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Mature age students in transition: Factors contributing to their success in first year

Elizabeth Tindle and Debbie Lincoln

Counselling Services, Gardens Point, QUT.

Every February new mature age students attend an orientation to university for non-school leavers workshop at the main campus of the university. The results of an end of second semester follow up questionnaire sent to students who attended the 1999 orientation, were collated and the main factors contributing to and detracting from first year success are presented in this paper. The impact of the use of Information Technology on their success or otherwise is also discussed.

Introduction

In December preceding each academic year, Queensland University of Technology, advertises in the local press and invites members of the public who may not meet the usual university entry requirements to attend a Mature Age Study Expo. held at the city campus. At that expo. participants obtain information about alternative pathways to university. Some people learn that they may gain 'alternative' entry on personal competencies developed from life and work experience; others may gain entry through external Senior studies, previous tertiary studies, bridging courses and other preparatory programmes. At this expo. the first author presents a lecture on helping participants decide whether university study is for them and if so, strategies for coping successfully with returning to study 

An increasing number of students are entering university as non- school leavers, some having left school after Grade 10 study, many years previously. The usual ratio in QUT is 45% of students coming straight from Grade 12 and 55% from other sources such as TAFE or the work force. Marino (1997) has identified a similar trend in USA where she states that 43% of university students are over the age of 24 years. The equivalent QUT figure for 1999 for the same age cohort was over 46%. Many universities have realised that new and sometimes different approaches are needed to help these students succeed in a tertiary environment..

Age cohorts of mature age students

In 1999 46.4 % of all enrolled QUT students were aged 25 or older and could be classed as mature age students. Of the 29,304 students enrolled in QUT at the March 1999 census date, 21.5% were age 30 years and over, 10.8% were age 40 years and over and 2.2% were age 50 years and over. There were 36 students who were 60 years of age or over. The total gender balance in the university was 54.6% female and 45.4% male. Amongst the 25 year olds and older 53.7% were female and 46.3% male.

In addition, approximately 12.7 % of over 25 year old students at QUT come from socio- economically disadvantaged backgrounds (Vivekananda, 1997). However, in Shores and Vivekananda's (1997) study at the University of Western Sydney, they found that mature age students and female students adjusted significantly better to university than other groups. Similar findings were reported by McInnis and James (1995) in their studies at seven universities in Victoria. They found that mature age students generally reported more positive attitudes and experiences in their first year at university than school leavers and that students who had neither parent having been to university, showed a stronger sense of purpose and application.

Demands on mature age students can be greater than for younger students. Often they have homes, partners, children and work commitments to consider and have to balance their time and personal resources effectively if they are to continue to study successfully. 

This paper will examine one intake of non-school leavers who responded to a questionnaire about their first year experience at the end of their transitional academic year in 1999.

Theories of transition to university

Upon entering university, all students face a major social, academic and, increasingly, a technological adjustment to the new institution. The importance of this adjustment in the first year of study is well documented as being crucial to the success and retention of students. A theoretical framework of transition to university was developed by the first author (Tindle, 1996), based on the work of Tinto (1987) and Viney (1980). The basic premise of this framework suggested that the transition to university followed a "separation" from the known, familiar culture and preceded the "incorporation " into the new university culture or community. The 'no man's land' inbetween is the transition phase which may bring insecurity, anxiety, uncertainty and distress. Students have a major academic, technological  and social adjustment to make if they are to achieve academic success. Strategies used to assist students in the first months at  university for  handling  the transition are vitally important in reducing student attrition. The non-school leavers and mature students orientation workshop offered in late February each year, is one such strategy.

Orientation workshop for non-school leavers.

In February 1999, 114 non-school leavers attended an orientation workshop in the week prior to the first semester of lectures. The aim of the workshop was to give participants the opportunity to  address specific concerns they had about starting university and to gain strategies for adjusting to tertiary study and achieving academic success. The workshop also provided an opportunity for students to begin forming support networks with those in their course who would be facing a similar experience as themselves. The workshop was facilitated by the first author and eight mature age students from the previous year's orientation workshop for non-school leavers.

Follow-up survey

A one page questionnaires and letter were sent to the orientation workshop attendees immediately after second semester examination results were published in November. In the questionnaire students were asked to give three examples of what had helped them to achieve success  in their course and to comment on problems they had experienced. They were also asked to comment on the impact information technology had had on them, if any. This question was included because distance learning and flexible delivery of course material is becoming the norm in universities and because in previous years some students had withdrawn from their course because of not being able to handle the demands of computer technology (personal communications). One student reported (personal communication, May, 1997) that she had withdrawn from university because she was unable to do her first assignment which was to send an email to her lecturer.

Thirty seven students responded to the questionnaire. Ten questionnaires were returned unopened as the students had moved to unknown addresses and one student rang to say she had withdrawn early in the year. Seventy-six percent (76%) of the replies were from females and twenty-four percent (24%) from males. The ages of the questionnaire respondents in the survey in question were 21.6% aged 20-29, 40% were aged 30-39 years, 30% were aged between 40-49 years and 8% were over 50 years. 

Results

The academic results from the self selected respondents to the questionnaire were outstanding and included sixty two (62) high distinctions, seventy seven (77) distinctions, fifty seven (57) credits and thirty (30) passes giving an overall grade point average of 5.76 on a scale of 1-7 with 7 representing a high distinction. Sixteen of the respondents agreed to give their own time to help in the facilitation of the 2000 workshop for the next cohort of mature age students.

The responses of the respondents to the question asking them to list three things that had contributed to their success in their first year of study were collated. There were six main categories that emerged as being important in contributing to their success. 

What students found most useful in helping them succeed.

1.  Social support in University

Approximately 57% of the respondents listed some sort of support from fellow students, especially mature age students, as contributing to their academic success.

2.  Preparation

Approximately 49% of the respondents spoke of having done some preparation before starting their university course and of how important this had been for their success. A number mentioned their attendance at the orientation workshop and other courses presented by specialised staff of university.

3. Family support

Approximately 24% of the respondents identified the importance of their family's support in helping them study successfully. In particular, the partner of the student was singled out as being the person whose support is of prime importance in their success. 

4. Information technology

Approximately 13% of the respondents mentioned being on-line as contributing to their success. However after reading the responses to the question on the impact of the internet on them, it was evident that having access to a computer at home made their life very much easier and saved a lot of time in journeys to the university campus. 

5. Lecturers and tutors

Approximately 19% of the respondents commented on the importance of the lecturers and tutors in contributing to their success. This included accessibility for consultation as well as the provision of good lecture notes electronically.

6. Personal attributes

Many students referred to their own determination and perseverance in the face of obstacles, as contributing to their success. Being highly motivated, well organised and identifying clear goals were also factors that were identified as important.

The responses of the respondents to the question asking them to list the three things that were detrimental to their success in their first year of study were collated. The categories were much more diverse. Fifteen categories emerged from the responses of this group of successful first year students.

Problems that students listed as the most significant were;

1. Coping with the quantity of work and reading.

2. Handling commitment to employment as well as study.

3. Learning correct assignment writing.

4. Problems with library materials

5. Shortage of money

6. Balancing the family and study.

7. Some lecturers

8. Obtaining mediocre results

9. Information Technology

10. Motivation to study

11. Tiredness (Sleep deprivation)

12. Shortage of time

13. University culture

14. Other students

15. Travel

Many of the problems listed related to the difficulty of balancing the multiplicity of demands being made on the mature age students once they started their study.

Students who already have a busy life managing the needs of children, homes, partners and work have to develop the skill to organise their lives around a very busy schedule. Sometimes there is not much space or time to manoeuvre and should there be anything untoward, unplanned or too demanding, their lives can go out of kilter. Illness, accidents, large expenditure, legal issues and relationship breakdowns can upset the 'best laid plans of mice and men'.

The impact of Information Technology

All respondents commented on the impact (if any) that access to the internet had had on their lives. The majority of these successful students spoke very positively about its value in enabling them to access course information and to research for their assignments. Few  respondents spoke negatively about it, one commenting that it brought frustration and confusion and another that it took a long time to access QUT information and that they found it difficult to get on to the net. One student had not had enough time to explore the internet and another believed that many, many hours are wasted in learning the skills. Overall the on- line teaching and learning was perceived as beneficial.

The many positive responses made by the respondents in this survey, strongly suggest that information technology is a very valuable tool in the hands of mature age students and makes a positive contribution to their success at university. Mature students are often so busy handling families and households that they are probably the group who are least likely to "waste" the long hours that many younger students spend playing computer games, "chatting" and generally surfing the net.  Research is needed to compare the use of the internet by different  groups of university students.

Conclusion

This paper has reported the findings of an end of year survey of mature age students who attended the workshop for non-school leavers held during orientation week in 1999.

The students who responded to the questionnaire, were found to be very successful in their first year studies with an overall average GPA of 5.76. Caution is need in the reporting of this figure as only successful students replied to the survey. It was also observed that 76% of the respondents were female. It would be useful for the authors to return to the data and discover the performance of the non-responders who attended this workshop.

None the less, the authors believe that some very useful information about what contributes to the success of current mature age students in the first year of university study, was obtained. Further research is needed into the experience of mature age students in their first year of tertiary study.
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