVIURPWKHLU\RXQJHUFRXQWHUSDUWVWKHUHLVFOHDUO\DQHHGWRÀQGRXWPRUH
about their perceptions of the experiences which they are offered.
The literature on mature students tends to present the student population as
comprising two groups: traditional, (i.e. younger) students and non-traditional,
mature or adult students. Although the area of ‘mature entrants’ is now attracting an
LQFUHDVLQJDPRXQWRIUHVHDUFKWKHUHDUHGLIÀFXOWLHVLQJDLQLQJDFOHDUSLFWXUHRIWKH
scene. As Gallagher and Wallis (1993) explain, ‘the limited extent of this research,
combined with the different questions explored by different methods, leave a
VXEVWDQWLDOQXPEHURILVVXHVRQZKLFKLWLVGLIÀFXOWWRPDNHGHÀQLWLYHVWDWHPHQWV·
,QGHHGRQHRIWKHFHQWUDOGLIÀFXOWLHVLVWKDWGLIIHUHQWUHVHDUFKHUVKDYHHPSOR\HG
GLIIHUHQW RSHUDWLRQDO GHÀQLWLRQV 7KXV LQ D W\SLFDO VHOHFWLRQ RI VWXGLHV PDWXUH
VWXGHQWVKDYHEHHQYDULRXVO\GHÀQHGDVEHLQJRYHURYHURURYHU\HDUVDW
WKHWLPHRIFRPPHQFHPHQWRIWKHLUFRXUVH$OWHUQDWLYHO\WKH\KDYHEHHQGHÀQHG
as students who have been away from continuous education for a given period of
time; Horrobin et al. (1986), for example, apply the criterion of more than one
year. Other writers have focused not on age, but on the fact that these students have
HQWHUHG+(ZLWKRXWWKHVWDQGDUGHQWU\TXDOLÀFDWLRQV*DOODJKHUDQG:DOOLV  
in their review of recent research refer to ‘non-traditional entrants’, that is, those
ZKRHQWHURQWKHEDVLVRITXDOLÀFDWLRQVRWKHUWKDQWKHPLQLPXPSUHVFULEHG+LJKHUV
or A-levels. Others have referred to ‘late entrants’, ‘RTS (return to study) students’,
‘career change students’, ‘non-standard entry students’ and ‘new audiences’.
While acknowledging this lack of conceptual consistency, it is nevertheless
possible to identify some key elements. Quantitative research has focused on
WKH GLIIHUHQFHV EHWZHHQ PDWXUH VWXGHQWV YDULRXVO\ GHÀQHG  DQG WKHLU \RXQJHU
counterparts, comparing ‘output factors’ of completion rate and class of degree
DZDUGHG 'HVSLWH GLIIHUHQFHV LQ HPSKDVLV DQG VRPH FRQWUDGLFWRU\ ÀQGLQJV WKH
evidence paints a fairly positive picture of the older students. In broad terms, it
has been found that although mature students are somewhat less likely to complete
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their courses, (Woodley, 1984; Gallagher and Wallis, 1993), those who do graduate
obtain degrees that are at least as good as their younger colleagues (see also Walker
1975; Ashcroft and Peacock, 1993). Some subject-related differences have been
LGHQWLÀHGIRUH[DPSOHVWXGLHVE\:RROO\  2VERUQHDQG:RRGURZ  DQG
the review by Gallagher and Wallis (op. cit.) indicate that older students do better
than younger ones in arts and social science, but less well in science, engineering,
health and medicine.
The picture presented by quantitative research is complemented by the insights
provided by recent qualitative studies in which a variety of factors which seem to
KDYHDVLJQLÀFDQWHIIHFWXSRQWKHH[SHULHQFHVRIDGXOWVLQKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQKDYHEHHQ
explored. Many writers refer to the extra commitments for which adult students have
responsibility; for example, the logistics of running a family and managing family
ÀQDQFHVZKLOHVWXG\LQJIXOOWLPHKDYHEHHQLGHQWLÀHGDVIDFWRUVZKLFKFUHDWHH[WUD
SUHVVXUH *DUGQHUDQG3LFNHULQJ 'LIÀFXOWLHVZLWKQXUVHU\DQGFKLOG
care arrangements, problems with access to library facilities and feelings of isolation
KDYHDOVREHHQLGHQWLÀHG HJ0DF'RQDOG 1RWVXUSULVLQJO\PDWXUHVWXGHQWV
often feel tensions between course and family commitments (Ashcroft and Peacock
1993). In addition, mature female students may experience particular problems when
family members do not accept the personal growth that takes place as a result of
WKHLUVWXG\LQJ %ODLU0F3DNHDQG0XQQ 'HVSLWHWKHVHSDUWLFXODUGLIÀFXOWLHV
and competing demands, the high level of commitment of mature students is often
cited as a contributory factor to the good performance of these students (Powell,
1992; Bullough and Knowles, 1990).
Additionally, some older students come to higher education with a ‘powerful
personal history’ of anxiety about a low school performance (Gardner and Pickering,
1991); mature students often feel they have not entered university by the normal way,
but have come in through ‘the back door’, and consequently feel the need to prove
themselves by doing as well as possible (Ashcroft and Peacock, 1993). Many mature
students have entered higher education via the Scottish Wider Access Programme
(SWAP) which guarantees students entry to certain HE courses upon successful
FRPSOHWLRQRIDVSHFLÀFSURJUDPPHRIVWXG\DW)(FROOHJH$QXPEHURIDXWKRUV
have investigated the progress of these ‘Access students’ in higher education, (see
for example, Yates and Davies, 1987; O’Dea and McPhee, 1994; Johnstone, Cope
and Osborne, 1992; Munn, Johnstone and Robinson, 1994.). Although concerns
have been raised about matching the teaching approach and assessment practices
across FE and HE, overall these investigations tend to paint a very positive picture
of the attitudes and attainments of these students as they progress through their
degree courses.
,WVHHPVWKDWWKHÀUVW\HDURIKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQLVSDUWLFXODUO\FUXFLDOIRUPDWXUH
students, and several writers have pointed to the importance of providing extra help
and positive feedback for them at that time, (e.g. Munn, MacDonald and Lowden,
1992; Bridgwood, 1992). However, factors which are regarded as fairly normal
features of academic life can present particular problems for mature students, for
example uncertainty about the standards expected of them, insecurity made worse
by the delay in receiving feedback on academic progress, lectures timetabled in
the latter part of the day, and feelings of isolation. In addition, mature students
have expressed concern that they speak too much in seminars, and therefore make
themselves unpopular with younger students (Field, 1989).
Mature students often feel that the organisational arrangements and the
institutional climate at university are designed to meet the needs of a young, largely
campus-based student population. Clearly, younger students have anxieties too, but
as Gardner and Pickering (1992) point out, they at least feel that the university is
geared to their needs and interests—and they are in the majority. Some institutions
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have attempted to be more responsive, for example MacDonald (1993) reports on
recent innovations to help mature entrants at three West of Scotland institutions,
and Bridgwood (1992) discusses the development of a successful mentor system.
Not surprisingly perhaps, there is evidence that the role of the tutor is central to the
experiences of mature students (Munn, MacDonald and Lowden 1992; Gardner
and Pickering 1991).
$VDÀQDOSRLQWLWVKRXOGEHQRWHGWKDWDOWKRXJKVRPHRIWKHODUJHVFDOHVWXGLHV
(for example Walker, 1974, and Woodley, 1984) have analysed student performance
by age groups, most researchers have adopted a simple two-fold categorisation of
students as young or mature. While this may have proved useful in providing a basic
framework for the investigation of differences, and in so doing helped to highlight
important issues, it would seem unlikely that mature students can be categorised
as a single, homogeneous group. One of the aims of this study therefore was to
LQYHVWLJDWHIXUWKHUWKHSRVVLEOHH[LVWHQFHRILGHQWLÀDEOHVXEJURXSVZLWKLQWKHFRKRUW
of mature students and to examine their particular characteristics. It is this aspect of
WKHÀQGLQJVZKLFKLVUHSRUWHGRQEHORZ
THE INVESTIGATION

This study sought to explore the views of students towards their pre-service teacher
education course, and look for evidence of sub-groups within the student body who
were distinctive in their characteristics. The subjects were undergraduate students
on the BEd course of a Scottish Teacher Education Institute (TEI). Students were
FODVVLÀHGDVEHLQJ'LUHFW(QWUDQWV '(V LIWKH\VWDUWHGWKHFRXUVHVWUDLJKWIURP
full-time school education, and Non-Direct Entrants (NDEs) if they did not.
Biographical data supplied by the subjects allowed the responses of NDE students
to be analysed according to different criteria, including age at commencement of
their course.
The main body of data was gathered by an anonymous questionnaire survey.
7KH LWHPV ZHUH GHVLJQHG WR WDNH DFFRXQW RI WKH IROORZLQJ NH\ LVVXHV LGHQWLÀHG
from the literature, information from the authors’ own experiences of working with
a range of students over a period of many years, and concerns raised by the students
themselves. Data on the last of these had been obtained by circulating a short survey
to all students on the BEd course to which 101 students responded, expressing their
YLHZVRQWKHFRXUVHDQGLGHQWLI\LQJSHUFHLYHGGLIÀFXOWLHV7KLVDSSURDFKLQFUHDVHG
FRQÀGHQFHWKDWQRVLJQLÀFDQWIDFWRUVKDGEHHQRYHUORRNHGDQGKHOSHGWRHQVXUHWKH
FRQVWUXFWYDOLGLW\RIWKHÀQDOLQVWUXPHQW
The questionnaire items related to particular aspects of college life: for example,
teaching and learning (e.g. I prefer open learning approaches to lectures and tutorials);
motivation and self esteem (e.g. The course has had a positive effect on my self
esteem ); and personal factors (e.g. I often feel that I’m not doing the course justice
because of family commitments). Respondents had to state whether they agreed or
GLVDJUHHGZLWKHDFKVWDWHPHQWXVLQJDÀYHSRLQWVFDOHDQGWKHQRUPDOFRQYHQWLRQV
were followed in ensuring that the questionnaire included a balance of statements
with positive and with negative connotations. Questionnaires were distributed to
DOO1'(VWXGHQWVLQWKHVSULQJRIWRJHWKHUZLWKDVWUDWLÀHGUDQGRPVDPSOHRI
DEs. Overall 256 students responded, representing a return of 54%, fairly evenly
distributed over the four years of the course. Table 1 shows the numbers in each
age category:
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TABLE 1: the sample
DEs

86

NDEs
Total

17-20

21-25

170

41

29

NDEs by age categories
25-30 31-35 36-40 41-45
30

31

25

11

>45
3

In order to provide descriptive statistics, the raw data were tabulated and the
FDWHJRULHVDJUHHDJUHHVWURQJO\ZHUHFRQÁDWHGDVZHUHGLVDJUHHGLVDJUHHVWURQJO\
SHUFHQWDJHÀJXUHVZHUHWKHQFDOFXODWHGWRIDFLOLWDWHLQWHUJURXSFRPSDULVRQV7KH
initial comparison concerned patterns of response for DEs and NDEs. Subsequently
the data from the NDEs were analysed according to various criteria, including age
bands, as indicated above.
THE FINDINGS

In reviewing the data one particular trend became apparent. When the NDE responses
were analysed according to age categories, it was found that one group tended to
EHGLVWLQFWLYHLQWKHLUYLHZV0RUHVSHFLÀFDOO\WKH\WHQGHGWREHFRQVLVWHQWO\PRUH
negative in their attitudes to several issues.
For example, as Figure 1 shows, there was an increasing tendency with age for
the NDEs to respond to items associated with the pressures of family commitments.
These attitudes were almost certainly related to the increase in child-care worries
and other family pressures which older students experience (see, for example,
MacDonald, 1992; Gardner and Pickering, 1991). This trend showed a marked
peak at the age range 31–35, the group in which we found the highest proportion
of parents.

Item 4
Item 26
Item 29
Item 30

The pressures of the course affect my personal and social life
I often feel I’m not doing the course justice because of family commitments
I often feel tensions between my responsibility towards the family and the demands
of the course.
I sometimes feel guilty about doing the course.
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:KLOHWKLVÀQGLQJLQLWVHOIPHUHO\FRQÀUPVWKDWVWXGHQWVLQWHDFKHUHGXFDWLRQFRXUVHV
exhibit similar characteristics to those in other higher education courses, comparable
SDWWHUQVRIUHVSRQVHZHUHIRXQGLQUHODWLRQWRRWKHULWHPVZKLFKDWÀUVWVLJKWKDG
little to do with family commitments.
Figure 2 shows the patterns of response for these items. It should be noted that
for ease of interpretation, the graph shows the percentage of students who agreed
with items 15 and 36, but percentages who disagreed with the other six items.
Item 8
Item 9
Item 16
Item 15
Item 12
Item 13
Item 14
Item 36

The style of teaching and learning in college is pretty much as I expected
The college course builds upon my previous knowledge and experience
Feedback from assessment helps to motivate me
I feel I am demotivated by the way the course is run
College is aware of the needs of people like me
College is responsive to the needs of people like me
The course has had a positive effect on my self-esteem
There should be special classes for mature students

The items in which the ‘peak’ effect was most marked touch on a number of aspects of
course experiences, but in particular the style of the teaching, and the responsiveness
RIWKHFRXUVHWRWKHQHHGVRIWKHVWXGHQWV7KHVHÀQGLQJVUHÁHFWLVVXHVLGHQWLÀHG
in previous studies of mature students, but the peak effect for this particular age
cohort remains unexplained. We were concerned therefore to address the following
questions: what particular features of the experiences of such students might account
IRU WKHVH SHDN HIIHFWV"$QG DUH WKHUH DOVR VSHFLÀF DVSHFWV RI WHDFKHU HGXFDWLRQ
courses which might be contributing factors?
In order to explore further our interpretations of the questionnaire data we
interviewed a small number of students (N=10) in this age range using a structured
schedule in which the questions focused on the following issues. Firstly, the pressures
felt by the students (Do you ever feel under pressure from the course? Can you
describe what these pressures are? What changes might be made to counteract these
pressures? etc.). Secondly, the style of teaching and learning on the course and how
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this affected their achievements and motivation (Does the style of teaching and
learning in College respond to your needs as a learner? etc.). Thirdly, factors related
to self-esteem (Has doing the course had a positive effect on your self esteem? etc.).
We also solicited responses to the following question: ‘Our data so far has suggested
that people in your age group may experience more pressure than students in other age
groups. Have you any ideas on this?’ The additional information derived from these
interviews highlighted the complexities underlying the three factors involved.
Family Commitments
The data from the questionnaires had indicated that the age group contained the
highest proportion of students who were parents, and the interviews highlighted
VRPHGLIÀFXOWLHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKKHDY\IDPLO\FRPPLWPHQWV)RUH[DPSOHVHYHUDO
students commented on how an established family life was severely disrupted by
their entry to College:
:KHQ,ÀUVWWKRXJKWDERXWWKHFRXUVHDQGGLVFXVVHGLWZLWKP\ZLIHZHNQHZ
WKHÀQDQFLDOVLGHZRXOGEHGLIÀFXOWEXWLWZDVWKHHPRWLRQDODVSHFWVZKLFKZHUH
PRUHGLIÀFXOW,FRXOGQ·WJRRQWKH(QYLURQPHQWDO6WXGLHVWULSEHFDXVHLWFRVW
£5. It was too much at the end of term. It has been interesting to see how my
children have coped. My eight-year-old son ran crying after the bus when I
left on a Sunday. My youngest daughter, three years, doesn’t like me going
away on a Sunday, she clings to me when I am at home. (Student D)
While not all accounts were quite as fraught, it was clear that many students in this
age group had had to make complex arrangements to take account of their family
commitments. There were also particular aspects of the teacher education course
ZKLFKEURXJKWDGGLWLRQDOGLIÀFXOWLHVWKHPRVWFRPPRQO\LGHQWLÀHGEHLQJWKHVFKRRO
placements which occur at regular intervals throughout the course. Some students
believed that no special consideration was given to their other commitments when
WKHSODFHPHQWVZHUHDOORFDWHGDQGWKH\IRXQGLWGLIÀFXOWWRQHJRWLDWHFKDQJHV
I don’t think College takes into account the distance to school experience
when you are a single parent. One session in second year I was unhappy
about going out to Kintore because of the time it took to get there and back
to collect my child. (Student H)
I think the distance I travel on a daily basis shows my commitment. One
SODFHPHQWZDVGLIÀFXOW³LQ$EHUGHHQLQWKHWKLUG\HDU7KLVZDVHYHQWXDOO\
changed to Lhanbryde. I was really rankled about this. It did not help to be
told I should have been aware of this before I started the course. I have a
husband and four children. I saw the Vice Principal about the distance and
the placement. (Student C)
7KHSUREOHPVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWUDYHOOLQJIRUSODFHPHQWVZHUHLGHQWLÀHGE\DQXPEHU
of interviewees as constituting the biggest obstacle which they encountered, and the
thing they would most wish to see responded to more sympathetically.
Several students commented upon how relationships with their own children were
affected. Importantly, it would seem that the nature of their professional training,
(involving developing their understanding of the needs of all children, and spending
much time with other people’s children) served to further highlight what their own
family might be missing. The irony was not lost on one student:
<RXNQRZ,FDQ·WKHOSUHÁHFWLQJRQWKHIDFWWKDWZKHQ,·PLQWKHQXUVHU\,
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spend time with any child who wants it, read them a story, play with them or
whatever—but I don’t have time to do that with my own children. (Laughs)
I sometimes think the only way I’ll be able to spend time with him is to get
a placement at his school. (Student E)
Aspects of teaching and learning
The course did not build on my previous experience. The course is not
aware of the needs of mature students. Postgraduate students are treated in a
different way—like adults. Our needs are not addressed....it’s all to do with
being treated as an eighteen year old rather than as someone who has had
previous experience. (Student B)
The literature had already suggested that some mature students feel that undergraduate
courses are not geared to meeting the needs of older students, and the students in
this study expressed views along these lines; consequently, it was important to
investigate which particular needs they felt were not adequately responded to in
terms of teaching and learning.
Tutors have frequently commented on the fact that many students come into
teacher education with a model of a learner which involves receiving a set curriculum
from ‘experts’; this can be contrasted with the professed tutor perspective of the
student as an active learner who is encouraged, indeed required to have ‘ownership’
of their own learning. While one of the students indicated that she had indeed liked
‘sitting in a lecture hall taking notes’, a number of others indicated that the course,
despite the professed aspirations of the tutors, failed to offer them the degree of
responsibility they felt able to assume. It also failed to give enough recognition to
the less visible and unassessed activities of independent learning and striving to
learn for its own sake, which these students valued:
,QWHOOHFWXDOO\WKHFRXUVHGRHVQRWIXOÀOP\QHHGV1RWLPHLVJLYHQWRSHUVRQDO
study. I should have more responsibility for my learning. You learn and it
broadens your horizons and it helps you to look at teaching from a different
point of view. (Student J)
The non-assessed part of the course means a lot to me—to most mature
students. I’m not just conscientious where it is seen. You want to know that
you can do things—get personal satisfaction. It rankles that some students
don’t do the non-assessed part. (Student B)
These students had an appreciation of a range of ways in which teaching and learning
could be made more effective; one suggestion involved the tutor in role play as the
teacher, with the students as the class, but this had not been adopted. Their courses
had clearly given them the knowledge and the technical language to identify and
articulate some of the professional failings in the experiences they were offered:
We all know that certain people prefer different approaches. It’s differentiation
really. Is there enough differentiation? Maybe there should be more. We are
all taught the same way—they should try to appreciate that some prefer one
style to another. We are treated like somebody newly out of school early
on—that annoyed me. (Student D)
But diversity in presentation itself was not enough. Experiences offered had to be
more than varied and well intentioned; they had to be effective, otherwise the most
precious resource of this hard pressed group—that of time—was squandered:
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I don’t like workshops—I feel they’re not worthwhile, especially those
hypothetical workshops—they are just a waste of time. Wasting time is my
pet hate—we don’t have time to waste. (Student F)
Self-image and self-esteem
I really don’t know if people appreciate my commitment to the course. I don’t
know if they know who I am. (Student I)
There were many indications that students in this age category felt the characteristic
need to ‘prove themselves’ (e.g. Gardner and Pickering, 1991). This need, and the
uncertainty of what was expected of them in assignments, were well represented in
their interview responses. However, there were also indications that they had now
reached a time of life when their life experiences had given them a fairly robust self
image and set of skills which the course in various ways failed to acknowledge:
Maybe if it was just taken into account that we have held down jobs, sometimes
managerial jobs, and that we have our own children. (Student G)
And there were indications too that this particular group of students were driven
E\WZRIDFWRUVQRWSUHYLRXVO\LGHQWLÀHGLQWKHOLWHUDWXUH)LUVWO\WKHTXDOLÀFDWLRQ
they sought was not a general degree; they had undertaken a highly demanding,
specialised course over four years, with the express intention of entering one
particular profession:
My self-esteem sometimes plummets when I see how much I have to do.
The really heavy workload affects your self esteem in the short term—you
start to doubt yourself because you think you’ll not be able to do it all. But
I don’t let it affect me. I want to be a teacher—it’s at the top there—at the
pinnacle. I’ll do what I have to. (Student A)
Secondly, they were at the age when they saw this particular course as their last
FKDQFHRIJDLQLQJWKDWSDUWLFXODUSURIHVVLRQDOTXDOLÀFDWLRQ
If I didn’t expect so much from myself I could balance everything. Being
the age I am, if I don’t make it, I won’t get another chance. I don’t want to
blow it. (Student G)
<RXQJHUVWXGHQWVVHHPWREHPRUHFRQÀGHQW,GRQ·WNQRZZK\WKLVLV³GR
they have less to lose? They will have another opportunity. This is my
last chance—a lot of the older ones feel the same. How badly you want
something—makes you worry more. (Student D)
For some approaching the end of their course, there was the dispiriting perception
that despite their struggles the goal was not coming clearly within their reach.
I am worried about an assignment, my husband is worried about his job—there
LV VR PXFK WHQVLRQ , ZRUNHG SDUWWLPH IRU WKH ÀUVW WZR \HDUV³IRXUWHHQ
hours—all day Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday from 5.30. …I have a sense
RIORVVRIJULHIDWWKHHQGRIWKHFRXUVH$OORIWKLVZRUNIRUIRXURUÀYH
years—including the access course, and there is nothing at the end of it—no
job prospects. I feel angry. (Student B)
A DANGEROUS AGE?

,QIRUPDWLRQIURPRXULQLWLDORSHQVXUYH\DQGWKHWUHQGLQWKHGDWDVKRZQLQÀJXUHV
DQGDERYHFRQÀUPWKDWWKHIDFWRUVZKLFKDUHDVVRFLDWHGZLWKQHJDWLYHSHUFHSWLRQVDQG
responses to the questionnaire items are present in all the non-direct entry age cohorts;
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they are not experienced exclusively by those in the 31–35 years age group. Other
VWXGLHVKDGDOUHDG\LGHQWLÀHGPDQ\RIWKHIDFWRUVHPHUJLQJIURPRXULQWHUYLHZV
the family commitments, the perceptions that the institution and the courses fail
to take into account the characteristics and needs of older students, the effects of
low self esteem, and the pressures which older students impose upon themselves.
However, our study suggests that students in the 31–35 age group exhibit a ‘peak
effect’ of vulnerability to many or all of these factors. This vulnerability may well be
exacerbated by some of the particular characteristics and requirements of a teacher
education course, and the fact that they have committed themselves to undertaking
a demanding vocational degree with no guarantee of employment at the end. For
many of this age group of undergraduates, it is their last chance to gain the degree
which allows entry to the profession they have chosen, and it is proving to be a
stressful gamble.
Although a few of the students expressed the view that they ‘shouldn’t be treated
any differently—it is a degree course after all’, suggestions were made by a number
of interviewees which would help to mitigate the pressures felt by older students.
For example, improvements in communications with students, such as timetables
being issued in good time, would avoid the wasting of time and allow students to be
ZHOOHQRXJKSUHSDUHGDQGRUJDQLVHGWRÀWLQZLWKWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVRIWKHFRXUVH,Q
DGGLWLRQJUHDWHUÁH[LELOLW\LQFRXUVHPDQDJHPHQWZRXOGEHDSSUHFLDWHGLQFOXGLQJ
some degree of negotiation on the location of placements.
7KHQHHGIRUIHHGEDFNKDVEHHQLGHQWLÀHGDVDQLPSRUWDQWIDFWRULQDVVLVWLQJ
students to work effectively; however, a number of students in this age band indicated
that their need for feedback went beyond the merely academic:
I don’t think the College or course appreciate the amount of time I put in.
The grades I am getting show my commitment, but the College probably
thinks I’m getting them easily. They don’t know what I’m putting in to get
these grades. (Student G)
This single mother felt that the comments on her assignments meant more than
the grades, and that while no special allowances were sought, some empathy or
occasional acknowledgement of the physical and emotional effort expended would
KDYH JLYHQ D VLJQLÀFDQW ERRVW WR KHU IHHOLQJV DQG VHQVH RI DFKLHYHPHQW 7XWRUV
might therefore be encouraged to respond to students in this age band in more than
just a narrow academic way, acknowledging the efforts involved in securing their
academic achievements.
It might also be instructive to track some students throughout the academic
VHVVLRQWRLGHQWLI\VLJQLÀFDQWHYHQWVZKLFKDSSHDUWRDIIHFWVHOIHVWHHP7KLVFRXOGEH
particularly important, since Abouserie (1994) in her study of second year university
students found low self esteem to be associated with higher levels of stress.
IMPLICATIONS

,WLVFOHDUO\QRWSRVVLEOHWRFODLPWKDWWKHVHÀQGLQJVDUHW\SLFDORIVWXGHQWVLQWKLVDJH
band in other teacher education institutes; they may simply be characteristic of the
VWXGHQWVDPSOHFRQFHUQHG+RZHYHUWKHIDFWRUVLGHQWLÀHGDUHRIDJHQHUDOQDWXUHDQG
likely to be present in similar populations wherever they undertake their courses. For
example, given the national uncertainties and turbulence in teacher education and in
the teaching profession at present, it would be surprising if the anxiety levels of this
particular age group concerning their prospects of employment were not universal.
Whether it is the case that these students are more negative because of home and
family pressures, or whether there is a more complex interplay of different factors
DWZRUNWKHÀQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\FRQVWLWXWHDVWHSIRUZDUG)RUDOWKRXJKVRPH
RIWKHTXDQWLWDWLYHVWXGLHVUHIHUUHGWRHDUOLHUKDYHLGHQWLÀHGDJHUHODWHGGLIIHUHQFHV
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in performance, (for example, Woodley, 1984) this study points to age related
differences in attitude. In essence, it suggests that there may be real differences
EHWZHHQJURXSVRIVWXGHQWVZKRDUHFXUUHQWO\FODVVLÀHGXQGHUWKHXPEUHOODWHUP
¶DGXOWOHDUQHUV·RU GHSHQGLQJXSRQWKHGHÀQLWLRQHPSOR\HG ¶PDWXUHVWXGHQWV·RU
¶QRQWUDGLWLRQDOHQWUDQWV·0RUHVSHFLÀFDOO\LWZRXOGVXJJHVWWKDWWKHUHDUHFOHDU
differences in attitudes held by students in the 31–35 group and those younger NDEs,
for example aged between 21 and 25.
Certainly, gathering of further data, including that from other institutions,
VKRXOGKHOSWRFODULI\WKHSLFWXUHEXWDOUHDG\RXUÀQGLQJVZRXOGVXJJHVWWKDWWKH
FRQYHQWLRQDO WZRIROG FODVVLÀFDWLRQ RI WKH VWXGHQW ERG\ PD\ KDYH RXWOLYHG LWV
usefulness. The term ‘mature student’ may be a convenient administrative label, but
perhaps it is time to consider a more meaningful way of categorising students, and
focusing initially on the needs and perceptions of different age groups may provide
a useful starting point.
,WPD\EHKHOSIXOWRFRQVLGHUWKHÀQGLQJVSUHVHQWHGKHUHLQWKHOLJKWRIZRUN
carried out by Powell (1992) in which he drew attention to the way in which nontraditional students’ previous experiences and existing knowledge differed from that
RIWUDGLWLRQDOVWXGHQWVDQGKRZWKHVHIDFWRUVLQÁXHQFHGWKHLUSHGDJRJLFDOFRQVWUXFWV
It would not be surprising to learn that the differences between groups of students in
the current study, (particularly in relation to views on teaching and learning) are also
related to such factors. If so, there are important implications for institutions, for if
different students approach the teacher training curriculum in different ways, course
experiences should be differentiated to take account of this. Such differentiation
may have to go beyond the organisational aspects (for example, taking into account
the extra commitments of such students when deciding on timetables, placements,
etc.) to considering also issues of prior experiences, conceptual understanding
and preferred learning style. The recent moves towards modularisation (including
the scope offered for APL, APEL and individual pathways) may provide some
opportunities here. The recent and rapid developments in information technology
may also point towards taking the wide differences in knowledge and skills of the
students into greater account when planning courses. Clearly, for a variety of reasons,
WKHGLIIHUHQWFRPSRQHQWVRIWKHFRXUVHVPD\QHHGWREHFRQVLGHUDEO\PRUHÁH[LEO\
offered and delivered than at present. In addition, there may be pointers here for
those concerned with guidance and counselling.
Finally, whatever the causal factors, it seems that many of the students in the
31–35 group appear to be at risk; at the very least, they appear to have special
needs which we are only just beginning to acknowledge and understand. This is an
important issue, since these individuals constitute a pool of talent with additional
skills and life experiences to bring to primary teaching. Indeed, in many ways they
DUHH[DFWO\WKHW\SHRIVWXGHQWVWRZDUGVZKRPUHFHQWFKDQJHVLQRIÀFLDOSROLF\RQ
recruitment have been directed. In this article we have presented an account of only
WKHVWXGHQWV·QHJDWLYHSHUFHSWLRQVDQGGLIÀFXOWLHVWKLVIDLOVWRJLYHSURPLQHQFHWR
one of the key factors emerging from their interviews—their focused motivation
and determination to undertake, with some degree of distinction in their work, a
vocational degree which will allow them entry to a particular profession.
In the current climate, with continuing reductions in time available for both
formal and informal contact between students and tutors, it is not easy to become
aware of the needs and perceptions of all our learners—a dangerous age in more
ways than one perhaps. The more we know about our student body, the better we
can help individuals to become enthusiastic, competent professionals.
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