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Preface

This book is written for educators and educational policy makers, students,
prospective students, their families and their friends. It is the result of the
combination of two separate pieces of research by the authors, conducted
with a total of 37 students, each of whom was interviewed during 2006 about
their experiences of being at university. From these 37 individual stories,
seven have been chosen for this book as illustrations of the experiences of
mature-age female students in higher education.

As readers will discover, each of these women has a unique story to tell, yet
despite the differences in their situations, common themes emerge. The
challenges and triumphs that are part of the lives of so many mature-age
women in higher education are represented within the stories of these seven.

Above all, what emerges from these stories is a message about the
transformative powers of education and the inherent value in facilitating,
encouraging and supporting mature-age women to participate in education,
discover their academic potential and achieve their goals.
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Enabling Programs:
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HSC
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Introduction: Going behind the scenes
This book tells the stories of seven women who decided to undertake higher education
studies when they were all well into their 30s and 40s. All of them are embarking upon a
‘second-chance’ journey, a term often used in the literature in relation to mature learners
(Cantwell, Archer, & Bourke, 2001; Giles, 1990; Rinne & Kivinen, 1996). Either they had
never before contemplated university as an option, or having previously considered it when
they were younger the time had not been right for them to continue down that path. It would
even be true to say that, for these students, this is in fact more of a ‘first-chance’ journey, as
never before in their lives had they the opportunity, let alone the means, to go to university.
None of these seven women have a parent who has been to university. Whether they had
done well at school or not, most had received little encouragement to view themselves as
capable of university studies or to consider a university education as important. Expectations
of their parents and friends have not generally included the possibility that they would or
could seek a university education. This book reveals how they made the decision to go, what
made it possible for them to do so at this stage in their lives, what is helping and hindering
their studies and how their lives are changing as a result.
The stories of the seven women are derived from two separate yet complementary
qualitative research projects, examining the experiences of women and men returning to
study as mature-age students (Stone, 2008; O’Shea 2007). All seven women featured in this
book, when interviewed, were enrolled in undergraduate degree programs at a large regional
university in Australia. All but one of them had entered university through an access course,
known as an enabling program, run by that same university to encourage mature-age entry.
The research behind these stories used a narrative method to interview mature-age
students, to analyse the data from the interviews and then to describe the student journeys,
based upon each student’s individual narrative about their experiences.

Using Narrative Inquiry
When individuals relate a story about some aspect of their lives, the events they describe
are situated within and connected to other areas of their lives. Coffey and Atkinson (1996)

8

make reference to 'chronicles of life'. Such chronicles are stories told by individuals, which
describe and define how they managed to be where they are today. Certainly in the
‘chronicles’ of the women that follow, the reader is given an insight into the processes
around their decision to attend university and their experiences as university students so far.
Their decisions and experiences are intertwined with other developments in their lives.
One of the best ways to understand the actions of individuals is to be allowed to hear their
personal stories as they themselves choose to narrate them. In the context of the research
projects mentioned above, each of the women featured in this book was encouraged to
describe her experience of coming to university and being at university. The rich accounts
presented in the following chapters are based upon the ways in which each woman
translated and interpreted this educational experience.
Pascall and Cox (1993) regard this type of small scale, detailed research as offering a way
to explore and disclose individuals’ processes of ‘becoming’ (Abrams, 1982). When events
and experiences are presented in a narrative form, the reader tends to experience a sense
of empathy with the narrator. In providing a structure in which to understand events, the
narrator may refer to shared understandings, imagery and metaphors, all of which help the
reader identify with the narrator. It is the narrator who decides what can and cannot be told;
what is culturally acceptable and what is culturally taboo. The narrator is permitted to define
and highlight the significance of certain life actions, ultimately negotiating ‘human reality into
wholes’, serving to highlight ‘human values’ and ‘bestow [ing] meaning on life’ (Polkinghorne,
1988, p159).
The research behind the stories in this book focuses on ‘first person accounts of experience’
(Riesmann, 1993, p17). Locating the ‘stories’ in these accounts enables the data to be
considered and analysed creatively. The saturation of stories in everyday life means that this
is a very familiar form of communication, utilised every day by all of us. However, narrative
stories are not static forms. The story that someone tells today may differ from other
versions, depending upon the ways in which events have unfolded, or even how the person
is feeling at the time of telling the story. Most of us tend not to regard such narratives
necessarily as ‘truthful’ accounts (whatever truthful means) but we tend to regard them as
reflections of values, meanings and experiences. Narrative accounts also have the potential
to reveal experience in a collective sense, in that the narratives of a number of individuals
may reflect on common life stages and turning points. In this sense, they are culturally
located. In using a narrative inquiry method, it is ultimately the researchers who decide how
to analyse and frame the stories that they have elicited from individuals. As the authors of
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this book, we have chosen to write the following seven chapters entirely in the words of the
women interviewed, in order to enable the reader to hear the women’s voices as they
convey the rich detail of their lived experience as university students.
Through a semi-structured interview approach, the women were encouraged to reflect upon
university in general, why they decided to attend at this point in their lives, their experience
of being at university so far and how it had impacted upon them. One of the strengths of
semi-structured interviewing is that it is the interviewee, rather than the interviewer, who
ultimately determines the direction of the conversation. The interviewer adopts a less
directive role, allowing subjects to tell their stories rather than simply respond to questions.
While interviewers may have prepared some questions beforehand, they are willing to
abandon these and instead allow the narrator to speak in depth about the issues that are
most important to them at the time. This type of interview situation provides space for
individuals to engage in lengthy monologues, which avoid the normal turn-taking
conversational practices. Such an opportunity may encourage exploration of areas that in
general conversation would remain un-mentioned.

Background research
Access and equity in higher education
An exploration of previous research indicates that, globally, there was a flurry of activity in
researching the mature-age experience through the late 1970s to mid-1990s, as widening of
access began to become a priority for higher education institutions worldwide. This global
movement to address inequality of access and participation in higher education gained pace
through the late 1990s up to the present time (Skilbeck, 2006a), with an increase in
international research focusing on students from socially and economically disadvantaged
backgrounds. Coinciding with this has been an interest in mature learners in general, with
research into adult education becoming more prevalent. Such literature provides valuable
insights into gender and identity issues for mature-age students, including the different ways
in which their lives can be transformed through education.

Some people...may look to education, to universities, to help them in a
struggle to rebuild and move beyond fragments of a life; a university may
represent a space to understand self and others somewhat better and to
revise a personal narrative as part of a process of rebuilding and constantly
reshaping a life.
(West, 1995, p150)
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Mature-age students make up a significant proportion of the higher education population.
Approximately 40% of the total domestic student population at all Australian universities is
aged over 25, 27% is aged over 30 and 12% over 40 (Centre for the Study of Higher
Education [CSHE], 2008). While most Australian universities define a mature-age student
as someone who enters university over the age of 21 and not immediately following full-time
secondary studies (Abbott-Chapman, Braithwaite, & Godfrey, 2004), most research with
mature-age students has occurred with the over 25 age-group. A considerable proportion of
mature-age students are entering university in their 30s, 40s and 50s, with even a small
proportion (0.5%) aged in their 60s (CSHE, 2008). In terms of increasing participation of
mature-age students, Australia is ahead of many other OECD countries, along with Finland,
New Zealand, Sweden and the UK, with over 10% of 30 to 39 year olds enrolled in formal
education, compared with the OECD country mean of 4.8: “the figures suggest that these
countries offer more chances for adults to return to education” (Schuller, 2006, p. 9).
Mature-age students in Australia are also more likely to enter university via an alternative
entry program, as many have come from backgrounds and situations which did not allow
them the opportunity to complete high school or to achieve the qualifications necessary for
university entrance (Cantwell, et al., 2001). Additionally, women are more likely than men to
enter university later in life. In the over 35 age-group of university students, women
outnumber men nationally by almost two to one (CSHE, 2004) and a greater number of
women than men enrol in mature-age alternative entry programs (Cullity, 2006, p. 182).
Prior to the 1980s women were significantly under-represented in higher education on a
worldwide level, including Australia. A 1975 report to the Australian Schools’ Commission on
“Girls, Schools and Society” (Bacchi, 1999) reported that, at every level, girls received less
education than boys and that the subject choices of girls and boys at school perpetuated sex
divisions in the labour market. The Australian government in 1990 formally identified women
as an equity group in the higher education sector, introducing equity measures and targets
to improve women’s representation in non-traditional fields of study and postgraduate
courses (Department of Education, Employment and Training [DEET], 1990). An analysis of
equity groups (CSHE, 2004) for the period 1991-2002 reported that women had made
progress in all areas of study, including at postgraduate levels.
Such equity measures aimed at women have been occurring against the backdrop of
ongoing equity measures to improve participation in higher education of students, both male
and female, of all ages, from lower socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds. There is
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considerable evidence that, once enrolled, students from low SES backgrounds do just as
well academically as do medium and high SES students across all age-groups (Archer,
Cantwell, & Bourke, 1999; Cantwell, et al., 2001; CSHE, 2008). However, the problem of
access remains, with low SES students remaining under-represented in university
populations worldwide (Clancy & Goastellec, 2007). “People from low SES backgrounds
participate below representative levels across most international higher education systems”
(CSHE, 2008, p. 5).
One of the earliest and boldest attempts in Australia to increase low SES participation
occurred in 1973, with the abolition of university tuition fees by the Whitlam Labor
government. This led to an acceleration of enrolment in higher education across all agegroups with the most noticeable increase in the 30 and over age-group. This measure also
had the effect of encouraging female participation, particularly amongst the mature-age
cohort. The trend for women to enter higher education continued throughout the 1980s and
by 1991, 55% of all new students were women, with the largest increase in female student
participation occurring in the 25 and over age ranges (DEET, 1993). Free university
education provided an opportunity for many women who, as lower income earners than men
and/or financially dependent upon a male breadwinner, had not previously been in a
financial position to undertake university studies.
The introduction of enabling programs as a particular type of alternative entry program for
university began as another equity measure targeting the low SES equity group: “They
emerged, as part of the move from the late 1970s onwards, to expand opportunities to wider
constituencies of learners” (West, 1995, p. 136). Enabling programs were designed as entry
courses to university, not in themselves higher education courses but ones that could lead to
higher education entry (Chadwick, 2007). This also had the effect of increasing both matureage and female participation, with a higher proportion of women than men enrolling in such
programs (Ramsey, Tranter, Sumner, & Barrett, 1996). It is within the mature-age cohort
entering university via alternative entry programs that the largest proportion of low SES
students is found (CSHE, 2008). A mature-age student entering university via such a
pathway is typically from the low SES group, did not complete high school and is the first in
the family to come to university (Abbott-Chapman, et al., 2004; Cullity, 2006; Kavanagh &
Stockdale, 2007).
Having succeeded in gaining entry to university, what then is the experience of such secondchance students? A search of the literature on the mature-age student experience over the
past 20 to 30 years reveals that much of it focuses exclusively on the female experience
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from a feminist theoretical perspective. This is perhaps not surprising in the context of the
increase in women’s participation in higher education in general, particularly in the matureage cohort, combined with the “second wave of feminist epistemology and methodology”
(Fonow & Cook, 1991, p. 1) that developed over this period. Much of this research has
utilised a postmodern feminist approach, which has developed from the interrelationship
between postmodernist and feminist theories. It is therefore worth devoting some time here
to an explanation of these theoretical perspectives and the way in which they interrelate.

Theoretical Frameworks
Postmodernism
Postmodernist theory argues that reality is socially constructed, that it is “as much
constructed in talking and writing as it is ‘out there’” (Rice & Ezzy, 2000, p. 22).
Postmodernism postulates that the meanings and understandings given to events and
situations are culturally and temporally situated and therefore constantly liable to change, as
a result of the political forces of oppression and power within the particular culture (Alvesson,
2002; Rice & Ezzy, 2000; Yeatman, 1994). The generation of knowledge is “an historically
specific and contingent activity” (Yeatman, 1994, p. 20). Concepts such as truth and reality
are represented and indeed determined by the particular political practices within a society.
These practices are in turn reinforced by the “dominant discourses” (Alvesson & Skoldberg,
2000, p. 152), or the prevalent stories or narratives within a particular culture and time, which
are themselves a representation of those same social and political practices. Therefore there
is no fixed or pre-determined truth – “certainty must be regarded sceptically, if not rejected
outright” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2003, p. 4) – but only the ‘truth’ that is representative of the
dominant practices and discourses within a particular society. “The worlds we study are
created, in part, through the texts that we write and perform about them” (Denzin, 1997, p.
xiii).

An essential feature of postmodernism is the method of deconstruction of texts and
narratives to reveal alternative meanings which have been suppressed or hidden by
dominant discourses. “Postmodernism questions traditional assumptions and deconstructs
them; that is, it shows the ambiguity and contextuality of meaning” (Gubrium & Holstein,
2003, p. 52). Through this process of deconstruction, other meanings, other stories, other
explanations are revealed, with the potential to give voice and recognition to subjects and
experiences previously subordinated to the point of invisibility. “Aspects that have been
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repressed to the limit of non-existence are elicited through deconstruction to be central; thus
the marginal is transformed into the principal” (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000, p. 154).

Feminism
A number of writers (such as Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000; Fonow & Cook, 1991; Olesen,
1994; Rice & Ezzy, 2000; Smith, 1987; Yeatman, 1994) credit feminist theories with having
“politicised the research process” (Rice & Ezzy, 2000, p. 18) by actively challenging the
dominant political practices and power structures. By challenging conventional research
methods that have been developed from the dominant male perspective, feminist theorists
have advocated methods that allow women to talk about their own experiences from their
own perspective (Harding, 1987; Oakley, 1981; 1992; Smith, 1987; 1996).

Feminist

approaches also demonstrate that texts can be studied from the female perspective,
revealing very different stories and meanings (Swindells, 1989) and indeed that human
behaviour can also be understood very differently (Gilligan, 1982). Feminist research acts to
legitimise and prioritise the experience of the person being studied – in particular to
legitimise women’s knowledge and to prioritise “women as knowers” (Olesen, 1994, p. 160).
“The only way of knowing a socially constructed world is knowing it from within” (Smith,
1987, p. 92).

Feminist research also highlights the political and ethical aspects of sociological research in
general and draws attention to the process of reflexivity, where the researcher is intrinsically
and significantly connected with the research process and outcomes (Rice & Ezzy, 2000).
Fonow and Cook (1991) describe reflexivity as “the tendency of feminists to reflect upon,
examine critically and explore analytically the nature of the research process” (p. 2). While
reflecting upon the research process is not exclusive to feminist scholars – fieldwork and
ethnographic studies may also be reflective in nature for example – Fonow and Cook (1991)
make the point that:
…feminist epistemology carries this tradition of reflection one step further by
using it to gain insight into the assumptions about gender relations
underlying the conduct of the enquiry. (p. 2)
Post-Modern Feminism
The interrelationship between postmodernism and feminism has become known as
postmodern feminism, a deconstructive orientation in which minority or subjugated voices
are privileged (Olesen, 2005; Yeatman, 1994). It seeks to question and challenge existing
social and political practices, including the structures of power. “Science… is dismembered
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as a culture to reveal its practices, discourses and implications for control of women’s lives”
(Olesen, 2005, p. 247). It is where “a politics of representation comes together with a politics
of difference” (Yeatman, 1994, p. 14). Gender relations and the social, cultural and political
discourses on men and women are therefore inevitably sources of interest and enquiry for
postmodern feminist research (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000). Such discourses are
recognised as being culturally located and hence variable over context and time.
Postmodern feminism would argue that:
…there can never be a [sic] feminist science, sociology, anthropology or
epistemology, but only many stories that different women tell about the
different knowledge they have. (Harding, 1987, p. 188)
In the words of Anna Yeatman (1994) “feminist theorising has introduced into
postmodernism the politics of voice and representation” (p. 13). While postmodernist theory
emphasises the meanings that are attached to events through language and discourse
(Alvesson, 2002), feminist theory makes visible the ‘excluded other’ (Yeatman, 1994).
In seeking to enquire into and ‘make visible’ women’s experiences as mature-age students,
the lens of postmodern feminism can be a helpful one, as the following discussion will
reveal.

Gender constraints on women as students
Much of the research into the student experience indicates that males are more confident
about their academic achievements and more likely to receive privileged time for their
studies within their work, family and social situations. For females, time for study is not
privileged in the same way, but is fitted in with their caring responsibilities of home, family
and, in many cases, also paid work to supplement the family income. Feminist literature and
research in this area highlight the gendered practices in the lives of the students and those
around them, including the institution in which they are studying.
Research findings indicate that despite the greatly improved access to higher education for
women that has occurred over the past 30 years, the problems and hurdles faced by matureage female students have persisted over time. Christina Hughes (2002), in analysing the
achievements of feminism since the 1960s, finds that “it is women’s responsibilities in terms
of the family that appear to be the most resistant to change” (p.33). Much research has
demonstrated that care for others is overwhelmingly seen as women’s work. Carol Gilligan’s
work (1987) on women’s moral development led her to conclude that a sense of
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responsibility towards others heavily influences the decisions that women make. “Women
not only define themselves in a context of human relationships but also judge themselves in
terms of their ability to care” (Gilligan, 1987, p. 67). Gilligan maintains that this impedes a
woman’s sense of herself as an independent being, to the point where independent acts are
perceived as acts of selfishness. Making the decision to go to university – an independent
act in itself – requires therefore a considerable degree of resistance to these ways of
thinking. It is perhaps not surprising that “often a return to school creates significant role
strain and feelings of guilt, inadequacy and self-blame over difficulties in handling multiple
roles” (Rice, 1989, p. 552).
Madeleine Leonard’s (1994) research with 23 mature-age female university students in
Ireland, for example, found that many family relationships were strained by the women’s
return to education, with the women experiencing lack of support or active hostility from
partners. This multiplicity of roles and the sense of role conflict was highlighted by Rosalind
Edwards (1993) in her research with 31 mature-age female students during 1988 and 1989,
from a number of polytechnic colleges and universities in the UK. This research illustrates
the multiple tasks which women undertake when combining study with the care of their
families, the lack of support they generally receive from male partners and the self-doubt that
can ensue. Edwards found that the women’s time was not their own; and that the demands
they faced from others could not be accurately measured by linear notions of time. Hughes
(2002) differentiates between “male time and female time” (p. 133), with ‘male time’ being
linear, clock time and ‘female time’ as time given up to the demands and needs of others.
She and other writers such as Davies (1990), Knights and Odih (1995) and McNay (2000)
contend that society places a different value upon men’s time and women’s time, with men’s
time being seen as more valuable and productive.
Edwards’ findings are supported by other research, such as that by Scott, Burns and Cooney
(1993), Smith (1996), and Wolf-Wendel and Ward (2003), which in each case reflect upon
“the gendered expectations of family obligations and the ongoing disparity with which women
take on the ‘second shift’ through maintenance of children and home” (Wolf-Wendel & Ward,
2003, p. 113). Female students are also subject to gendered expectations and encounter
similar difficulties in their academic studies as do female academics in their paid roles. A
number of other feminist writers, such as Sandra Jackson (2000), contend that the term
“academic” equates to “male” resulting in a situation where “women’s voices in education
are devalued and marginalised” (Jackson, 2000, p.281).
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Yet, despite the difficulties for women in returning to study, research also reveals that going
to university or college can lead to significant change in women’s lives, through a sense of
empowerment, independence and development of confidence in their own abilities and
knowledge, as well as improved employment opportunities.

Education and identity
It has only been in very recent times that it has been acceptable for women to be educated
at all. Terms such as ‘scholar’ and ‘student’ historically referred only to men. According to
Jane Mills (1989) the only term that existed to describe a woman as a scholar, prior to the
20th century, was that of “bluestocking” (p. 30). From the early nineteenth century onwards,
bluestocking was used derisively to describe “any woman who displayed signs of learning”
which was itself perceived as “unnatural” (Mills, 1989, p.31).
The history of the term bluestocking is interesting in itself, in that it appears to date from the
18th century English ‘salon’, at a time when education for women was socially unacceptable
(Bodek, 1976). The English salon, modelled after the French, became a place in which a
woman could more acceptably “sharpen her wits and gather around herself other educated
women and men” (Bodek, 1976, p. 185). Such gatherings were relatively informal and as
blue stockings, in contrast to black, indicated less formality, they became known as
bluestocking circles.

‘To wear your blues’ hence became a metaphor for intellectual

discussion.
As the group developed, it became exclusively a women’s group (Ferguson, 1985). In the
context of the strong prejudice against educating women and hence against women of
intellect, the word bluestocking therefore began to take on a derogatory connotation and
women known as ‘bluestockings’ were generally regarded with suspicion.

As such, the

bluestocking circle, with its message to women to “be assertive, take the lead, wait for no
man, write, create, be vocal, do not flinch from flouting custom” (Ferguson, 1985, p. 21) is
now often regarded as an important predecessor of more recent feminist movements, with
the term being reclaimed by later feminists as one meaning a woman of intellect, who
challenges the social conventions of her time and fights for women’s rights to education
(Bodek, 1976; Ferguson, 1985; Ludwig, 2006).
Such issues continue to be of significance to women’s educational experiences. Jackson
(2002) for example, maintains that women continue to be denied full citizenship within higher
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educational classrooms, due to the “invisible pedagogies and mythical discourses” (p. 75)
that operate to devalue women and women’s contribution within higher education
institutions:
Within the public sphere of the university… being included intellectually and
culturally can mean conforming to traditional male-defined and patriarchal
definitions of culture and intellect. To succeed in higher educational
institutions, women may have to take on men’s way of knowing, unable to
develop their own (Jackson, 2002, p. 68).
Other writers such as Letherby (1994) contend that “the dominant view in our society is that
a woman’s primary function is motherhood” and that “social attitudes encourage women to
measure their own self-worth in terms of the capacity/desire to mother” (p. 526). Figes
(1994) discusses the lack of support and encouragement given to mothers who take on
another role, such as paid worker or student even though “women are capable of more than
one role at a time” (p. 76). She points out that, for fathers, it is expected that men will have
significant roles in addition to fatherhood; hence they are not faced with these conflicts.
However, “it is rare for the traditional roles to be completely reversed: only in 3% of families
does the father take primary responsibility for children” (p. 94). The gendering of identities in
which women are framed as carers and men as breadwinners (Lister, 2000; Orloff, 1996;
Weeks, 2000) can significantly inhibit women with family and caring responsibilities from
taking on the demanding additional role of student.

Implications for women as mature-age students
The impact of higher education on mature-age women appears to be profound, yet
confusing, perhaps especially so for those who are first amongst their families and friends to
enter university. The dominance of white middle class male culture within higher education
institutions can also be particularly alienating. These students experience confusion and
contradiction as they struggle to span the two different cultures of home and university and
to balance their domestic roles with their studies. The traditional role of ‘woman as carer’
mitigates against independent study and achievement.
However, for many women, university attendance comes to mean a lot more than simply
gaining an education or further qualifications. While initial considerations usually include a
desire to get a better job, the reasons for staying at university can change over time. The
ultimate benefits of such a decision may well be unforeseen and unimagined at the start of
the university journey. Quinn (2005), in her study of women as students, suggests that
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university provided her participants with an imagined space, a means to resist dominant
discourses shaped by ‘supermarkets, call centres and lonely train stations’ (p11). Women
are able to re-imagine and legitimate self in relation to other members of the community; a
truly transformative experience.
The following seven chapters each tell a story about a woman’s journey into higher
education, in her own words. Each tells of her reasons for coming to university, her
expectations and the factors that contributed to her decision to undertake university study at
this time in her life. How they managed the initial transition to university is also explored,
such as reactions of others, coping with the early days and dealing with the anxiety
associated with something so new and different.
Their stories also reveal the many sacrifices which all of them had to make, and the impact
of these sacrifices on themselves and others around them. Gender issues are highlighted in
the descriptions of the constant juggling involved as they find ways to combine their studies
with the important relationships in their lives – partners, children and elderly parents – as
well as with paid work. Also illustrated is the resilience and persistence of each of the
women through difficult times, as well as their main sources of help and support. The
transformative nature of their experiences as students, in terms of their own identity, vision
for the future and potential impact upon generations still to come, is revealed through their
stories.
The closing chapters summarise the common themes that emerge from the women’s stories
and bring these themes together in a coherent whole. Some practical ideas, based on these
women’s experiences, are offered to other women considering taking this path, or already
beginning to tread it. A number of recommendations are also offered to education providers
and policy makers on ways to better support and encourage this important cohort of higher
education consumers.
Throughout this book, the individual voices of these seven women – their experiences,
challenges, difficulties and triumphs – can be clearly heard. Narrative theory informs us that
the stories which individuals tell are, to a significant degree, products of the social and
cultural times and places in which they are told (Elliott, 2005; Ewick & Silbey, 1995). It is
therefore likely that the experiences of these seven women are reflective of the experiences
of other mature-age students within a similar time and culture. Hence, their stories offer a
powerful insight into the second-chance journey of the mature female learner in Australia at
this particular time. In sharing these stories, we, the authors, seek to engender a deeper
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understanding of the female mature-age student experience; one that is informed by student
reality rather than institutional discourse.
As such, these stories can help to inform higher education policy and institutions on ways to
better attract, teach and support women as mature-age students.

In assisting them to

maximise their individual student success, the broader societal goals of widening access and
improving participation rates in higher education can also be furthered. In so doing, the
educational outcomes for a higher proportion of the population may arguably be improved.
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Katrina’s Story: “…when I came here it was very different
from how I imagined it would be…”
Katrina is 42, recently widowed with two children, aged 7 and 11. Before coming to
university, she worked as an administrative assistant. Katrina did an enabling course
to achieve university entry and is now in the second year of a Bachelor of Education
degree, studying part-time.

I was told about the enabling program…
I was always passionate about teaching, but I have no teaching qualifications. I thought, the
only way to get a teaching qualification is to go to university. I didn’t think I would be able to
do this though, since I didn’t finish school and didn’t get the Higher School Certificate. But
then I was told about the enabling program, and I was told this was a good way to get into
university and get a qualification, so I did it.
I decided that now was the time to do it, as my husband was very sick and he wasn’t able to
function. I really needed to get things sorted out and needed to be in a position to be the
breadwinner …my husband passed away last year. He had been in hospital on average
about three times a year. Each time he was in hospital for about three weeks, and they
would get him better and get him stabilised, but the last time – he was in hospital and just
didn’t get any better.
I had started at university by then, and I think I was too scared to stop. I’m on a couple of
scholarships and I didn’t want to lose them…. I am basically dependent on them so couldn’t
afford to do without them. One of them is a learning scholarship, which I got from the
university based on our income, and the other is one from the local council, and I really want
to keep them. If I stop then they will both just be cancelled.
But, I must say that last semester was extremely hard. I had so much work and so many
assignments to do, and I only just managed to get them all finished. I ended up only having
a few days holiday after I got all the work done. I was so late with everything, and my
children were still going to counselling and other things…
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People tell me that I am amazing to have been able to keep on with my studies, and I know
that I am in one sense, but in the other I can also see that my health declines from all that
stress and not having the time or the ability to be able to have a quiet time and just reflect on
things. It was only yesterday or the day before, I just got to that point where I said, maybe
next year I could slow down a bit, maybe I could give myself just one subject next semester,
and take things more slowly. I’m doing two subjects still, as I keep thinking I need to try to
complete as soon as I can, because of my circumstances. I have some health issues as
well, so it is really taking its toll on me.

The first six weeks were a nightmare…
It probably wasn’t the best time to take up studying, but it was needed, so I felt that I had to
just get on with it. When I decided to do the enabling course my children weren’t really very
happy about it. My youngest child, he was then four, he was not very happy, and my
daughter wasn’t really happy about it either. In terms of the rest of the family, my brother
thought I was mad. My husband was supportive though, as much as he could be, and he
looked after the children more to give me time.
The first six weeks were a nightmare … very overwhelming. I think my brain was a bit
sleepy, and thinking hurts after so many years of not thinking much. I had worked for a long
time as an admin assistant, and admin work is nothing like academic studies, so I found it all
very frightening for the first six weeks and I was very close to just giving it all away… The
place was just too big! But now I find it is fantastic; but when I started it was too big. I didn’t
know anyone; I didn’t know who could help …
When I got to the point that I wanted to give it up I spoke to someone in the Student Support
office. I don’t know why I didn’t do that before, but I just didn’t. They made an appointment
for me with a Counsellor, and I had some counselling and that helped me to cope much
better. It was really excellent, releasing all that fear and anxiety. I had one session on a
Wednesday, when I was feeling absolutely sick, and on Friday I woke up and it was all gone.
It was one of my lecturers who pointed me in the right direction and told me to come to
Student Support. I found that lecturer very, very supportive. She helped me to stay on. She
made me agree to stay on at least for six weeks and when I hit that point when I said, “I can’t
do this anymore”, then she got me to go along to student support.
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I had pretty bad school experiences…
I think it’s been even harder because there is no-one else in my family now who has been to
university. My husband got his degree about 5 years ago, through external studies, but no
one else has a degree, so there is no-one now in my family who knows what it’s like. When I
was at school I was a good student – probably better than my brother. He was a real
minimalist and he just did as much as was needed to get his School Certificate and didn’t
care about anything else. He was still smart and I still find him very intelligent, but school had
nothing to offer him. He just wasn’t interested. I didn’t like it either – I had pretty bad school
experiences and that’s why I didn’t want to stay on and do the Higher School Certificate. I
was still living in Denmark then, which is where I was born and grew up, and my brother is
still there.
When we were growing up my mother worked in something to do with sales and my father
worked in a management job. When I first came to university I wanted to know everything.
When I’m involved in a course I have to know everything. But when I came here it was very
different from how I imagined it would be. I don’t know everything… and I don’t have to…and
I really enjoy just digging into one area and finding things out myself. I am so much busier
than I used to be.

I had to make a lot of changes…
Starting in the enabling course was a good way to start, in that it is easier than university, but
it still very demanding. It’s a bit like kindergarten, all very friendly and helpful and looking
after you. Once you start university studies, you might find lecturers like this, but you will also
find lecturers who couldn’t care less. You are left on your own much more. If you find
something difficult, well, you have to work it out yourself. You have to find your research
material and so one, whereas in the enabling course they give you kind of a head-start and
some ideas about how to start. But I must say it was an excellent preparation. I’d never
written an academic essay before in my life and a few teachers said ‘well done’ and one
teacher in particular was fantastic.
I had to make a lot of changes in my life once I started studying; less television, having long,
long nights… Some nights I could be up to two or three in the morning. I found it very difficult
last night, as my daughter was in tears. She didn’t know why she was crying, and I just had
to put my essay aside, even though I really needed the time to get it done. So, inside, I
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wanted to get things done, but she just wanted to be near me. In the end she was so
exhausted she just fell asleep on the lounge. It is a big conflict for me, because we had a
lecture and a presentation this morning and I didn’t end up finishing my presentation until ten
past ten in the morning at home, and I was supposed to be giving the presentation at ten in
the class. I hopped in the car as soon as I was finished, and I rushed in and I opened the
door. The lecturer said “What an honour”, when I came in late. I felt terrible, and I said,
“Look, I can tell you the big story about why I’m late, but let’s just leave it at that….”. So I did
get the presentation done and I gave it ok in the class but I had no choice to give it much
thought, I just put the points down, and in the end the lecturer was happy….
I think though that our biggest change was when my husband was first diagnosed and when
he got so sick. After that, I think everything else maybe had an impact but I wasn’t able to
pin it down because there were other things that had a bigger impact.

I would like to be able to wave a magic wand….
I just try and struggle to do things and I hope and hope that lecturers are understanding…
and most of the time the lecturers are good. Not all of them though… I have had others who
have been really difficult when I needed to change tutorial times or something like that. Often
I have to miss tutorials because of other commitments, with the children and so on. Some
lecturers are pretty easy and others are … well, you’ve got to put this and that in writing, and
they make it more difficult, which I find quite a strain. I find it quite demanding enough
anyway, so when you are put under more and more pressure, well, it’s hard.
I have no family here at all. My brother is still back in Denmark, and my parents are both
dead now. My mother passed away 23 years ago and my father four years ago. My mother
was only 60 when she died from complications of diabetes, and my father died at 78 of heart
problems…. probably just old age really.
I do have one really good friend here at uni. She’s on a different campus now though, but we
see each other when we can and talk on the phone. She is very supportive in the way that I
can spit the dummy, and I can whinge, and I can just sit there and say, “God this is all shit….
I don’t know what I’m doing …”. In that way she’s great. And I have another friend who
takes my children every Sunday at the moment so I can get my assignments done. If I didn’t
have her I would definitely not be able to carry on.
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Sometimes I think that I would like to be able to wave a magic wand.. It would be so much
easier if there was more help from the government, or community services or something like
that, that doesn’t cost a fortune, or maybe even be free. I don’t want to have to rely on my
friend so much. Having my children every Sunday, well, that’s more than enough for her to
do.
One of the things that I used to find really helpful here at the campus was when we could
have our essays and things proofread by the learning support person. That was so helpful,
but that’s been cancelled now, and because English is not my first language, I sometimes
really struggle with getting the words just right. It would be great if that service could have
continued, as now I just have to manage on my own and hope that it all sounds ok.
One thing that was really nice this year was when I robbed my children’s bank accounts and
we all went on a holiday up to the Gold Coast. Not really my style of holiday but it was for the
children and it was really good for them. It was in January, and I made a very quick decision,
and off we all went at the end of January, so the children actually started school a little bit
later, but it was worth it.
In a way, my husband passing away was very much expected, although maybe not at that
time. But we knew, and when he was diagnosed he was given 5 years to live and then there
it is. I talked about it to my children to try to prepare them. A doctor recommended it. And
even though we had talked about it so often, still, when it actually happened, my daughter
reacted in such a way, as if she had no idea what was going to happen. Maybe in the years
before, well, maybe they don’t really want to listen to it and …. then they feel it anyway. You
should talk to them, but still, again, when we started counselling …we had one counselling
session before we went on holidays… it was all unexpected… and my daughter was like
…why? So going on that holiday was one thing that helped at that time. We couldn’t really
afford it, but it was important to do.
When my husband was ill I had to get a few extensions on assignments and so on, and
special consideration. I think I missed out a bit… looking at my results last semester. The
lecturer was a really hard marker and I don’t think my circumstances were really looked at
enough. For example, in one subject I had to do three assignments. The first assignment my
husband wasn’t in hospital and I was ok within myself and I got a Distinction. But the middle
assignment, I applied for special consideration because of the stresses, and I was given
close to two months, and I just managed to cruise along, but not without a lot of pressure.
For that second assignment I just got a Pass. And then for the last assignment, where my
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own health had picked up again, and he was in hospital and being looked after, I got a
Distinction again. So it was the middle assignment where I didn’t get the results, and I think if
the lecturer had looked at the whole picture she would have easily given me 75 instead of
73...in the circumstances.

I have gained a lot of confidence…
I’m a diabetic, which started when I was pregnant with my first child and at that stage it was
the type that is confined to during the pregnancy, and once you give birth it’s all better. But I
had it again with my second pregnancy, and two years later I was diagnosed with diabetes,
the type that isn’t just in pregnancy, then I was on diet control and a year after that I was put
on insulin tablets. I must say studying doesn’t really help diabetes because you just sit there
and don’t move, and I find when I have the time to exercise my diabetes is much better, but
it’s hard to get the time for that when you are studying….
But on the other hand I have gained a lot of confidence from doing my studies, and finding
out I’m not dumb as I was told for many, many years at school…. maybe I wasn’t told that
precisely in so many words but yes, through comments… although my mother was very
encouraging. I think I have just gained heaps of knowledge. Uni studies opens up an entire
world of knowledge different to school, different to TAFE, just the amount of things you need
to know and can know and it’s all around you but you just don’t think it’s around you and
worth knowing.
School and TAFE are more structured and you get presented with what you have to know in
the lesson, whereas with uni you go into a lecture and the lecturer mentions this or that and
then you do it by yourself. It’s broader…also to me it’s helped me to widen my interests. Just
as one example, since starting in the enabling course my interest in Aboriginal culture has
definitely been opened up. I think that this is one of the most fascinating cultures that have
ever existed traditionally and so I’ve gone on in my uni studies to do more research into this.

Time-wise, it is very demanding…
I think though that I have quite a restricted social life. I manage to keep two of my friends…
but it’s not that we see much of each other. For me, when assignments are due I really push
myself to the edge, because I have hardly any time to switch off. No time to just sit in front
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of the TV sometimes and do nothing. I just keep going and going. Yesterday for example
was just a normal day. After dinner I put my children to bed, and I had no time to just sit
there to drink a coffee or do nothing, or maybe switch on the TV or listen to music. As soon
as my children are in bed I’m in front of the computer or I’m reading uni books and articles.
Time wise, it is very demanding.
When my husband passed away I really thought about leaving, just giving up uni. My
children were like, yes, yes, take a break.. they wanted me to stop. What kept me going
were the scholarships. I think they were the main reasons… scholarships, and also I would
think, well, having a break for a year would just push it even further away, my goal, and it’s
already a long way off because I’m only part-time anyway.

We try to support each other...
Generally the lecturers are understanding, although of course there are some exceptions. I
don’t think there is anyone who has been really unhelpful though. The lecturer who was
most helpful, I haven’t had anything to do with her since the enabling course. She was my
tutor in one of the subjects. But most helpful are my friends, both of them because they both
give me so much. One is extremely good for emotional support and the other is there with
the children. We try to support each other.
If I want help or advice about my studies I usually go to other students, or to the learning
support people in the library. I must say that I don’t need them as much as I first thought. I
definitely needed them when I was doing the enabling course. I almost lived in there…. but
not now. Sometimes I find it difficult when I start a new subject that I haven’t touched before.
This semester I started a new subject that I’ve never done before, and I found it very hard,
extremely difficult, because I don’t know the subject, and because I’m not from an English
speaking background, and I need to get my head around it. So at the beginning I would go to
the learning support people, and sometimes try to talk to the lecturer. I actually tried to do
that this morning. I needed to do a 1500 word essay and I found it extremely difficult to put it
into words. I’m very precise with my essays and actually go according to the criteria and try
to write a very condensed and purely academic essay. But that one, 1500 words, I got to
1100 and I said, I can do no more… I can do no more; if I want to do more then it’s really just
“fluff”. I said this to my lecturer and he said, “1100 words for a 1500 word assignment…?”
And I said, “I know, that’s why I’m here”. And he said, “Oh well, don’t worry about it, as long
as the quality is there.” So now I’m not sure…
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One other problem for me here is that they changed the procedure for applying for student
loans. With my husband having passed away and, it was a big expense as well, because it
was … how can I say.... I just didn’t feel like cooking… Not that I don’t… I just didn’t feel
like having all the responsibilities, with looking after the house, and household cooking, and I
just needed basically my children around me. And this has cost me, apart from the holidays,
the first three weeks probably cost five hundred dollars on going out, doing things differently,
just not staying at home. I just couldn’t, and I was really desperate for a loan, to help me out,
and they’ve changed the procedure. It’s all so, so difficult now. I’ve been asked to come back
time and time again….
The last loan I think I applied for was probably a year ago or even longer, and there was the
loans officer, and it was like, fill in one page, and showing her my health care card and telling
her about income and payments, and just one page and she approved it, and this time I had
to go back to Centrelink and pick up a statement and it just wasn’t that one page … I did get
the loan in the end but it was all stress, and I felt like saying, please don’t make it too
complicated, I just can’t handle … I’m stressed enough. She couldn’t help it, she was new,
and if the other loans officer was still here, well, she knows you, and maybe it would have
been easier.

What is most important to me…
I think for other mature- age students coming to university, I would want to make him or her
aware that they will find it very difficult until you adjust to uni life and your brain starts kicking
over again. You will find it very difficult, but remember it will pass, and there are people who
can help and you can go to counselling, to student support and the learning centre. I think
that universities need to keep on being really understanding about what mature-aged
students are. We’re not 19, we have family, we have responsibility, we have a house, we
have a household, we have so many other things going on, work or whatever, children, and
we are here, we are here to get our degree and, yes, our degree is very important to us, but
we have other things as well, so many responsibilities, which affect our studies.
I just hope that I will finish my degree and I will be able to secure a job… maybe teaching….
maybe just in the education field somewhere. It may not have to be as a teacher particularly.
I know that there is no guarantee, but hopefully I will be able to secure a job which will pay
more and therefore economically I’ll be able to support my children better than I would have

28

been able to originally. That’s really what is most important to me, and by being here and
doing this degree, I can see that I have a chance to make this happen.
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Barbara’s Story: “…it’s definitely not just an educational
experience; it’s like a life learning experience too.”
Barbara is a single parent with a young son aged two. Just prior to starting university
her marriage broke up and she relocated to a suburb closer to her parents. Before
the arrival of her son, Barbara worked in a variety of roles and had completed some
vocational qualifications in a technical college.

What planted the seed…
I have a qualified trade but I left my job to move up to Sutton Cove with my husband. We
were going to give it a good go, but everything fell apart ‘cause I left work, and I was the one
bringing in money. I was the responsible one. When we moved I fell pregnant and that’s
when it fell apart ‘cause I wasn’t the one keeping everything together.
I came back to this area on the pension and all of that lovely stuff. I decided I needed to
work. When my marriage broke down it was a very, very tough time trying to work out what I
was going to do in order to support my son, who is now two. My husband is not the best. He
will not pay anything, so I realise that I have to provide everything. I didn’t want to work six
days a week ‘cause then I wouldn’t be able to spend time with Michael, and it’s really hard to
get baby-sitters at the weekends; and with my trade they expect you to work Thursday nights
and Saturdays or Sundays, and I just couldn’t do that.
There is one girlfriend from Sutton Cove who really sort of encouraged me, ‘cause it was her
brother that was really looking into doing the course. I was asking him a few questions about
it and that’s what planted the seed. She’s been the one who has been saying, “Why don’t
you look into it yourself?” and “Why don’t you do this?” Sort of pushing me here…
It was good, as everyone has been very supportive, but my husband doesn’t know yet. It will
be curious to find out what he says when I actually tell him. He’s the one that I am a bit
nervous about, mainly ‘cause he will probably use the five days in day-care against me, and
all of that stuff. Yeah, he’s just off on his own little tangent and so I don’t have much contact
with him. But he’s the only one that I think will probably say, “But why are you doing this?”
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He’s the only one I can think of that I might get a negative response from. Maybe that’s why
I haven’t said anything to him, ‘cause I don’t want to hear that negative.

Uni was never really an option…
I never considered uni ‘cause I thought it would lock me in at too early an age, whereas I’ve
had millions of jobs, and I was lucky to move from job to job at a young age. There was only
one girlfriend that went to uni after school, and she went to be an accountant. We all thought
she was a big nerd and all that stuff, so, yeah, I never. Way back then I wanted to be an air
hostess and then I got into real estate and then I moved into hospitality. I was doing the
functions and at that time my sister said, “You’ve got to have a trade, you’ve got to have a
trade…get something behind you.” So uni was never really an option. I just wanted to get out
there and earn money and spend, and have my weekends to party.
I am doing the double degree of Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Teaching, and due to my prior
studies through TAFE, that was enough study to get me into uni without doing the STAT test
or an enabling program so I was lucky.

I just rushed into it headlong…
I didn’t think much about it as I thought I would probably scare myself off. I just rushed into it
headlong. I’ve got to organise this, this and this, in order for me to get in. I didn’t think about
what I had to do at uni, ‘cause otherwise I think I might not have done it. If I had really sat
down and thought about it, “What am I getting myself into?”, then there is the whole fear of
the unknown and I might have lost courage. I had so many JET advisers tell me not to
bother studying until Michael was seven ‘cause I could stay at home until he was seven. But
I was, like, “No, I want to do it now. If I don’t do it now I’ll never do it!” So I had to gauge my
motivation and just not think about the big picture yet; just focus on getting in. Once I got in, I
just focused on getting my computer, then just little steps, otherwise it would hit me.
When I arrived I was shocked by the expectations. I mean, I know that it’s not like TAFE or
like school where you get spoon-fed but… Okay, read chapter three by next week is fine if
that is the only subject that you are doing, but I’ve got all these other things! It’s just like, it
was daunting to think, “Wow there is so much expected from me from day one”. But it really
comes down to time management. I have been doing a lot of those courses that Student
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Services have, and they have been really helpful; really putting it in laymen’s terms so that
you don’t over-think things, ‘cause that is my problem. I think too much about things and
make a huge issue about something small. That’s where I have to sort of step back and say,
“Well, righto, if I just write a sentence on every single assignment I’ve started I can just go
upwards from there”. As long as I have started, and not let it become a major problem. So
that is where I realised that you have got to be on top of things, and there are just so many
young ones [young students] who haven’t even thought of starting these assignments; and
that’s where I am ahead, ‘cause I am thinking about how I’ve got to make time to do this, this
and this, and still spend time with Michael. So it’s making me feel a bit more motivated to sit
at the computer and do my research a little earlier than probably I would have, but you have
got to be motivated and just breathe deep….

A very steep learning curve…
I dearly like to get the highest marks I can possibly get, ‘cause I’ve always been very
competitive. I’m always trying to do that extra bit to try and get that extra mark. But to start
with, I did not put too much pressure on myself. I was just aiming for a pass until I got a bit of
a grasp on what I was actually doing, and how to write the essays and all of that. When I felt
a little bit more confident I aimed for the higher ones. I actually got a bit upset ‘cause for my
first assignments I got two D’s, and I said to Mum, “Ohhh, I got two D’s!”. And then a
girlfriend explained, that’s a Distinction, and I went “Ohhh! That’s all right!” Yeah that took a
bit of getting used to…
It is hard to work out exactly what the lecturers want and that’s a very steep learning curve,
and it’s easy to get sidetracked. I’m finding that I have to put a little bit more work into that,
and I have approached the tutor with a first draft three or four weeks before it is due and sort
of said, “This is what I have so far. Am I on the right track?” I have approached them ‘cause I
didn’t want to go off on my own tangent, so I didn’t want to worry about it and let it all blow
out of proportion. I deal with it when I could see, “Okay, I have done half of it”, and I want to
check that I am on the right track. I don’t find that an issue with me, probably ‘cause I
realised that you can talk to your tute lecturers. You can talk to the lecturer and they are
there to help you so I just I ask the silly questions!
I love the student mail too. I mean, I check it every single day religiously. That is just part of
my day, and it is just so informative. Everything is on there. And using the library from
home, that’s just amazing… check on your books from everywhere! I do the majority of my
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library stuff at home and look up journals and databases. It’s just amazing and it’s just so
easy to use; really easy to use.

Some of the challenges…
I find it still a challenge though, with home life with Michael. I’m finding that I’m relying on my
parents a lot more than what I wanted to ‘cause I’m needing an extra day to do assignments.
And so I’m feeling a bit guilty with Michael ‘cause I’m not spending the whole weekend with
him like I wanted to. That’s sort of eating away at me, thinking, “Okay, do I really want to
spend so little time with him, and is the end result worth it?” ‘Cause he’s being a little bit
naughty, and maybe it’s just the terrible twos, but I just feel I want to be there a little bit more.
So I’m at the stage now deciding whether or not I need to give up my work, which is only one
day a week, but that’s the extra money that I need. I’m enjoying being at uni, and I’m able to
do it academically, it’s just my time constraints that I’m finding quite hard.
I get up at six, well six-thirty usually, and then we have a bit of a play and have breakfast. I
drop Michael off at eight and then I race down here. Depending on what time I finish at uni,
I’ll always pick him up between five and six pm and then we’ll come home. He’s usually had
a pretty decent lunch at day-care, like seconds and thirds, so I know I don’t have to do a
major meal for him. So we’ll just sit down and have something light, have another bit of a
play, have a bath and he’s in bed by seven. I’m pressuring him to go to bed on time and to
stay in his bedroom, and that’s adding extra pressure on me ‘cause he senses that I’m
getting a bit frazzled, so then he plays up. I’ve only got till ten-thirty some nights, but he’s
only been finally going to sleep at eight-thirty, so I’ve only got two hours to study. That’s a
little bit frustrating. I’ve tried to set the alarm for a little bit earlier so that I can get up before
Michael, but as soon as he hears the alarm he’s awake so that’s what I’m finding just a little
bit harder.

Mother guilt
I’ve got a lot of guilt with having Michael in day-care five days, and it’s really hard, especially
every morning when he bawls. That is really hard, but I’ve just got to think of the long-term
picture. It’s better than me working weekends and it’s better than me working Thursday
nights, so I’ve got to look at the positives that way. Sometimes I just think you have the
mother guilt no matter what you do. Everyone has got guilt! Michael just loves day-care and I
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know he really does. He just so loves the children and he has got such a following! I can
see that he just so enjoys it. He is just a social type. He needs that outlet, so even if I wasn’t
doing this I would probably be working anyway, and he’d be in day-care. He’d be there no
matter what. I’ve got no choice. I do feel a bit guilty relying on my parents as much as I do,
especially with Michael sick and things like that, but you just get over it. I am doing this for
our future, so this is what has to be done now. So there is no way around it, it’s got to to be
done!
I mean, there’s only two of us, and we can eat baked beans for five nights and Michael
couldn’t care less. He thinks it’s a party! I am also lucky that he is so young. He doesn’t
realize that we should be having different meals every single night. He couldn’t care less as
long as we are eating together and having a fun time, so that’s why I am so lucky. I am so
lucky…
That’s the good thing about being a single mum. I don’t have to go home and speak to my
husband and try to spend time with him. I can just go home, have dinner time with Michael,
put him to bed and then it’s my time for the rest of the night. So really I have got it a little bit
easier than a lot of other mums, ‘cause I don’t have that partner there.

What I have learnt…
…about university
Mainly it’s the time management; how to do things smarter, cutting out the non-necessary
things and working out what is really important, and making time for me and family. Make the
most of the time that you have got. I am a little bit more clever with my reading. I am only
reading what I need to read and disregarding everything else. That’s probably what I am
doing differently, streamlining and making more use of my time. When I decide, I really don’t
feel like doing this, I won’t push myself and I’ll have a day off. There is no point spending a
whole day to do something that could have only taken me a few hours to do once I am
focused, so I give myself time out if I am not really feeling up to it. I won’t do it rather than
force myself to do it.

Over my holiday I ended up playing solitaire a lot ‘cause every night I was still going into my
study and pretending to study, so that Michael didn’t get used to me watching TV, and I
didn’t want to get hooked on new shows and stuff like that. So through my holidays I was
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sitting down at my computer every night for at least an hour playing games, but Michael
thought I was doing study, so I just wanted to keep that routine going ‘cause it’s too easy to
lose it and then it’s too hard to start all over again.
…about myself
I am not sure I want to be a teacher, much to Mum and Dad’s dismay, but this has filled a
void, and it’s made me have a bit more confidence about myself again. I have gotten me
back, ‘cause I am using my brain. I can relate to people a little bit more, I’m more confident
talking to people. Some of that might have been my confidence coming back after my
marriage ended, so there might have been some of that there.
But I am getting back to the old Barbara, ‘cause I have been through quite a bit, and so I am
sort of feeling a little bit more confident with myself. I can do it, and I am just amazed that I
am the most financially secure that I have been for a long time, and I am on the bloody
pension! I mean, how can that happen? But I just feel so in control, and it’s so good that I
can feel that way after being so out of control for so many years.
There was still a lot of ‘ifs and buts’ at the end of last year, whereas now I sort of think that it
is worth it, ‘cause the end result will be so much worth it. Even if I don’t become a teacher,
even if I can’t get a job as a teacher, I think that this has been such a learning experience
that I have changed my thoughts. I have changed who I am, and I think I needed it, in order
to do something entirely different that is not focused on me. It is focused on doing
something. It is getting my mind thinking about things other than me.
I just got a feeling, it sounds really stupid, but... worthiness I think… I am worthy of being
here and I can do it, and that just was great self empowerment to me. It really made me sort
of think, well I am in a really great place right now and … it was a culmination of everything
working finally…I just think in total it was just such a steep learning curve but such a very
enjoyable experience.
Anyway, I think I have learnt a lot and a lot of it has come from study, thinking about other
things, so you are not going over and over it again, and then the thought might come in that
things are really not too bad…

Highs and lows
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Some of the highs have been passing! Definitely, that’s been a bit of a boost. Some of the
lows are not getting as high a mark as I had hoped for, ‘cause I put so much work into it.
What I found really, really hard is that the timetable is unforgiving. I am the type of person I
have to be at a lecture. When I hear somebody else say, “What is on that page?”,
sometimes just little things they say really click home to me, and I need to be in every single
lecture. I couldn’t miss it, and I need to be there rain, hail or shine, and that’s what I have
found really hard. Like, you couldn’t go to a second lecture, like drop in on someone else’s
lecture and hear the same thing; that was your time slot. I sort of had to deal with that, as
this is my timetable, and so I have to work out how I can get there
However, overall I found it to be a very big self-discovery, not just learning about subjects
and things, but you are learning about yourself - what you are capable of, what you can
actually do, that you can get through it, and that all the hard times are worth it ‘cause you
just feel proud of yourself for doing it really.

The Future: I am in a better place now than what I was to start
with...
I don’t think there has been a time in my life that would compare to this, and I will probably
think that for the whole four years of uni. I think every year will be different. Your workload
will be different ‘cause you have some subjects that will click and some subjects that won’t,
and the ones that won’t, you are just going to have to push everything else aside, just focus
and get through.
I was in a supportive parenting program at Sutton Cove when I was up there as a ‘mother-incrisis’ when Michael was one month old. That’s when David [husband] first left. I didn’t
realise at the time, ‘cause I was in my own little world, that I was watched quite heavily for
signs of postnatal depression, and for, like, major things that might have happened. I could
have gone either way. Recently, I called in there and the woman who ran the program said,
“Wow, you are my happy ending!” Apparently, she has been speaking to quite a few mothers
in a similar situation and saying how there was someone who was in this group and she is
going really, really well at uni. It’s actually really amazing to think that she uses me as an
example for other people. Wow! Wow! It makes me feel good!
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In the past, I never allowed myself to make plans ‘cause so many things would happen, and
so I just could never think, “Okay, next year, this is what I am going to do”. I am now finding
that I am planning my fourth year, what subjects I am doing, and that is really empowering
that I can do that. I am even sort of thinking, “Now when I leave uni, these are some of the
possibilities…”, and that’s something that I have never really been able to do before. So I
think that anything will be a happy-ever-after from where I was to start with. I was way down
there when I started, whereas now I am up here! I have got this far to go, but yeah, my little
story will definitely be a happy-ever-after, ‘cause I am different person now, and I feel like a
different person. I feel like a better person, and I feel like I could be a better mum to Michael,
and I feel like I am happy, and that is a really good feeling. But I am very proud of myself that
I have come this far and I am doing it, and it is giving me back my sense of self-prowess, it’s
definitely not just an educational experience. It’s like a life learning experience too.
I was quite messed up I must say. I came from a bad place, but I think the side-track of study
made me get every other aspect of my life together. So I am going to wear one of those silly
caps and capes. Yes, I am going to get there, and I am going to prove that it can be done,
especially to show my ex-husband that I am worth something!
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Mandy’s Story: “I always wanted…something more...”
Mandy is 38 years old, married, with five children, ranging in age from 6 to 15. When
Mandy left school she worked at a marketing company where she met her husband
Mike. She continued working there until her children were born. While with the
company, Mandy did a diploma at an Institute of Technology, as part of an employee
staff development program. After having her children, Mandy returned to the paid
workforce as a waitress, until deciding to do an enabling course to achieve university
entry. She is now in the second year of a Bachelor of Civil Engineering degree,
studying part-time. Mandy’s husband is a manager in the same company where they
first met.

I sort of had a yearning…
My mother didn’t encourage me to get my HSC. In fact, she told me I wasn’t smart enough,
so I joined the work force when I was sixteen. We lived out on a property, so I moved out of
home at sixteen and lived in the city and worked at a marketing company. I met my husband
there, doing training, and settled down. But I always wanted…. something more. When I
was in year 10, I wanted to stay on at school but I wasn’t encouraged to do that. So it has
always been a yearning. And then, when I was working for the company in their training
section, before having my first child, I got this opportunity to do this Diploma of Adult
Education, and I loved it. It was a real culture change, a real shock to the system, because
I hadn’t done my HSC, so I didn’t have a clue what an essay was, and so I fuddled through
that with a lot of help from Mike, because he had already done that Diploma a couple of
years before. So I got through, and got a pass, and ever since then I sort of had a yearning,
looking for something, then falling pregnant and keeping on having babies.
As I got older I thought I was getting a bit wiser, but I was feeling quite mentally trapped. And
then we moved around a bit for Mike’s work, still with the same company, and I thought I
was keen to study, so I was looking into doing some sort of preparatory type thing. The local
TAFE where we were living at the time offered that, but somehow it just didn’t happen. So,
when we moved back here, it was still a part of me that wasn’t satisfied, and I thought, I
really should look into this. So I checked the website of the uni and saw that there was the
enabling course. That was in the June. I was working part-time in a café, and it wasn’t what I
really wanted to be doing. I wasn’t being mentally stretched and I didn’t believe in answering
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to the 24 year olds who were working with me, who were quite threatened by my age. And
so, anyway, I joined up for the enabling course.

None of my family has ever studied...
I didn’t really know what I wanted to do. I was tossing up what to do and was thinking about
going on with Education, and doing a degree in that, but I just couldn’t get excited about it –
teaching I mean. I couldn’t get excited about the subjects, and I have always been interested
in building, drawing plans and things like that, and then I saw that the uni offered Civil
Engineering, and I thought, ‘What the hell!’ I was actually more interested in getting into the
construction management side, because that’s where I think I would like to go, but being a
mother of five children I knew that if I had to enter that building game, which is male
dominated, then I needed some degree of respect. That’s one thing I needed, and I thought,
‘Civil Engineering!’ and so I am plodding along and doing it.
The reactions were quite interesting. My parents were, like, “Can’t you just focus on your
family? Can’t you just be happy with that? What are you doing this for? How are you going
to find the time?” And one of my girlfriends was very negative. But generally speaking,
everybody else was ok with it, and mostly they were very interested to know what I was
studying, and how it was working. Some of them were interested in it for themselves, and
asking me about it, thinking whether they might be able to do it too.

Mike was very

supportive and thought it was great, but there have been a few times, when trying to get an
assignment done, I’d be having a temper tantrum, and he and the kids were having to eat
cheese on toast for dinner six nights in a row, well then he didn’t think it was too good.
My sister wasn’t very supportive as well, but none of my family has ever studied and they
don’t understand what it’s about and can’t see the long term benefits. I’m the first in my
family to do any study at all after school. When I did my diploma, when I was with the
company, we had the big cap and gown thing at the end of it, and Mum and Dad refused to
come to it. I don’t understand why, but there was a lot of prejudice about studying and
getting qualifications. Even recently my sister was saying to me, “I don’t know why you’re
studying civil engineering. Why don’t you just go and work in real estate?” I said, “It’s not
what I want to do”. They’ve got no idea. I got a high distinction for an assignment that I did.
I was so thrilled and I was so proud, and I emailed it to my sister and asked her to give it to
my Mum and Dad to read; they still haven’t read it…but that’s just the way it is.
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My father was a builder, a carpenter by trade, working in a large corporate, commercial
building. He was pensioned off rather early at 55, and retired to ‘happy farm’…. and Mum,
well, I was a change of life baby, so that probably would account for a lot of things too. Mum
was 40 when I was born and wasn’t particularly happy about the fact that she was pregnant.
Mum has never really worked outside the home. I’ve never known her to go to work, but I
think that when she was younger she was mostly working in a cake shop, and other shop
assistant jobs. I have no memory of her doing anything else. My brother was nineteen when
I was born and my sister is nine years older than me – so we’re on different planets. My
brother passed away when I was nine and he was twenty-six, and I’m not overly close to my
sister. We communicate in terms of what’s going on with Mum and Dad, as she lives near
them, but that’s about all. My sister had always started TAFE courses and different things,
but she never finished them. I remember my mother always berating her for starting things
and not finishing them, and I used to think, if I start something I’m going to finish it.

I was worried at first…
For me, coming from not having done anything for so long and not having had a particularly
great experience with doing the diploma, I was worried at first about how it would be. But I
felt that when I came here, I found everybody so welcoming and friendly, and the library
staff so helpful, and it was like everybody was here for me and for us; whereas where I did
the diploma, we were just treated like an interruption – that’s how I felt. I was very anxious
at first. I was very worried about my ability to be smart enough to do it, and I think that I was
very nervous. But there was another part of me that was kind of quietly confident as well and
thought, ‘I can do this’. I did ancient history and linguistics in the enabling course, and when
I saw that it was step by step, small essays to begin with, and that it was really an
educational process in preparing you, I was able to embrace that, and I got quite
enthusiastic and loved it.
It probably wasn’t until I had started this degree that I truly became comfortable in the whole
research side of things and confident in my arguments for essays. I certainly became more
confident through the enabling course, but it wasn’t until I’d done a few assignments and
essays and things for the degree that I realised the true worth of the enabling course. I think
it should be a must. In some ways there are some big differences between the enabling
course and this degree, but in other ways there are similarities. This particular degree is a
little bit different to lots of other degrees, in that there’s no exam and it’s all assignments.
The exam with the enabling course, I was really freaked out about, and that was one of the
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things that really swayed me to doing the subjects I am doing, simply because there were no
exams. I really wanted to avoid the exams, even though I got good marks.
I found the lectures very hard at first. It was just the lecturer. Talk, talk, talk! No question and
answer, and you couldn’t generate conversation or discussion in the group, which was what I
was used to in the enabling course, and I think that’s a really beneficial learning tool. So I
guess that’s the difference between the enabling course and this particular degree.

It has been a really big adjustment…
Things have had to change quite a bit at home since I started doing this. I had to let go of
the housework. What a shame! Now we crunch around on rice bubbles and food … and to
begin with I didn’t really mind, as I was quite caught up in the moment and enjoying the
study and my brain was being challenged. But it’s getting on top of me now, simply the fact
that I can’t find anything.

Mike does the washing now and nothing gets put away, and

because I’ve lost that control I’m finding it quite frustrating, the mess. I find it is really hard to
focus on assignments and study when all this other stuff needs to be done. It is really
distracting.
The kids have had to become more independent too. Most days I get home in time for them
after school, but I was having to rely on babysitters in the morning to get the kids off to
school. I’ve been commuting for an hour and a half each way to uni four days a week. The
driving backwards and forwards has been really stressful, and the financial burden of the
petrol and everything, and trying to go by train instead just wasn’t logistically possible for me
with the children.
It has been a really big adjustment curve for all of us. I think the children have coped best,
but then I find that my stress levels rise, with due dates and assignments, and I can become
very frustrated. And then sometimes when I was trying to do assignments I would have kids
sick as well. I’d have it all planned for tutorials, assignments , classes etc, and then I would
have the kids home sick and the plans would go out the door. But overall the kids have
coped particularly well and Mike has been incredibly supportive, very much so. He has
recognised particularly in recent times that I need him to help more. I had a big breakdown
during the first semester, because the children were all sick, and we had lots of financial
problems, and it looked as if our marriage was on the rocks. It was fabulous to know that the
counselling facility was here …and I would never had gone to see a counsellor before… but I
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found that incredibly beneficial to help me make objective decisions and talk through my
plans. I was trying to hold on to this degree and it was the one thing that was mine, and I
didn’t want to let it go and didn’t want to drop back, and then talking it through with people
who were objective and removed from it, well…it helped. It’s been stressful but everyone has
adapted to it.

I no longer feel like I’m a dummy...
It’s possible that the problems between Mike and me would have happened anyway, but I
think the studies have had a lot to do with it. I feel like, all of a sudden, I’ve got a brain. My
opinion is worthy. I no longer feel like I’m on the back foot. He’s a very bright man, and
talented, and so I no longer feel like I’m a dummy. It’s made me think a lot more, and I
probably don’t have as much respect for him as I once had, because I know I’m more
confident and say what I think. So in that way it has highlighted the differences between us. I
probably wasn’t confident enough to express what I believed before. And I think that this has
also affected my relationship with my children, perhaps more so with my fifteen year old. I
noticed that within a few weeks of starting the enabling course, I’d be saying, “I’ve got to go
and study”. She was in year eight, and as soon as I started my study her attitude towards
her homework changed. She studied more, went to the library… it was great. I can’t say
that’s necessarily the case with the others, but it really has been very noticeable with her.
I have a couple of girlfriends who will look after my youngest if I need to come up to uni, and
Mike’s mother is quite helpful and supportive.

There has been a lot of support and

encouragement from her. And I think because I was having a bit of a difficult time with my
marriage and sick kids – everybody – the lecturers were all very empathetic, and happy to
work with me in terms of getting extensions. Here I find the librarians, the ladies in student
support, the book shop, the cafeteria… everyone… are fabulous…. and I think that if you
didn’t get that on your ‘down’ days, it would make it harder.
The situation with Mike just got me to the point where I couldn’t concentrate on my work,
because there were always financial issues as well ….financial difficulties. I haven’t been
able to just concentrate on my studies because of feeling pulled and dealing with all these
other things. We’ve decided to sell our house, so I can focus on my studies and not worry
about debt hanging over my head. The other big worry is my mother’s ill health. She hasn’t
been a hundred percent. She was very ill four months ago, and about two months later she
was back in hospital. I was in a lecture and no-one could get in touch with me, and she had
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a suspected heart attack. I was told, “You had better come down – it’s not looking good” …
that was early in the semester. It didn’t impact too much, but I was back and forwards to
where she lives, about four hours away, which was taking out time. She’s doing okay now
though. They determined she had a heart murmur and stress, not a heart attack after all.
And my father needs a hip replacement, which is another reason why I have had to drop
back from full time to part time study. They are in their eighties – so now he is scheduled for
surgery. I think whether I can go back to studying full time depends a lot on how Dad comes
out of this surgery. I think it will be fine, but you never know. I may even have to defer
depending on what happens of course, but it’s something that I’m not going to walk away
from. To begin with I was, like, I have to get it done in three years, but now I realise I don’t
have to, and I have learnt not to put so much pressure on myself.
I have gained a lot of self confidence…empowerment…particularly having done the enabling
course and getting some good marks. At one point, when I was at my lowest point, I was
thinking I would defer or drop out, start again in a couple of years, and then I got these high
marks so I thought, “I can do this”. So I’ve gained self confidence and credibility amongst our
friends.

I know a lot of people in the building game, either engineers or ‘tradies’

[tradespeople] and over the years I’ve had such an interest in building and renovating and so
on. I have always been interested in talking about what they’re doing, and it’s fascinating to
see their change in attitude towards me now. They ask me to look at things, and all of a
sudden there is common ground that a man can talk to me about … my opinion counts. I
was introduced to a man who was an engineer and when I said I was studying civil
engineering, all of a sudden he was interested in me and wanted to talk to me.

It’s something of mine…
What I miss though is time with my children and time for me. I thought I could live without all
that – but I realise I do need it. There’ve been lots of times when I’ve thought about quitting.
Even in the enabling course, towards the end it was all getting a bit hard. I had sick kids,
couldn’t get to the lectures, and I wasn’t real confident on the whole blackboard [online
interface] thing. I thought it was just too hard, and then when we came towards the exams I
was worried I wouldn’t be smart enough. I don’t have a particularly good memory …I don’t
think I do. I found it took an awful lot of preparation. And even now, in the last couple of
weeks, again with the on-going financial burden, sick kids, and wondering about due dates
for extensions, I’m really pushing it to get it all done. And then I find that I’m thinking of
deferring, depending on how things go with Dad.
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But I guess what has kept me here so far is the enjoyment I get from the research, from the
writing, finishing each assignment… the fact that for the first time in 15 years I can just get in
the car and drive up and get lost in books and research …independence. And it’s something
of mine. I don’t have to necessarily share it with Mike and the children. They don’t have to be
here. They don’t have to have anything to do with it. Even though I would rate the difficulties
as twelve out of ten, particularly too, when I sit in lectures with these nineteen and twenty
year olds who live at home, and they still complain…
I chuck a lot of tantrums – I express it and that helps! Probably also talking it through with
Mike is really helpful… his reassurance – “Keep at it, keep going, you’re enjoying it”, and
utilising the counselling services here, that is enormously helpful, and just the support from
my peers. When I didn’t turn up for a while (I was trying to save money) peers would call and
ask if everything was well and hoping I could make it back. I wouldn’t say that they are good
friends of mine, as I am the oldest by far, with the next oldest only 24, but they are still very
supportive. I made good friends in the enabling course, as they were all more my age, but
now we mostly just keep in touch when we see each other around on campus, and with the
odd text message. One of the girls I did the enabling course with, she is doing teaching and
studying full time and working part time, and she was quite overwhelmed with the work load
of the first semester, and it was nice to know that we were not all alone.

It hasn’t been anywhere near as hard as I thought it would be…
But without a doubt my immediate family is my biggest support, and my lecturers. Probably
what’s been the biggest problem is the negative attitude of my extended family. Nothing
else. Except perhaps there are too many lectures where there’s not much interaction. There
are a lot of powerpoint presentations used, so I find those lectures pretty unnecessary as I
could just look at the lecture on Blackboard. There were obviously times when they were
beneficial, just being in the room and hearing a few questions that came out, and the
answers, and being able to clarify, but overall, generally speaking, it has all been very
positive.
If there’s something I don’t understand, well, as the first point of call, I always go to
blackboard and have a look at what the discussion board has been about. The discussion
with students and the lecturers on line – I often find if I have a question someone else has
too, and sure enough I find it on Blackboard. If I can’t find it I send my lecturer an email and

44

go from there, or I ask one of my peers the question. Most of the time I look on the internet
and do my research and read books and books and books. But in terms of being able to
maintain my focus, I do use the counselling service …. go and talk to the counsellor.
I think that it’s important that mature-age students know that they can ask lots of questions,
and not be afraid to use the services that are here.

The librarians are a wealth of

information. And it helps to just talk to people that might be sitting in the café, and there is
also a mentoring program, with other students mentoring the new students. It’s important to
use all this. The only other thing I think is that the library needs to be open longer. My
children are of an age where I can bring them along and they are happy to play on the
computer, so it would help if I could use the library more after hours. I think there could also
be some workshops that are geared towards a mature aged student. I must say I felt very
old, and it would be good to have some of the essay writing courses and things like that
geared to older students. I’m a little bit intolerant of a lot of the younger ones in the lectures.
They are straight out of high school and they just want to talk all the time with their friends,
and you just want to stand up and say “shut up”.
But, you know, I was expecting uni to be really hard, and I was expecting it to be unfriendly
and hard to navigate. I was worried that I was going to get lost, and I was really pleasantly
surprised by the whole experience, because I didn’t get lost at all. I was expecting a 3,000
word assignment in the first week. I wasn’t expecting a gradual… “Let’s hold your hand
here, we’re here to help you achieve exactly all your goals”. I was expecting lots of smart
people, and there are, but I was expecting to have to work really, really, hard, and it hasn’t
been anywhere near as hard as I thought it would be. It has been really enjoyable.

I’m far more confident now...
The way I feel about myself has really changed, most definitely. I was writing a description of
myself for something a while ago, and I was able to write that I regarded myself as an
intelligent, attractive woman who is capable and confident and can hold an intelligent
conversation; whereas maybe three years ago, I wouldn’t have regarded myself that way. I
feel like I’m better read, and I’ve got this desire to read… I want to read. I read papers, and I
make far more analytical decisions now, and I really research and give a lot more thought to
decisions, and I find my thought process is much faster and… yes, I think that other people
see me differently now too. I also think that some people are a little bit threatened now,
particularly this one girlfriend, and maybe my sister, and Mike’s father is a builder as well
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and he was quite miffed that I got into civil engineering. He was, like, how could a ditz like
you be doing that? No, sadly I don’t think I have gained his respect or anything. I was
brought up to be seen and not heard, but now, through the essay writing and researching,
and because I’ve got this hunger for knowledge now, I find I’m a bit more opinionated.
I think my future is going to be much brighter than the past. I’m much more confident in
terms of … well, say, for selling our house. I’m not worried so much about material things
anymore, and I don’t have so much need to hang on to to all these material things and
collections. And I’m far more confident. I have the ability to focus on goals that I haven’t had
before. First, I want to get this degree and then launch into my business, but now I’m happy
to plod along and be a perpetual student. It’s going to take longer to get the degree but I will
probably enjoy the whole process a lot more. I have managed to get things in place. A bit of
uni, a bit of exercise, more time with the kids… I’ve got some balance now, whereas before it
was all uni and no family and no me. If I hadn’t started at uni I’d still be unhappy, and being
frustrated by a Neanderthal boss and...you know.
I think that for my children, they definitely will not be scared to study, because they are here
in the uni environment; it is such a familiar place for them. I’m very keen for my husband to
do a degree now. He needs to, because now at his age he is competing against people who
have got a degree, and I think because he has seen it has been a relatively easy transition
for me, he’s more open to thinking he might go back to uni. And a couple of friends and other
mums, they are saying that it is an inspiration what I’m doing, with five kids and all.
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Nerida’s Story: “So I just thought, ‘I’m not taking this
anymore’...”
Nerida is 49, married with three adult children, aged 22, 23 and 26. Before coming to
university, she worked as a customer service officer with a large national company.
Nerida did an enabling course to achieve university entry and is now in the final year of
a Graduate Diploma of Education, following completion of a Bachelor of Arts degree,
studying full-time. Nerida’s husband is a labourer.

The way it happened was this….
Well, I’m 49 years old, and I certainly never expected that I’d ever get to uni – and never in a
million years at this age! The way it happened was this. I had taken a package – a
redundancy - and I‘d spent six months at home and I was bored. I was arranging the
information about uni for my second son. He was in the first year of the Higher School
Certificate that had changed from how it used to be, and he got a really low UAI [entrance
score for university]. The thing is, he really is quite brilliant and I knew that that wasn’t right,
so I was trying to arrange to get him into uni somehow, but he just wasn’t interested. So, I
thought, well bugger you! If you’re not interested, I’ll go to uni!
Because, someone said to me – at student services – well, what about yourself? And I said,
I couldn’t possibly go to uni, but they gave me information about how I could go to uni if I
wanted to. So that’s how it started. That was in the middle of 2000, and then I did the
research and I got all the information off everyone who would stand still and listen to me, and
then I started in the enabling course in 2001.
I think that the reason I decided to do it, was simply that I was at the end of a career where I
got nowhere. I knew I had a lot to give, but working for a large company and being a woman,
meant I didn’t have the necessary ‘physical equipment’ to make a manager. I had done all
my manager training, I was a marketing officer, I worked in regional office, I worked in head
office – anything that was going I was in it and I was still at base level, so I thought, I’m not
doing this anymore.
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The reason that I took the package out of my job was that the ‘dork’ in my training school,
the one that we all helped get through training, was my manager when I left, and he was
male! So I just thought, ‘I’m not taking this anymore”.

I felt unfulfilled and looking for something…
At that stage too we had one son go through uni – he was in his third year. I had another
son who’d just done year twelve, I had another daughter going into year ten, and it was
getting up to twenty years of my marriage, which is around the time that most marriages will
stop! I felt unfulfilled and looking for something and I had to say, ‘Well, do I leave and go
and live in a cockroach-infested flat and take thirty years to recover, or do I make a go of
what I’ve got?’
So I said, “Right!” and thought about it. We can’t afford to live in our house here on what my
husband has in his redundancy, so where can we survive until he’s 65, and where I can work
(because I’m ten years younger than my husband) for ten years, and then come back and
live back here where the hospitals and medical are? We could go to the bush where there’s
lower real estate value, but what can we do in the bush? There’s no jobs. The only jobs you
can get in the bush are doctor, nurse, teacher. Right! I’ll be a teacher!
I had wanted to be a teacher when I left high school, but my father had died between year
ten and year eleven and Mum said ‘I can’t afford to buy your year eleven uniform. Do you
mind getting a job?’ So that was the end of that. Then I got married at twenty-one, and had
a child at twenty-two – so I really felt I hadn’t fulfilled what I really wanted to do. So, I came
back and did the enabling course and got very good marks.

I want to soak up knowledge…
I got into the Early Childhood [teaching degree] and went, “Oh my God! It’s nappies! No, no,
no!” So I jumped over in second semester to the Arts degree. I had done 50 units in the
second semester and I had two days out in a school with an absolutely hideous teacher in a
school, that was just so horribly run, that I just said, there is no way I’m doing this; and I think
through a combination of tiredness and the shock from the bad experience, I just said to my
lecturers, “That’s it!” And they said, “Don’t go, don’t go”.
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So I said, “Look, you’re my age; you get out and work in that system”. I said, “There is no
morning tea, there’s no lunch, there is no afternoon tea, there is no break; you don’t get this
and you don’t get that; and coming from a work background where I got all those things….”
And then my sociology teacher said to me, “Look, you get high distinctions in sociology; why
are you going teaching?” And a Masters’ student had also said to us in the enabling course,
that everyone starts in teaching. They think they are going to come here and be a teacher,
but there are other things besides teaching. So I thought about it, and said to myself, I need
to mature academically. What I want is an education, I want knowledge, I want to soak up
knowledge. I want to learn classics; I want to learn to be able to deconstruct; I want to be
able to argue politically; I want to be able to learn literature; I want an intellectual stimulus;
and I thought, “Great!” I thoroughly enjoyed my journey by doing it that way.

I’m like a dog with a bone and never give up…
By third year in I had to start to make some decisions. By this time, the brilliant son had
decided, ‘I’m going to do the enabling course Mum”; came back and did the enabling course
and went through brilliantly of course, we knew he would, and he then said, the campus
where I want to do my degree is in another state. So instead of him being through uni, and
the first son being through uni and the daughter nearly through uni – allowing us to then
break free and go to the bush – we had like a three year delay, and then we had a four year
period of supporting two children at uni, plus accommodation and everything. We were
pretty broke!
In second year I decided I’d do my honours, but in third year - I had to say, ok, this degree
has cost me $33,000, through not working, so I thought, what can I do? The careers
adviser said to me, “What are you doing honours for? Why don’t you do a Masters, or a
Diploma of Education?” And I went, “Perfect!” At that stage, all the way through my degree, I
said, “Keep that distinction average. You might need that one day”.
I’m like a dog with a bone and never give up. I applied to do the Diploma of Education. If I
didn’t get in I would have done the honours and been quite happy but still wouldn’t have got
a job. So this has been a long journey, but I’m getting to where I want to be and now I have
applied for all of the rural areas [for teaching]. You know, I don’t think a lot of people would
have put up with it. They wouldn’t have become as tenacious as I am – they would have just
left. There were times when I was depressed and felt harassed, and felt incapable and was
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made to feel that I wasn’t coming up to standard, and I could see why people would leave.
What kept me going was my love of learning, my lecturers, our beautiful campus.

I think he secretly thinks I’m smarter than him…
When I first decided to come to uni, people were a bit patronising – pat mum on the head,
she’ll be right. But, for my husband, I think it was a big slap to his pride and his ego and he
has only in the last two years felt comfortable with the fact that I’m not going to get a degree
in leaving!
We went to a marriage counsellor and we have gone through a process – we’ve been
married 28 years now – and he had issues he had to deal with himself. I think he secretly
thinks I’m smarter than him, which is so stupid. He’s got beautiful interpersonal skills. He
wouldn’t be where he is if he wasn’t the person he was – but it’s his issue. But I think it was
ego damaging for him to deal with.
But I will say this – he has supported me, one hundred and ten percent entirely – that was
his way of dealing with it. He would say to other people, “I support my wife, she goes to uni –
I’m the provider and I go to work and support all these uni students”, and I went, “Fine!”

I’ve not had good memories of education…
I was really worried about starting uni. I thought there’d be raving packs of young women
who would pay me off and tease me – that was the biggest worry I had. What would the
younger ones be like? I really thought uni would be like high school in year ten in the
seventies. Of course, things have changed.
I’ve suffered with depression and anxiety all my life, but it wasn’t diagnosed until the 1980s.
When I went to kindergarten – even right up to sixth class - I sat alone, even in the rain and
my best friend was the other outcast and she was the Polish immigrant child. Because I
didn’t get medication for depression and chronic anxiety until much later, I’ve not had good
memories of education – and teachers did use sarcasm. They did ostracise people. It was
a hard road.
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But, in the bridging course I met a woman and she was lovely and - it was maths, God help
us! I was doing this bridging course to do core mathematics and this woman was even more
pathetic than me! She said, “I don’t know anything about maths, but if I stand up and ask a
question and you all think I’m dumb, I don’t care. I’m going to ask as many questions as I
need because I need to learn”. I turned around and said, “My friend!” – and we are still
friends.

Like trying to learn a foreign language…
I did all the preparation courses here that I could do, six months before I started, and it was a
great help. I had done all the bridging courses, learning support courses; and even though
nothing can prepare you for an academic essay - it was like trying to learn a foreign
language - I got a credit in my first essay. I got help with that from [academic skills adviser].
So many students have had help from her on this campus. Just that direction I think is what
it needs to kick-start people.
But one thing I will say; mature aged students do run at a disadvantage – all the way through
– well, it’s what the young ones have and they just accept it as normal – knowing how much
effort to put in – knowing where to find things, the technology level, the ability to be able to
pick out key words – what do you do with a key word? How do you use the internet? What
do you mean, an email? All of this – they’re all added challenges and it makes it really hard
slog. It’s like walking through mud.
I also had help from this lady I met in maths bridging class. And I knew some people then in
Australian History. I don’t know what would have happened if I hadn’t met up with a couple
of girls in that subject. I didn’t want to do the geometry part, and the girls in Australian
History said, “Why don’t you come and do classical history?”

And I think because the

lecturers are around my age and because I’m from a corporate background and because I’m
used to dealing with managers who were only men, and people in positions of power, I’ve
never had that worry that I can’t approach someone.

I’m a different person totally…
It has been a big adjustment though; giving up gardening; giving up reading; giving up
sewing; giving up relaxing; giving up going out with family visits; giving up socialising; giving
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up clothes (I buy from op shops); giving up spending money on anything; giving up having
holidays. Lots of giving up! It’s not just yourself – it’s the normal giving up you have to do to
get three children through uni as well. But I’ve learnt so much! I can’t just look at a TV show
anymore. I deconstruct everything! I can’t just read a newspaper; I know what’s behind the
headlines, I know who is pushing the buttons. I can’t just listen to politicians; I can see all
the power play and all the crap and the nonsense that is going on in this world. I can see all
the injustices. I’m a different person totally.
I also appreciate things very much. I really appreciate a Sunday afternoon with my husband.
I appreciate being able to stay outside in the fresh air and sunshine; and I appreciate what
my husband does for me, and I don’t know if I used to do that.
My children also started to see me not just as a mother, but more of a person. I don’t think
my second son would have gone to uni if he hadn’t seen me putting in the effort. And my
daughter, well she would have just played, she was a social butterfly; she would have been
fine, but would never have had anything. They say to me, “Mum, we don’t know how you do
it”. My daughter calls me a freak – because when it comes to an essay, they struggle – and
they will come to me and say, “I have gone as far as I can go. Can you read it and tell me
where I’m going wrong?” And I type it up – and they say, “That just sounds like a lecturer!”
whereas in their year twelve, I couldn’t help them at all.

Waves of inspiration….
I think it has made my husband appreciate me. That is a mutual thing, and I think it has also
allowed him to do a lot of things on his own, and that’s a good way for him to reduce stress. I
think we’re much happier together, and I make it a rule that we go and have breakfast on
Saturday and Sunday, and we realise now that is the only time we actually talk, away from
everyone, and that’s become a ritual – we have our coffee and our breakfast. He’s also
accepted the fact it’s ok, because I am going to be there and I will provide for him while he
goes out and does what he wants to do.
He supports me in lots of ways now - shopping, cleaning, washing the car, feeding me. He
cooks tea every night. He has said to me, “Don’t ever stop using your brain because you are
not a person that can just sit at home.”
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With my children, we’re more equal. We look at each other like adults, whereas before they
looked down on me and were up above me with their father, and I was the object of ridicule;
“Oh, silly old mum”. Now I’m someone to come to for advice.
I even have more respect from the neighbours. “How are you going? Don’t give in; it’s only a
couple more years to go”. “I’ve got a couple of degrees on my wall”, one old fellow keeps
saying to me.
And then the children down the road, they call me up and ask for help and those kids - one
of them is four - asks me if I’m a school teacher yet. “Are you finished your big school yet?”
It’s like waves of inspiration.

I’m the first one in my family to go to uni…
But my family – my own siblings, fifteen years older and one either side of me - to the three
older ones I’m a ‘professional student’. I have said, “Please, I really don’t like that term, don’t
speak of me like that.” I find that offensive and they mean it disrespectfully.
The oldest sibling I don’t see, but the youngest sibling, she went to TAFE and got ‘student of
the year’, and her daughter at TAFE got ‘student of the year’ – she’s probably a bit brighter
than me. She said to me, “I think what you are doing is fantastic”. She actually started
[studying] about two years after I started. I think it made her put her thinking-cap on. I’m the
first one in my family to go to uni. My niece went before me, but not any of my brothers and
sisters.
Both my parents are dead now. Mum died last year. She was disappointed; she said, “I’m
sorry I can’t come to your party” – meaning my graduation, God love her, and I said, “Don’t
worry Mum, you know I’m going to get it” – and that was okay, and I knew Mum was proud of
me, extremely.
My mother only went to third class for her education; couldn’t do a crossword or couldn’t
write or read properly – so she was very proud. My mother was 81 when she died. She was
always a stay-at-home mum; never worked until my father died. She didn’t know how to pay
bills; she was from that generation. She was a fighter. She struggled; she was the child of a
divorced woman. Now that in those days was quite stigmatising, and my mother used to play
all the time with an Aboriginal child from an Aboriginal family and my mother spent so much
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time with that family, she absorbed those values, and that’s how she taught us. She used to
say, “You can be poor but you can’t be dirty”, and, “Whatever you do, be good at what you
do”. So she encouraged us to do the best at whatever we did.
My father was a boiler maker and he worked at a hospital. He did that as long as I knew. He
has very little education. In winter he was sent up to the country to go rabbiting, because in
those days they would get the rabbits. They sold the skin. It was the worst horrible thing to
do. I think it affected him actually. So he had very little education and he was the eldest of
thirteen. They didn’t have education like we have now.

Even if you’re feeling horrid there is always somewhere nice to
go….
Most of the help I’ve had here at uni has been from student support services; also from the
woman in the shop, and the library woman, and talking to the girls in the café. I’m older, and
so I just say, “I’ve had a bugger of a day”, and I will talk to anyone, and I have always been
like that.
The lecturers and tutors are better than good – they’re approachable, you feel confident with
them - you’re not being fobbed off – they are really quite wonderful. I think just everyone who
is here is generally really helpful. People who work here choose to work here – they will
forego a pay rise to work here, and I think it’s the ambiance of the place. Even if you are
feeling horrid there is always somewhere nice to go.

What I would say to other mature age students…
“Believe in yourself, acknowledge that not everyone is going to support you, acknowledge
that you are going to change and not everyone is going to like it and be prepared for things
that you don’t think are ever going to happen”. The amount of people who have left their
husbands or gone through situations or have left uni because they haven’t received support
from family… I think, “Just don’t give up”. I think it’s about time for Australian women to
actually consider themselves to be of value, because we are valuable people, and we have
a right. I’ve worked all my life and I’m not doing my degree to go home and do nothing. If you
want to go home and do nothing, go and take up patchwork, but don’t come to uni and take
someone else’s place for a education. And if you come and get an education, acknowledge
when it’s time to go and then take it with you. Don’t use uni as a crutch.
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It’s a brand new start….
I’ve got an interview with the Department of Education in September; I’m going to say, “I’ve
been working five years towards this interview. Let’s talk!”
If I get a position, which would be lovely, I’m prepared to go anywhere. It doesn’t matter. I’m
walking out. We’ve been working on this over the last five years. We know this is what we’re
doing. It’s very exciting; it’s my only window of opportunity. It’s a brand new start.
I’ve got this ten year window of opportunity before my children start marrying and having
children, and because my husband’s ten years older than me, this is my time. I have said to
all the kids, we can’t give you money, we’re not money rich, but we can give you a degree,
but once you get your degree you’ve got to go out in the big wide world, and they’re all doing
it.
If I hadn’t have come to uni I would have been like all those poor unfortunate women living
on their own, wondering, “What happened to my life?” My marriage would have broken up. I
left him three times, because I felt so under-valued. I was unhappy, but we have worked
through it and now we’re a great couple. Now I value myself, which is easy thing to say, but
a very hard thing to do. If everything fell apart tomorrow I would be alright.

55

Fiona’s Story: “I was really worried about meeting people,
fitting in and everything...”
Fiona is 35 years old, single, with a son aged 7 and living with her parents. When
Fiona left school she did a secretarial course at TAFE and then worked as a clerical
assistant until her son was born. Fiona did an enabling course to achieve university
entry and is now in the second year of a Bachelor of Social Science degree, studying
full-time.

His starting school was the catalyst really…
I decided to start the enabling course because my son started kindergarten and I thought, I
could either go and get another boring office job, or I could do something that I actually want
to do, and I love learning. So his starting school was the catalyst really. The relationship with
his father had broken up a couple of years before, so I had spent that time trying to sort that
out with him and my son, and then I thought, it’s time to do something for myself.
I had seen a counsellor because of the breakup and stuff and I thought, wow, I really want to
do this – to be a counsellor like she was. The lady that I saw was just fantastic and she said,
“Go and do something.” She really gave me that positive inspiration. I’m not sure if that’s
where I actually want to go now – but that was the whole reason I did the enabling course; it
was to get into the Bachelor of Social Science. I thought that being on the other side of the
counselling chair put me in a better position if I was going to be on the other side, behind the
desk, so I’d have a better insight into what people are going through, even though not all
experiences are the same. But I thought it would have helped me to just to have a little bit of
insight.
My family was very positive about it too. I moved in with Mum and Dad when the relationship
split up, and so they were keen for me to do something, and they still are. They love helping
out whenever they can. They take my son when I’ve got a heavy workload. They are very
good.
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The best thing in the world…
I didn’t really have many friends after the break-up. As a full-time mum I’d spent a lot of time
at home. But there was one girl that I knew – she did the enabling program the year before I
did. She really struggled. She doesn’t have a very good grasp of language and expression
and she didn’t do very well, so she didn’t go on with it. So I had heard about it from her, and
then in the local paper they had the ad for the campus open day and I thought, this is really
what I want to do. And it was so weird. I’m listening to what everyone is telling me, and then
I saw this lady that I used to live next to when I was with my partner, and I hadn’t seen her
for, like, six years at least, and I saw her here on the campus on that open day. And she
said, “You have to do the enabling course; it’s the best thing in the world.” She had her kids
with her and she said, “It’s flexible”, and everyone there was really positive about uni.
My sister had done a teaching degree before and she was very positive as well. I was a bit
worried though, as I hadn’t studied, obviously, for a long time. Like, at work, you do in-house
training or whatever the companies have, and that’s one thing at least. You learn specific
ways of doing things, like payroll, but I was little bit worried about studying again. But before
the course had even started I was doing all the preparation and extra learning support
classes. I did the essay writing, I did everything before it even started. I thought, I am not
going into this blind. I’m going to get as much information as I can. So that definitely helped
me to feel more confident about starting, and whenever anybody said, “I’m struggling”, I
would say, “Go and do this course”. I was a big advocate.

You need a different headspace…
Only my sister had been to uni, no-one else in my family. So it’s still only me and my sister.
My mother did nursing, back in the sixties before it was a uni degree. She was a shift worker
and Dad was a cabinet maker. They are both retired now and they are never home. Mum
does exercise and Dad plays bowls. He loves his bowls and the bowls nights and so on.
When I first started the enabling course I was really worried about meeting people, fitting in
and everything. I was a bit shy and you kind of assume that everyone is younger, but we
were all about the same age. And once you speak to someone and say, “I don’t know how
this works”, and they would say, “I don’t either”,

and then it’s okay. I didn’t have any

problems with my son. He loved the fact that Mum was going to uni. He was really excited
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and he could see that it was positive as well. So I really didn’t have any problems settling in,
as doing all the courses before it started really helped.
When I moved from the enabling course to the undergraduate degree it was just the same
really. Maybe the work load was a bit heavier, but that’s obviously the way it is. The enabling
course gave me a good grounding, and I think if I had of gone into uni straight from school I
would never of got this far, because you need a different head-space, and I just don’t think I
would have been able to cope as well if I hadn’t been able to get used to it through the
enabling course. The other thing that’s helped is just being a bit older – being a mum and
going to work you get used to having dead-lines and having responsibilities, so having some
life experience has made a difference.
I didn’t ever think about going to uni before. The only reason I stayed on to year twelve at
high school was because I didn’t know what else to do.

I wasn’t a brilliant student or

anything. I was pretty average. And then, in that Christmas holidays after year twelve had
finished, my friends said, “There is a secretarial course starting tomorrow – do you want to
go in?” I said, “Yes, okay.” So that’s what happened.
Since starting at uni I stay up later, reading. I wait until my son has gone to bed before I do
any work because it’s just too hard when he is around. He wants attention, needs to be fed
and looked after and so on. So you don’t see your friends as much, not at uni anyway. I do
have social life but it’s outside uni. So the change to routine has been the biggest change.
I’m close to Mum and Dad and they’re supportive and help me whenever they can. I’m
probably closer to my sister now, as she’s been to uni too and we have that in common. I
also have more friends now because of uni. Other girls that I did the enabling course with,
I’m still with now, doing the same degree with two of them, and we help each other.
I also met Evan here at uni. We started going out and it kind of took my mind off my studies
for a while. It had a big impact on my studies to begin with, as I just couldn’t concentrate for
a while and we were seeing each other all the time. But then we made a pact that we both
had to try to concentrate on our studies first, and then we managed to fit in the two –
studying as well as seeing each other. So we’ve been together for nearly a year now. It’s
had a really positive impact too because we can help each other with our studies, both being
here together. He is a lovely man.
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A sense of awareness I didn’t have before...
Since starting here I’ve definitely got more confidence and, I don’t know how to say this
really, but just being able to say “No”, and to have an opinion and be able to back it up. I’m
more sure of my own opinions and I’m able to express myself more. That’s it really. Just
confidence. I like learning. I like to be engaged in something. And in Social Science I’m
learning a lot about social issues and so on. It’s kind of depressing at times, but there’s so
much to deal with, and I really want to stick with it. I’ve gained a sense of awareness that I
didn’t have before. I used to just be walking around with my head up my arse, but now it’s
like, “Oh I wish I could go back there, because everything’s so confronting.”
I know that if I had chosen to go to work instead of coming to uni when my son started
school I would have more money. But I don’t think that way, I think that’s irrelevant. You can
get caught up in the office politics and rubbish, and I can’t stand that, so I don’t think I’m
missing out on anything by being here instead. Sometimes though it can be really difficult;
just when I’ve got too many things on at once, and as well as being a single mum. Evan
doesn’t live with me, and although I live with my parents and they’re there to help, I don’t like
to palm him [son] off. So just time-management really, can get quite difficult at times. I
would like to be better at that, at managing my time. But in some ways I think I work better
under pressure as well, so the pressure is positive sometimes. It gets the results.

I don’t like to give up…
I’ve never got to the point where I’ve thought of chucking it all in. I don’t like to give up.
Definitely not. When things get difficulty I try to organize things better. I try to work things out.
Sometimes if I had a better plan then things wouldn’t get to that point of being so stressed,
so I try not to get like that. But then sometimes it just happens, like last week we had an
exam which was supposed to be done on-line – and that was the same day as when I had
an assignment due. So I thought I would get that done, and then do the exam. But then it
came on-line a few days earlier and it said it had to be in by then so that was really stressful.
So I just burned the midnight oil and had no sleep. Evan helped then and Mum and Dad did
too. I had to say to my son, “I’ve really got to get this done”, and Mum and Dad took him to
school and picked him up and stuff like that. He’s their only grandchild and he’s very much
doted on.
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If I need help with my studies and so on, first off I go to my friends. If we don’t understand
something we talk amongst ourselves. After that I would go to the lecturers. They’re very
approachable, and even though I haven’t really used the Learning Centre courses, and I
probably should have, I know they are there if I need them. Usually though I just nut it out by
myself. The most helpful of all though are my friends here at uni. Last year we had lots of
group work, and we were five in a group. Without them, it wouldn’t have worked. If I’d been
in another group I just don’t think it would have been same. But this semester there has
been no emphasis on group work or co-operation, and, oh, it’s been really hard, because
that support base isn’t there, and even though we were doing the same subjects, we would
be doing them differently and it was really hard to call on them and help each other. I think
that group time really brings out the best in all of us.
But at the moment there’s a lot of uncertainty about what’s going to happen at this campus,
as they are cutting courses and just offering them at the other campus. I came here to stay
and I don’t want to go up to the other campus. It would mean more time and more money,
and it’s not really feasible for me, with a young child, or even for any others, even those who
have no children. Yes I think that is really negative. I think there a risk that I might not be
able to finish my degree here because of the cutting of courses. I’m not entirely sure, but I
mean we’ve had some courses that aren’t available this year, and some of the lecturers
have left, and the fact that we don’t know. That’s the thing, we feel as if we are being kept in
the dark, and there is all this rumour and suspicion.

I really got involved…
Whenever I talk to any other mature-aged students I always tell them to come into Student
Support, to do all the learning support courses and to ask the student mentors for help and
information, and then to volunteer to be a mentor. I didn’t need all that so much because I
had the friends from the enabling course, and because we had already been here a year, so
it wasn’t such a big deal. But you can see how beneficial it would be for someone coming
straight from school to meet people. I met a few people at the Mature Age club, that the
Student Union runs, and also the Women’s Collective. That was really good. I really got
involved. It’s important not to sit back and think, ‘it’s too much’ and try to rely just on your
own resources, because that is not enough.
I didn’t find any lack of support here. I can’t speak for other people, but the support is all
there, it’s all laid out. I was on the panel for the workshop that’s run at the start of the year
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for new mature-age students coming in. We tried not to be negative, and said things like,
“Oh yes, there is so much reading, but it’s all good”. People have to be prepared to go and
access the help and support. That’s the main thing. All these things need to be advertised
too, to make people aware. I guess there is only so much you can do – you can’t accost
everyone in the café – and say ‘are you having troubles’?
Mum and Dad always worked hard, and so they instilled in us hard work, and just get in
there and do it. I hadn’t done any other formal study since school, so I didn’t really know
what to expect when I started here. I guess I thought it would be more individualised. I didn’t
think that there would be so much cohesion, so that’s why I was a bit apprehensive. I
thought the lecturers would be more like school teachers, less approachable, but that’s not
the case. I didn’t think it would be so relaxed, because it is relaxed. It’s a very relaxed
campus. We don’t have those big lecture halls, so we’re in classrooms and they actually talk
to you. It’s not like school at all. We’re all even. The lecturers are easy to talk to and
approachable, and I didn’t think they would be. I thought they would be more formal.
Because it is a formal institution, I assumed it would be formal right down to the letter. Even
at TAFE they kind of talk down to you, even though we were only doing typing and stuff.
When I was at TAFE doing secretarial training, that was in 1985, they talked down to you,
because we were kids really, only nineteen, but because now we’re mature-age, and even
the young people, they’re not talked down to.

Coming to uni, I sort of bloomed…
I’m a lot more confident and more outgoing. I’m the social secretary of the group! At school, I
was always the quiet one. I wasn’t popular, not part of the cool group. And then having a
child, and being in that relationship, that didn’t help my confidence either. But coming to uni I
sort of bloomed. I’d organise nights out and everybody came, and we always had so much
fun. That made me more confident to say to people, come and join us. Just the other day I
organised everyone to have a study group. We had seven chapters and seven people and
we all did a chapter each instead of trying to do it all by ourselves. Some people say I’m like
my mother – she’s a good organiser and confident socially, and now I’m getting to be that
way too. It makes you feel good. When I started the enabling course I bought my books from
a lady, and every time I see her now, she’s like, “Oh, I can’t get over how much you’ve
changed. When I first saw you, you came in with this mousy look and asked for your books,
and now when I see you you’re everywhere, doing everything and it’s great”. So I’m much
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more outgoing. I’ve always been pretty organised at home, but coming here has really
developed that outgoing side of me.

My future will be very different from before…
I don’t know yet what the future holds for me. I’m still kind of unsure where I want to go, what
to do at the end; that kind of plays on my mind, because I haven’t got a goal. I’m kind of up
in the air about what I really want to do and I don’t know. Someone said, “Go and see the
careers counsellor”, and I did at the beginning, but she couldn’t help me because I couldn’t
help her. I couldn’t say what I wanted to do.
Sometimes that’s good, because if you don’t have set ideas about what you want to be, or
what you want to do, well, then you can go to any door that opens, but I like stability and I
like to know what I’m doing. My first idea of wanting to be a counsellor, that’s changed now.
That’s not what I want to do now. I want to have an interesting job, but I just don’t know
what.
I think that Evan’s and my relationship is going pretty strong, and we would like to move out
together. That would be great, but it’s not feasible at the moment. But once I finish my
degree I can get a job and move out and get a house together. I can see that my future will
be different from before. The work I did was very monotonous and I’m looking forward to
being able to do something that I want to do, not something that I have to do; more
rewarding and stimulating work, instead of just clerical stuff.
If I’d just gone back to clerical work, sure I would have had a bit more money, but then I
wouldn’t have had the time with my son. That relationship would be different. My aim was
always to get off the pension, but not just to get off it and take whatever comes, but to aim
higher. Financially I think my future will be better, than what it would have been, and better
personally as well I think, because it has given me more confidence. I doubt whether I’m
going to lose that. I know I won’t lose it.
I’m also hoping that by my being here at uni will show my son that he doesn’t have to take
anything, and that he can aim higher. I worry about him. His Dad has a job where he works
for his family’s company and he doesn’t actually get anywhere. He never has any money
and stuff like that, so I want to be an example, a positive example for my son, and to show
him that if you do the hard work and you will get somewhere.
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So, generally, it has been a really positive experience for me, and I just love it and don’t want
to give it up. I’d really like to just keep studying. The campus is great, I love it. I can’t think of
one thing that is negative about it, except for the restructuring that I talked about before, but
that’s something that I can’t control and you just have to deal with it. So it’s all just positive.
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Susie’s Story: “I was so bored at home, you know, like I
just couldn’t cope...”
Susie came to university from an enabling course and is studying a
Bachelor of Social Science. Prior to commencing her studies, Susie worked
as a barmaid but after her degree she hopes to work with children in the
Juvenile Justice system. Susie is 38, married with two young children, aged
just 3 and 6.

It’s something that I need to do for myself…
I’ve always wanted to work for the police force. I want to be a profiler and so I came in and
saw the university careers advisor, this was before the enabling course finished last year. I
explained to her what I wanted to do and she advised me the best way to do that was to
come to uni, go through the Bachelor of Social Science, do Psychology and then go into
Juvenile Justice work so that I can profile juveniles instead of criminals. Because if I joined
the police force at 38, I would be 65 before they even thought of me as someone high
enough to be a profiler; you would have to start at the bottom. I’ve always wanted, you
know, to help stop… I don’t know how to say it really… but help stop things that maybe kids
shouldn’t do from a young age, instead of letting it progress up until they are over 18. There
is nothing you can do for them. Not that there is nothing you can do for them, but by then
they are in jail anyway, so yeah, just to help kids understand there is more out there in life
then blowing up the school or killing your classmates or stuff like that.
My husband said to me: “I don’t want you working in a pub no more”. There was a few fights
and I was sort of one that would jump in and stop a fight and my husband says: “No, you are
not doing that no more. I want you to do something else”. I said: “I’m not qualified to do
anything else” and he said: “Why don’t you get qualified?” The lady in his band went through
the enabling course, went to uni and is now a history teacher in high school, so he found out
information from her. I went to my son’s school and they gave me the information for the
enabling course; that’s how I found out about it. So my husband really pushed me, he said:
“You go out and work and in five years time make a lot of money so that I can retire!”
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This [degree] also gives me something to do for the next six years. I was so bored at home,
you know, like I just couldn’t cope. It was just like, I’ve got to do something. Yeah, I can’t
cope staying at home, and he’d [husband] come home and I just smoke all the time and he
said: “You need to do something” and I’m going: “That’s what I’ve been telling you.” I have
always been interested in crime, always interested in crime, true crime not fake crime like
CSI [television program - Crime Scene Investigations] and that but real CSI. Firstly, I was
going to be a teacher but as soon as I got here I changed my mind ‘cause I know what I
wanted to do, I knew in myself what I want to do. He was a bit cranky when he found out I’d
changed from Teaching into Social Science but I said to him: “I can go back and do a Dip Ed
in Teaching and become a teacher”. He goes “Is this something that you really want to do?”
And I went: “Yeah” and he goes: “Well do it!” So he was cool with it and he’s all smarty now
so, yeah, he was pretty cool about it.
I haven’t studied for over twenty years okay, and it is a real smack in your face when you
come here, but yeah, I enjoy it and I love doing homework and things. I waited later in life to
have my children so I always make sure that they came first, ‘cause for the last thirty years I
came first, so I make sure that they are first and make sure that my housework is done as
fast as I can do it. Then I spend time on my study. Sometimes I am up until two in the
morning studying but it’s something that I need to do for myself, type of thing. On the
weekends I spend time with the children and then Alan [husband] will take them and then I
spend time studying.

I don’t really care what they think to be honest with you…
I’ve done it for me, and that’s me, type of thing. My husband won’t go to uni and I am trying
to get him here, but with the mortgage he just won’t come yet. But I said to him: “If you want
to, when I am finished you go because I will be able to financially support the family and you
can do what you want to do”. I don’t think someone in your family has to be a university
student for you to go. Yeah, if you want to do it, do it.
My nieces are awesome about it, my older sister’s two girls. They are both 29 and 27 and
pretty cool. They’re going: “Ahh, cool Aunty Susie”. Yeah, most of them it was positive, just
like two of them are real negative type feelings and that, but I just don’t worry about them.
Like my sister-in-law who belted the crap out of me one night from behind ‘cause she
thought it was a waste of time. She is a big toughie who has just got out of jail and she was
very, very jealous of the fact that I was going to uni and she’s just a fruit loop. Yeah, so she
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did not like it and going: “Why are you doing that? You’re too old to be doing it, too stupid to
be doing it”. But I just let it pass, it’s not a problem, she is not a very nice woman but my
brother, it’s his missus, I don’t really talk to him anymore, but he was pretty cool about me
doing it, and my sister, my older sister, she thinks it’s great that I’m doing something. Yeah,
but the rest of them, I don’t really care what they think to be honest with you.
I started it, I’m going to finish it, don’t care what anyone else says I’m going to finish this.
Sometimes Alan and I have arguments about money ‘cause he is the only one working, he is
supporting the whole family and I only get $40 a week off the government so they don’t give
me anything really to help us. He does say sometimes, “Oh I wish you were working and you
weren’t going to uni”, and that, but it’s only like the heat of the moment. Just after, he thinks
about it and he goes, “No I’m glad you’re going to Uni, forget what I said, just stay at uni”,
and I said, look, “I’ll quit uni and go back to work if you want to?” And he’s: “No, no, no I don’t
mean it like that.” So he says that he doesn’t really mean it, type thing, it’s just like frustration
‘cause he’s paying for everything at the moment. He’s trying to, you know, just keep it all
going but yeah, it’s worth it all, but I think it’s me, my determination to make it work.

It is very important to make friends here, yeah…
It’s like a culture shock because you are here with different people, with the very, very smart
people okay that can just get it like that. I can get it but I can’t write it. So it’s just learning to
write again and to get my thoughts down on paper the right way. So yeah, it’s pretty hard, it’s
pretty scary too a little bit, but when you get to uni and you get friends, that makes it a bit
better.
My husband is not doing it, so he can only advise me on some things whereas the people
that are doing it with you are actually doing it with you and they know what you are going
through. So it’s like I help them and they help me, it’s sort of like a two-way type of thing and
it makes you feel a lot better. You can walk in and go,”How are you going?” and they go,
“Well I’m having a shit day”. But it’s not going to be that bad, and then I can come in the next
day and go, “I’m having a crap day – don’t forget what you told me”, and so, this type of
thing, yeah, it is good and it is very important to make friends here, yeah.
There is a feeling of connectedness when you start knowing everyone, like the ladies in the
library and the ladies in the bookshop, the lady in the little shop and the café and all that.
Even the places around campus you get to know all the people, like, you get here and you
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have a coffee and you, like, de-stress from home and it’s just, like, a nice relaxing place, and
so I think you do become a part of it and it becomes a part of you, yeah.

My kids think it’s cool that mummy is back at school…
I always make sure the house and the kids are looked after, then do uni. I always make sure
they’re first. They’ve got to come first. During the weekends, they’ll be playing and I’ll be
typing and stuff, and, “Mummy I’m hungry!” Fine, I’ll make them some lunch and give them
their lunch. I’ll sit back down and type and they’re pretty cool with that or they’ll come and
help me, you know, let them see what I’m doing, play a game or something, and they just
toddle off by themselves and play. But they still come first. Uni just waits until everyone’s in
bed. I like it like that because it’s quiet, then I can figure out what I want to do, sit down and
do it. No “Mum, Mum, Mum!” It makes it a lot easier to concentrate without losing your
concentration all the time.
I’ve had to sacrifice on some of the housework and I don’t mind. My husband’s been helping
out which is great. I’ve had to sacrifice some of my motherly duties, which I don’t mind at all.
That’s about it really. I am always one that likes a tidy house and my husband is too but,
yeah, it’s just a shambles, and really I don’t care anymore ‘cause there are four of us living
there, one of us tidying up. Then I just let it get really bad one day and everybody’s saying, “I
can’t find this and I can’t find that”, and I said, “Ah gee, maybe you need to tidy up after
yourself, you might be able to find things!” It is just time, I think time with the housework that
still has to be done ‘cause if it doesn’t get done, “Oh, you haven’t cleaned the house today”
and I think, “Oh well I am trying to study!” But now my husband knows. I think he realises
that, yeah, that pressure is there now, he is starting to help me, so it’ll subside a little, like,
get a bit better. I am over the house. Like, if it is clean, it is clean, and if it is not, bad luck. I
always make sure that the vacuum cleaning is done and if there is a pile of washing I don’t
stress no more, I just think, chuck it in the dryer and heat it up, shake it out and it is ironed!
Child-minding and the financial situation, they are two obstacles, like picking up my son from
school and things like that, but I have got my Mum and Dad living with us, so I’ve always got
someone there to pick up. But some mornings, if Mum and Dad are sick or whatever, like my
Dad can’t take him, I need to stay home and take him to school, so I miss the lecture. I
always tell the lecturer and he’s pretty cool with it. But that’s the only little obstacle that I
have to overcome, and the finances of it. Like, my husband got his inheritance last year after
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his father’s death and he said, “Well, while we’ve got the money, go and do it!” So I thought
fine, he didn’t want me working in the pubs and so here I am.

The highs and the lows
The highs are getting the assignments in and the lows are trying to get them done on time!
So yeah, the highs are actually when you hand them across the table to the lecturer and
say, “There you go!” That is a high because you know that you’ve done it and the lows are,
yeah, just trying to get it done with the family and all the research that needs to be done; just
trying to fit it in with everything. My son got a little bit sick, he had an accident and hurt
himself and ended up in hospital. So a little bit of time there where I couldn’t do anything,
and then my little girl got sick. So I was a bit pushed for time but, yeah, I got them in. One of
them was one day late but that was a high because it was only one day instead of more. But
the highs, yeah, getting the assignments in, it’s one of the best highs I reckon. Don’t care
what the mark is but there you go. Oh, it’s a great feeling when you hand them over. That is
the ultimate high I reckon, just handing them across the table! Getting your mark back is
pretty cool, but if you get really good marks it’s really good, but if you get an average mark
it’s still good because you passed!
When I brought my assignments home, my husband was stoked with the twenty-two out of
thirty. I also got the certificate from the enabling course sent to me because I couldn’t make
the ceremony, and he’s been going around putting it up on the wall, he’s so proud of me. It’s
so funny; it’s so good to see. But he wants me to succeed and go to work so that he can stay
at home with the kids. He wants to have that time with his kids. I can relate to that as I’ve
had enough of them! I have never been one to stay at home and do nothing. You know,
always independent, always had my own thing and earned my own money. Now I don’t have
anything, so it can be hard to keep coming here and not go to work, but my husband said,
“Stick it out!” So I am going to stick it out ‘cause it is really important that I pass for him too.

I am more open-minded to a lot of things…
I think I got a bit more of a need to learn, especially, like, I didn’t learn very much at school
when I went to school, and now I’ve got a chance to learn I want to improve myself. I am a
lot smarter now. I can come out with one-liners like you wouldn’t believe now! It’s made me
more aware of my own rights and, like, being a female, and it gives you ideas to think about.
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I am doing male suicide at the moment and the effects that, like, us and society have on a
male, and the statistics for male suicide are just incredible. Until you start researching
something, you know, and then you get to these statistics, and you think, “My God!” You
know what is going on. There’s got to be something better for them out there than that, and
what is it, and hopefully change it. Yeah, change the world!
I am more open-minded to a lot of things, yeah. I was always open-minded but now I am
even more open-minded. You look through a narrow scope and uni has sort of broadened it;
where you have still got a narrow scope but you are looking around that scope as well now,
for other things. So, yeah, I think I have changed. I am more eager maybe to get information
and more eager to learn. Some of the remarks that I have been spitting back at my husband
when he’s been saying things have just stopped him dead in his tracks, you know. I had a
question for him the other night. I asked him, and he looked at me and I said, “You don’t
know do you?” And he said, “No, I think you’d better keep reading the book!” It’s positive
‘cause it’s making him change his views and making him look at different ways. It’s really
weird seeing it, ‘cause I come out with these things that he knows about, and I’ve never
known about, and he’s just like “Uhhhh”, but yeah, so it is real positive, yeah.
Once upon a time, Susie was just a little barmaid, at home doing the homely thing and trying
to work and look after the kids. And now, Susie sort of more stands up for herself and tells
her husband that, “No, this isn’t the thing no more ‘cause I have rights in this world!” So my
once upon a time is changing that, so he stays at home and I can go and work. Be like he
was with me, just to show that women’s life isn’t easy you know. So once upon a time yeah,
then I came to uni and everything changed … I got wise and I started learning a lot of things
but it was for the better.
When I get my degree I don’t want to quit, I still want to keep doing courses so I can get the
other courses in the area of human services so that I can go anywhere and not just Juvenile
Justice, but see how it goes.
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Simone’s Story: “You only get one life to live and this is
something that I wanted to do for a long time...”
Simone is 34 years old and is married with four children varying in age from eight to
eighteen. Simone is completing an enabling program in order to obtain entrance into
a Bachelor of Education. Over the years, Simone has volunteered regularly at the
local primary school where her children attend; this experience has led her to decide
on a teaching career. She currently works part-time in a supermarket as a deli
assistant.

I couldn’t have left it any longer…
I’ve just decided to go ahead with going to university this year. I started an enabling course
hoping to go into a Bachelor of Education for next year. It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a
long time, but I started my family early and now it’s my turn to go and do my part of my
education. I completed year ten and then I had my first son the next year. I tried to go back
to do year eleven when he was a little bit older but found it hard with a little baby and
unreliable baby-sitters. If I had him in child-care it might have been different, so I dropped
out of that and decided to just be a mum. I started being a mum for a long time, and now I’ve
just thought this is something that I want to do, so go for it now.
I think I am a bit old to go back and do year eleven and twelve at school. I also think there is
probably too much involved in it; that way you have to do lots of other subjects that I don’t
find relevant. I have a son at high school and I don’t think I want to be there while my
children are there so when I found out about the enabling course, I thought, “Oh I can do
that it. Sounds good!”
I couldn’t have left it any longer. You only get one life to live and this is something that I
wanted to do for a long time, and I kept putting it off and saying, “I’ll do it one day; I’ll do it
one day”, and one day never comes. So I am actually doing it, and I think to myself every
day, this is so great! I never thought it was ever going to happen. I always wanted to be a
teacher but I couldn’t see how that was ever going to happen because I didn’t finish year
twelve and I started my kids young, so I sort of tied myself down, and then didn’t have
finances and things like that. But over the years, I have learnt how to work and how to buy a
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house and how to maintain things, and I can go and do other things. There is no “you can’t
do it”; you can do it if you want to do it. There is always a time in life. I see ladies here that
are in their seventies and their sixties, they may never ever go to work after they get their
degree, but they can at least say, “I have a degree”.

I am ready for it now, I have the age, the maturity, the confidence…
I actually started work at a supermarket last year and there are kids going through uni there,
one who was only nineteen who was doing university to become a high school teacher. So I
talked to her about it and she gave me a lot of information about what she had to do to get
in. Then I met another lady who was twenty-seven and she had just finished the primary
school Bachelor of Education, and so I hung around with her and asked lots of questions of
what I needed to do. You see this is something that I have wanted to do since I was in year
seven of high school. So yeah, I am ready for it now. I have the age, the maturity, and the
confidence of being with little kids that I didn’t have when I was eighteen, so I am doing it
now.
I love working with kids and have been volunteering at the school for the last couple of
years. The hours are getting longer and longer and longer that I am up there, and my
husband was saying, “You never do this, you never do that, and you should go to work more
often, you know all this volunteer work is clocking up.” But it’s just where I want to be, and I
love being around the kids. The pay [teacher’s] will be a lot better than what I am getting now
and the hours will be a lot better than what I am doing now. I am working nights and
cleaning, doing lots of physical stuff. I don’t want to do physical labour anymore, I want to do
go out and have fun, play with the kids and see them play sports and interact with kids.
I think it was just me being very headstrong and wanting and wanting and wanting, and I sort
of harped on my husband for a whole year and he’s agreed to it. Initially, my husband didn’t
think I’d finish it, so I told him we’ll see how I go for this year with the enabling course, and if
I finish it and I am happy with fitting the study in with work and family, he’s quite happy to let
me go ahead and do that.
But I’ve met single women here, single mums and they’ve got their kids and they are coming
to uni. There is no partner, there is no help for them, and they are still coming. They are in
the first year or second year or third year of teaching and I have thought, if everything else
fails I can still do it. If he [husband] doesn’t want to come with me, he can go on his separate
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path and I can go on my separate path. I am big enough and strong enough to fit in the uni,
to fit in the work and to raise the kids, and he can just pack up and leave if he doesn’t like it!
That sounds terrible but that’s what I have come to. If he doesn’t want to support me for the
next five years, if he wants to leave, leave, but I am not going to stop from doing it. This is
what I want to do. We’ve been together for sixteen years and I’ve always followed him to do
what he wants to do and I’ve never stopped and said, “Hang on I don’t really want to do
that!” I’ve gone his way, I wasn’t happy but I’m happy doing this, and now it’s his turn to
realise that he can still have his way of things and I can have mine and we can work
together. You know you don’t have to do everything all the time in the same direction.
He has come to realise that I am a person, I do have a direction I want to go in. I don’t want
to spend the rest of my life doing something I don’t want to do. I want to be happy, I want to
work with kids and I have said to him, “Either I go on and do it this way or else I am just
going to volunteer at the school and I won’t earn an income”. I’ll just volunteer ‘cause that’s
where I want to be, and they’ll quite happily have me up there from 9.15 till 2.55 everyday if I
wanted to. I’d rather be paid to be there for that time, so to get paid I have to do it this way.

I have one friend who thought I was being a bit selfish…
Everyone is interested and asking how it is going so I just prattle on. I have a couple of
mums from school, our kids all do sport together, so while they do sport we walk around the
oval and we talk about it [uni]. One of them is a teacher’s aide and the other one just
volunteers a lot at school, so they are interested in how I am going and what I am doing.
Some are sceptical though. I have one friend who thought I was being a bit selfish, so that
threw a spanner in the works when she said that. But I thought she was a bit too young and
inexperienced to give me that sort of answer. She is only twenty-one and she lives with her
grandparents. She doesn’t have any children, she doesn’t have a mortgage, and I thought,
she doesn’t know what I am living through as to whether or not I am being selfish. I quizzed
my Mum and said, “Am I being selfish. Am I? Should I be waiting until I’ve paid off my house
and then do this?” And she said, “No, if you don’t do it now you won’t ever come back to it”.
She was good that way.
My parents don’t work, yeah. I don’t know how to describe them. You try to be nice but my
Dad has never really been interested in working and my Mum had the attitude of, “Well if he
doesn’t, I am not working.” My Mum left school in year nine. She hated school. Her father
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said, “Well if you get a job you can leave”. She did at one stage sell Avon [cosmetics] and
she was very good at that but then she just stopped as something upset her. Now she just is
a woman of leisure and Dad, he’s a very intelligent man, it’s a waste actually; all the
knowledge that’s in his head. I thought he might have come up with something by now if he
didn’t want to go to work that he could use it for. He was actually dux of the school, but I
think he only went to year ten though. He never pursued anything else, but each to their own
though. Gary’s [husband] parents are both retired and they do a lot of travelling around in
New South Wales and Queensland.
I actually haven’t told his parents yet what I am doing. We think they will say, “Oh financially,
we don’t think that’s a good idea”. But it was our choice, so we have done that. My parents,
well, they are pretty laid back, they are not real worried. They don’t get involved much either,
so it doesn’t have any effect on them. I’ve got a younger brother, he is eight-and-a-half years
younger than me, and he is just off doing his own thing. None of them are interested in
getting involved, as far as going and doing it themselves. So I had no one, no one who could
tell me what it was going to be like, apart from the people that I am meeting now. I can’t just
ring a cousin or a sister or a brother and say, “Oh I am having problems with this, how would
you deal with it?”

The bank doesn’t like me but the bank can get use to that!
I have sad days when different things are happening and I think I just want to pack up and
get in the car and go and forget everything. And then I think “No!” I’ll just wait till the end of
this year and I’ll do my exams. You can always defer for a year until I get my feet back on
the ground. My husband hasn’t been working this last year so it’s been really tough
financially, trying to fit in the study and knowing the bills are there, and I have to go and do
extra hours at work to pay for the bills. I was feeling very angry and frustrated, and then last
week he finally got a job! Last week was very emotional for me ‘cause I thought, “Thank
God!” I just hope he likes this job; I hope he sticks with it long enough to pay off or just to
keep us financial each week. So that instead of doing thirty hours of work, I can do thirty
hours of study and then go and do five or ten hours of work, instead of the other way round,
you know.
I have had a lot of pressure on, trying to find time to study because I was either at work or
had the kids pressurising me for time with them. I just wanted them to leave me alone and let
me do what I needed to do. I had a workbook that needed to be finished and handed in; in
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the end I handed in work that I wasn’t happy with. My results were pretty sad and I went
home and I showed him [husband] and said, “This is because of the pressure of having to do
so many hours at work, and then coming home and having you, mainly, and the kids,
demanding so much of my time. I had to let the study slip and I don’t want to do that. It is not
making me happy”. They were complaining that I was angry and unhappy with them, and I
said, “There is a simple solution, get a job and let me have some time to study and then I’ll
be happier”.
We had the interest rates go up on the mortgage, and I had work that needed to be done on
the car, and the car had to pass rego, and I had to renew my licence, and we had another
insurance come up as well, and the rates. So it was just a matter of having to work as many
hours as I could get, for weeks, and not do the study that I needed to. It was tough that they
all happened at the same time. If they had happened one month and then another month,
that would have been fine, but it all happened in the one month. So yeah, it wasn’t happy
days at our place, and the bank doesn’t like me, but the bank can get used to that! I am
spending all my time studying instead of shopping, so it doesn’t really matter. I don’t need
the extra money anyway. As long as I’ve got enough to cover the bills, I am happy with that.
This week I am a lot happier because Gary is working 10.00pm till 6.00am, so I am studying
from 8.30 at night when the kids go to bed until 12.30, and then I am going to bed and I am
not being woken up during the night ‘cause he is not there to wake me up! I am getting a
good sleep and I am getting up happy in the morning, and he sleeps then during the day so
that gives me extra time to study, and because he is working I don’t have to go to work. I’ve
had all week off work and I won’t work again until tomorrow. I’m doing a five-hour shift
tomorrow and I am happy with that. I know the bills are covered and I know that my study is
getting done and the pressure is just a bit lighter.

I’ll get a job as a teacher one day…
I remember I was very nervous before that first lecture. I was up most of the night feeling
sick in the stomach, and then I walked in on my own and thought, “Why am I doing this on
my own?” You see the younger ones and they come in their groups and have friends here. I
walked in knowing no one so that was a bit daunting. I didn’t want to miss out hearing what
was going on so I sat right down near the front and brought my tape recorder with me so that
I could record it. Trying to take notes and trying to remember what they are saying and not
get lost. I walked out of there and I think I went home and slept for about two hours
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afterwards, ‘cause my brain was just exhausted from all the information going in, and I
thought, “What am I going to be like next week?!” But it wasn’t too bad. Yeah, your head is
fairly full by the time you come out with all this information.
I think I was scared about doing essays as well, but I have handed in a few things now and
come to the conclusion that it doesn’t all have to be perfect. It doesn’t all have to be a
hundred percent right, and sometimes I think about things more than I should. It’s not that
hard just to back off a little bit, so I am now learning to deal with that. Whereas before, when
I read that first article, I read it seven times and then came to the lecture to talk to the
teacher about it, who went through it with all of us. She was explaining bits and pieces about
having to write answers to five questions relating to that story. It took days and I just found
that very hard. I considered not handing it in!
That was around the time that my husband and I weren’t on really good communicating
levels and he thought that I was putting too much time in. I was really struggling with it and
couldn’t ask him for help. Eventually I did go and ask, and he was not happy with me that I
had left it to the last minute to ask him for the help, but I stated to him later that I didn’t feel
comfortable enough with him to come earlier. I felt, you know, like he was sort of expecting
me to fail, and I really didn’t want to fail, but I didn’t know how to ask him for the help either.
He just listened to me read for an hour as I read this article out to him, and then he asked
me the questions and what I thought. I told him what I thought and he said, “Well, you sound
like you are on the right track.” So I then went back and wrote down my answers and I didn’t
score too badly on it. I think you get the scores back and you think, “What was the big deal?”
But it was a big deal at the time. It was really hard.
I have written pages and pages of stuff for just one essay, and it’s just incredible the amount
of time it takes. Then you have got to put it all together and then you’ve got to check, you
know, that your spelling is alright and that your paragraphs are right and everything sounds
like it’s heading in some sort of direction. I think it will get easier though, the more you do. It
has to get easier. Essays can’t always be hard, can they?
My Mum, she was funny when I rang her to tell her what I got for my marks on the first five
tasks for history. Her comment to me was: “Why didn’t you do that well at school?” Then she
laughed about it, but she said: “I knew you could do it. I’ve always known you could do it!” So
she was very positive about it. But then, when I was at school, I didn’t hand things in through
fear of not getting good marks or because someone else would get better. But now I think I
will succeed. I don’t think I have to get a hundred percent anymore. I think, you know, a
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pass is good enough. You aim for higher but, yeah, you don’t have to be perfect at
everything all the time. So, yeah, I think I will succeed. I’ll pass. I’ll get a job as a teacher one
day…
I have found out there is support and there are ways of doing things and people to ask, but
just getting it in your head that if you have problems go and ask anyone. There’s people
there to ask, even if you think you know no-one you find someone, so just try, you’ve got to
go and try! Every day’s a new challenge, but they are all exciting challenges, and don’t
forget to ask if you need help.

You have really high days where you would just feel on top of the
world and … other days you are just hitting rock bottom…
I am really missing spending time with the kids, and they are growing up and I am looking at
them and I am thinking, “Where do I start? Where do I start to get back to knowing these
kids again and doing things with these kids?” They have had so many days where Mum’s at
work, well, they are at school, and then when they come home I’m at work, or I am leaving to
go to work. I have to learn to cope with that, and now I am trying to get back to, I want to be
the Mum. I want to study and I want to be the Mum, and I only want to work a little.
Sometimes I think I am being selfish, but other times I think, well, that is the way it is
supposed to be.
I don’t have a guilt feeling for studying. I am having it for working. I think it’s good that I am
studying, because the kids are seeing me study.

My daughter will come and get her

homework book and sit alongside me, and she is doing her homework with me doing my
homework by me. Studying, it’s good for the kids, and they are getting into better study
habits with their homework.
But one of the obstacles I have to learn to cope with is the relationship between my daughter
and myself. I had three boys; finally got the little girl that I wanted, and I am finding it hard,
the fact that I don’t have any time for her. She has now adopted the woman next door as her
mother, and that, to me, is very hard to deal with. I think she is better off being there in the
afternoons when I am working rather than being at home with her Dad and brothers. They
are rough and they pick on her and things like that. Her father doesn’t sort of understand her
emotional side, where I can give her a cuddle and say, “Let’s go and do something else”.
Then when I am there, and she says, “Can I go next door?”, and I sort of don’t want to let her

76

go, but I know that I am being selfish. She goes to play with the little girl. She wants a little
sister but I am not prepared to have another baby to give her another sister. I used to walk
her to school every morning and now she doesn’t want to. She wants to go and walk to
school with next door. So I am feeling it; my little girl is becoming someone else’s little girl,
and I don’t like that. All I ever wanted was a daughter, so, three sons, and then finally got the
daughter, and she was the surprise. For me to get my little girl… but then why do I have to
work in the afternoons? You know, why can’t I have the afternoons?
So you have really high days where you would just feel on top of the world and coping with
everything, and other days you are just hitting rock bottom. One of the teachers from school,
she introduced me to her husband as “someone who is studying to be a teacher”, so that
meant a lot when she referred to me like that. I am not just the mother of kids that she has
taught. I am going to be a teacher like her, so yeah, that was that was nice, the way she
introduced me. It made me feel really good. It made me feel like I am going to actually be a
teacher. I still have doubts every now and then, like, “What I am doing? Am I past it? Am I
too old? Should I just go on and watch the kids grow up and retire?” Instead, I am trying to
find a career, so that when they get to high school I can not just work in a deli, but can go out
and play with the kids and stay young at heart!
But I am determined to do it; I am not going to just have a half-hearted go at things. I want to
do it properly and I am not going to drop out. This is what I want to do and I am not going to
back down no matter what!

I am not as dumb as I thought I was…
I think it was just a lot of soul searching, you know, to find out myself what I wanted and to
make up my mind. I was letting everyone dictate where I should go and what I should do,
and I didn’t really want to do any of that. I wanted to do my own thing, which was coming
here. I spent a lot of time on my own, just out on the back verandah. I would just go out there
and pretend that I was reading or something, but just thinking about what my choices really
are and how to deal with it. I pretty much shut myself away from everyone for a while, but
then things just started to improve.
Over the years you just sort of dwindle as a person, and this year has just been a very big
boost for my confidence. I can actually go and read a book and I can do an essay, which I
had never done before. I was happy with the 70 I got for the first essay, and then the last
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one I got 83, and I was just “Wow! This is what it is all about!” Keep trying these new things,
you know, and getting the rewards. So yeah, I am not as dumb as I thought I was.
I have more confidence in my own ability to do things, things that I thought were just very
daunting and, “How do people do that?” You can do it. You are capable of doing things, and
the more you try the better you get at them. I am loving it. I am loving looking at things that I
used to look at and think, “I can’t do that, I’ll leave that for someone who is clever to do”, and
now I think, “I can do that. That’s easy!” Even filling out forms, I used to always say to my
husband, “Here you fill it out and I’ll sign it”. Now I just look at it and fill it out myself and don’t
have any worries about it. If people don’t like what I have written, well they can come and
see me about it! I am not going to crawl into a hole and go: “Ohhh don’t look at me!” So I am
happy with that side of it. I am not just putting up with passing the buck all the time and
letting other people learn new skills. I am learning new skills and I am loving it. I don’t let
people pressure me into things. I make up my own mind, and if someone wants me to do
something and I am not happy with doing it, I will just say “no”. Whereas before, I would
probably have tried to do what they wanted me to do, and you know, probably ended up in
tears. But I am better than that; I can go on and do something different, so I am a lot more
positive.
I think that when the next four years are over I am going to have learnt a lot about managing
to strive for what I want, and encourage others to strive for what they want.
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Transformations and self-discoveries – themes that unite.
Introduction
Each narrative in the preceding seven chapters charts a process of self-discovery. Their
words indicate that the narrators are finding out who they really are and what they are
capable of doing. Each narrative has been presented in a ‘storied’ (Gubrium & Holstein,
1998) fashion, where the individual and idiosyncratic nature of this student experience is
foregrounded. This type of ‘narrative knowledge’ (Polkinghorne, 1995, p11) does not look
for overriding concepts or categories when analysing the data but rather explores the
nuances of human experience in all its singularity.
Readers of storied descriptions can be touched in sensual and embodied ways as these
stories offer the possibility of evoking a range of emotions specific to that particular
experience. Such emotionality is arguably not possible when data is sliced or removed from
its broader context to create what Polkinghorne (1995) terms as ‘paradigmatic’ categories or
concepts. The inclusion of a diversity of stories also allows the reader to forge their own
connections between and within a variety of cases rather than being presented with
predetermined generalisations.

Brookfield (1995) suggests that all educational research should commence with the actual
learners. It is essential to identify with students and for educational institutions to see
themselves ‘through student’s eyes’ or get ‘inside student’s heads’ (p.92). The stories
presented here for others to read, connect with and be touched by, reveal significant
personal growth and internal transformations which, while articulated on a very personal
level, also have wider, more public implications. The women reflect upon these
transformations in highly descriptive ways, such as by Fiona who describes how: “Coming to
uni I sort of bloomed….Much more outgoing...” or Susie who is now “…more open minded to
a lot of things...”
The women are all very familiar with defining themselves in relation to others, such as
partners, parents and children – but are now beginning to define themselves differently,
according to insights and understandings that are emerging during their educational
encounters. Part of this is discovering their intelligence, as passionately articulated by
Mandy:
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I feel like I’m intelligent. I was writing a description of myself for
something a while ago and I regarded myself as an intelligent, attractive
woman that is capable and confident and can hold an intelligent
conversation, whereas maybe three years ago I wouldn’t have regarded
myself that way…
Katrina and Simone voice similar discoveries, both highlighting that they no longer consider
themselves “as dumb”, an identification they had previously held. In Katrina’s case this
categorisation was based upon prior education experiences: “I’m not dumb as I was told for
many, many years at school”.
No doubt certain narratives and experiences will resonate more than others with particular
readers. The narrators have adopted multiple standpoints, sometimes speaking as a mother,
a wife, a daughter or a student. This positionality indicates the multiple choices available
when one tells stories as well as the control an interviewee has in relation to what and how
things are heard. Hence, it would be naive to assume that these stories provide a ‘pristine’
reflection of life as it is lived but rather these are subjective texts. However, it is precisely this
that makes narrative such a meaningful form of expression, it is in the act of making sense
and explaining events that lends narrative its evaluative and explanatory value. The stories
contained in this book are evocative in the sense that they provide an understanding of
“individuals’ lives in social context” (Eliott, 2005, p.26).
Whilst each of the narratives is unique there are some common themes that emerge across
the stories. This chapter explores these under the following broad categories, using quotes
from the women’s stories to highlight each emerging theme:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The early days – decisions and transitions
Losses and sacrifices – time and money
Changes in relationships
Persistence and determination
A different view of themselves
A different way of looking at the world
What’s ahead?
The next generation

The early days – decisions and transitions
Why did these students decide to come to university? And why at this point in time? Their
stories indicate that there was some sort of catalyst for action, an event that had occurred
which then led, directly or indirectly, to the decision to study. McGivney (2006) describes the
path back into study for adult learners as being “often serendipitous” (p. 85). Her research
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highlights a number of factors that are influential in adults returning to formal study, such as
“because others in their circle are doing it” and “because of the need to deal with an
immediate situation in their life (life transitions, illness, redundancy, bereavement, divorce)”
(p. 85). Such serendipitous factors also emerge from the stories in this book. For Fiona, it
was her son beginning school;
My son started kindergarten and I thought I could either go and get
another boring office job or I could do something that I actually want to
do…
For Susie, it was her husband’s concern about fights in the pub where she was working;
My husband says, “No, you are not doing that no more. I want you to do
something else. I said, “I’m not qualified to do anything else” and he said,
“Why don’t you get qualified?”
while for Barbara it was the breakup of her marriage and the need to support her son;
When my marriage broke down it was a very very tough time trying to work
out what I was going to do to support my son.
For Mandy, Katrina and Simone, it represented the fulfilment of a long-term dream, Simone
reflects how university was something she had “wanted to do for a long time...” whilst Katrina
“was always passionate about teaching”. Mandy describes her desire to study in terms of a
“yearning”:
I always wanted… to go and study… and I wasn’t encouraged to do that…
It has always been a yearning…
…while for Nerida, it was something completely unexpected: “I certainly never expected that
I’d ever get to uni – and never in a million years at this age!”
So why not before? Chapman, McGilp, Cartwright, De Souza, and Toomey (2006) identify a
number of barriers that impede participation in education for adults, such as financial,
geographic, personal and societal. Personal barriers include issues of identity and selfesteem, while societal barriers include lack of encouragement and support from others.
For these seven women, barriers they had faced included lack of encouragement from
family, as voiced by Mandy.
My mother didn’t encourage me to get my HSC, in fact she told me I
wasn’t smart enough, so I joined the workforce when I was sixteen...
Growing up in families where neither parent had been to university, it just wasn’t thought
about. Fiona explains how “I didn’t ever think about going to university’ and “Uni was never
really an option” for Barbara. Some, like Katrina, spoke of unhappy memories of school,
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which had inhibited consideration of further study, whilst Nerida had no choice but to leave
school early:
My father had died between year ten and year eleven and Mum said I
can’t afford to buy your year eleven uniform, do you mind getting a job, so
that was the end of that...
So for each of these women, the decision to come to university was in itself a remarkable act
and one that was influenced not only by particular circumstances but also by particular
people.
“People who act as influencers, catalysts or change agents – are hugely important in leading
others into learning” (McGivney, 2006, p. 87). This appears to hold true for these seven
women. Sources of influence and inspiration included parents, friends, partners, teachers
and work colleagues. Simone talks about two other women at work - “one who was only
nineteen who was doing university to become a high school teacher” - who gave her
information and encouraged her to pursue her long-term dream of being a teacher.
Barbara mentions a friend who had encouraged her:
She’s been the one who has been saying, “Why don’t you look into it
yourself?” and “Why don’t you do this?” Sort of pushing me here...
For Fiona, it was a counsellor she spoke with after her marriage broke up, who told her to
“Go and do something”... while for Susie it was her husband who “really pushed” her
attendance. Perversely, in an indirect way, Nerida’s son influenced her by his own lack of
interest in going to university himself:
I was trying to arrange to get him [son] into uni and he wasn’t interested
and I thought ‘well bugger you! If you’re not interested, I’ll go to uni’...
Moving into higher education was also facilitated by undertaking preliminary studies at preuniversity level. Mandy was inspired by a recent experience of other formal study to think
about going on to university,
I loved it! [TAFE Diploma] It was a real culture change… and ever since
then I sort of had a yearning, looking for something…
Six of the women had done or were doing an enabling program.

The importance of

providing opportunities for adult learning at all levels has been demonstrated in other studies
of mature-age students, such as that by Tett (2000) who found that the women she
interviewed were all “able to give positive examples of learning which had taken place at a
later point in their lives” (p.187). Similarly, McGivney’s research (1999b) indicates that adult
learning :
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…often starts people with no qualifications or experience of post-school
education on a continuing learning path by helping them to become
confident and successful learners (McGivney, 1999b, p. vi)
So coming to university at this time was made possible by the presence of an enabling
course. Once again, there was for some a serendipitous element to their finding out about
this. For Fiona there was a chance encounter:
I saw this lady that I used to live next door to… on the campus on that
Open Day and she said you have to do [the enabling program]. It’s the
best thing in the world…
Susie’s husband also heard about it by chance: “the lady in his band went through [the
enabling program]... so he found out the information from her...”.
Once they had made the decision to return to study, each was faced with the difficult task of
making the transition into university. For most it was an anxious time. Katrina describes how
the “first 6 weeks were a nightmare… very overwhelming… I was close to just giving it all
away”. Susie also explains how she was initially “shocked by the expectations” and Simone
speaks of her trepidation:
I remember I was very nervous before that first lecture. I was up most of
the night feeling sick in the stomach...
There is much evidence to indicate that ‘second chance’ students place considerable
pressure on themselves to achieve, feeling highly responsible for their own success or
failure, adding further stress to an already stressful situation. Reay, Ball and David (2002) in
their UK study researching the experiences of those students who withdrew or took leave
from their studies, found that:
…it is the newly arrived working-class, minority and female cohorts who
blame their own personal and educational inadequacies for their inability
to make the transition to HE (pp. 14-15).
However, while the initial anxieties were intense at the time, the women’s stories reveal that,
in retrospect, these feelings were fairly short-term. Each quite quickly overcame the worst of
their doubts and fears and began to make the adjustments in their lives necessary for the
continuation of their studies. Their stories also reveal that there were longer-term changes
and challenges ahead as they continued along their journey at university.
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Losses and sacrifices – time and money
Each of the women are facing substantial challenges in the process of combining their lives
as students with their existing responsibilities as parents, partners and employees. Meeting
these challenges often requires considerable amounts of personal and financial sacrifice.
Gendered expectations, held by the women themselves and others around them, play a
significant role in determining both the quality and quantity of sacrifices that are made.
Previous research has identified a range of challenges that appear to be common to matureage students as a group. Abbott-Chapman et al. (2004) for example, found in their research
with mature-age students at the University of Tasmania, that it was the combined challenge
of “family and employment pressures” along with “financial problems associated with giving
up full-time employment” (p.114) that particularly impacted upon this older cohort. Similarly,
McGivney’s (1999b) research with older learners in the UK revealed that “practical problems
such as costs and domestic commitments are the most commonly cited barriers to
progression” (p. 70). The stories of these seven women reveal similar challenges, including
financial struggles, difficulties with organising and prioritising, dealing with changes in
relationships with partners and children, balancing the needs of study with the needs of
others and, in general, not enough hours in the day to do all that needs to be done.
Loss of time
Mature-age students who are juggling a range of other responsibilities are inevitably “time
poor” (Reay, et al., 2002, p. 9). Fitting study in amongst work, child-care, domestic
responsibilities and any possible social life requires a “complex negotiation of time”
(Edwards, Hanson, & Raggatt, 1996, p. 213). As mentioned in Chapter One, a number of
feminist writers contend that this is even more complex for women than it is for men, as a
result of the “gender-laden and time-consumptive nature” (Morrison ,1996, p. 214) of a
woman’s role, in which time is collectively used for others and family “have a right to lay
claim to” (p. 214).

Each of the women refer in some way to the challenge of finding enough time for everything
and everyone, in particular their children, as well as finding time for their studies. Mandy
indicates that the lack of time she now has for housework is a source of stress:
I had to let go of the housework… now we crunch around on rice bubbles
and food… I’m finding it quite frustrating – the mess…
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and also describes her frustration at having to put assignments on hold…
I was trying to do assignments and I would have kids sick… have the kids
home sick and the plans would go out the door…
Similarly, Simone talks of the pressure of finding enough time, explaining how “I was either
at work or had the kids pressurising me for time with them. I just wanted them to leave me
alone and let me do what I needed to do.” Fiona and Katrina also both describe the logistics
of fitting study in around the care of young children, which sometimes means having less
sleep themselves. Katrina explains how she is “…having long, long nights, some nights it
could be 2 or 3 am...” whilst Fiona waits until her son is asleep as “…it’s just too hard when
he’s around… wants attention, needs to be fed and so on….” For Barbara, trying to get up
very early to study before her young son is awake also has its frustrations:
I’ve tried to set the alarm for a little bit earlier so that I can get up before
Michael, but as soon as he hears the alarm he’s awake, and that’s what
I’m finding just a little bit harder...
Such examples highlight the multiplicity and demanding nature of their role within the family
which impacts upon their experiences as students. Similar to other research findings, many
of the women in this study describe a delicate “balancing act between wanting to study,
meeting domestic responsibilities and needing to earn money” (Reay, et al., 2002, p. 10) and
find that their approach to their studies is affected by “the weight of family responsibilities”
(Scott, Burns and Cooney, 1996, p.240). .
Katrina’s story reveals the particularly difficult time that she had been through, with her
husband’s illness and subsequent death in the second year of her studies. His illness was a
precipitating factor in her decision to study.
My husband was very sick and he wasn’t able to function and I needed to
get things sorted out and needed to be a bread winner… (Katrina)
During her studies, Katrina not only cared for her husband, who had frequent hospital
admissions but also managed to keep up with her studies and attend to the practical and
emotional needs of her children.
These words of Katrina demonstrate how precarious and stressful this balancing act often
feels for her.
I found it very difficult last night, she was in tears [7 yr old daughter] …
and I put my time away to finish my essay, so inside I wanted to get
things done… It’s a big conflict because we had a lecture and a
presentation this morning… (Katrina)
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Anxiety and guilt over taking time away from children is a common theme within each of the
seven stories, with other examples being Simone: “I am really missing spending time with
the kids...” and Barbara: “I’m feeling a bit guilty with Michael ‘cause I’m not spending the
whole weekend with him like I wanted to...”
Women with young children can also find it particularly difficult to work within traditional time
management strategies as they try to fit ‘more in’ to their limited time, as articulated by
Mandy:
I find it really hard to focus on assignments and study when all this other
stuff needs to be done. Distracting!
Morrison (1996) points out that the “linear time schedules” often encouraged as effective
time management strategies for students “may be neither rational nor efficient for all
humans, specifically those assigned caring and domestic roles” (p. 212). Her study of
mature-age women undertaking part-time adult education courses revealed that the women
learnt “to weave college and study times into a complex web, in which domesticrelated/child-care time remains dominant” (Morrison, 1996, p. 223).
Certainly, what emerges from these stories is that each of the women find ways of managing
time that are not based on traditional linear models of time planning. Often these appear to
be chaotic, including staying up into the early hours to complete an assignment; missing a
lecture to complete work, reading a text while feeding children or while waiting in the car to
collect them from school, but it is strategies like these that enable the women to successfully
fit study time into their fractured, interrupted days. For these women, considerable time is
taken up in meeting the demands of others and there is no ‘free time’ for themselves.
Giving up gardening, giving up reading, giving up sewing, giving up
relaxing, giving up going out with family visits, giving up socialising, giving
up clothes, giving up spending money on anything, giving up having
holidays. Lots of giving up!” (Nerida)
“Giving up” any personal leisure time is a recurrent theme throughout the stories, something
which has been found time and again in other research. Two decades of research into the
mature-age female student experience (Edwards, 1993; Leonard, 1994; Martin, 1988;
Morrison, 1996; Reay, et al., 2002; West, Hore, Eaton & Kermond, 1986) has demonstrated
that women’s personal time for leisure and friends is sacrificed in order to facilitate the time
required for university activities. At best, personal time is considerably reduced and at worst
it becomes non-existent. Women with caring responsibilities tend to be at the more extreme
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end of the spectrum, putting family and domestic responsibilities first, study second and
themselves last. With such limited time at their disposal, it is not surprising that many women
end up with no personal or leisure time at all.
The primacy of family life is unquestioned and the needs of the self are
subordinated, even denied, until family responsibilities have diminished.
(Britton and Baxter, 1999, p. 187).
Despite considerable social change, including a strong feminist challenge to traditional
gender roles over at least the past 20 years, there appears to have been little impact upon
gendered behaviours within the lives of the seven women telling their stories here. There is
some evidence that adherence to more traditional gender roles is connected to lower
educational, economic and employment status (Chapman, et al., 2006; McGivney, 2006;
Tett, 2000). However, equally it could be argued that broader forces are at work here, in the
form of government social policy (Thomson, 2000; Weeks, 2000) in which the Australian
welfare state “has been constructed around families, with a silent but entrenched gendered
division of labour” (Weeks, 2000 p. 55)
Australian welfare state legislation was initially framed on the traditional family unit of male
breadwinner and female carer. Despite certain victories for women over the years such as
the sex discrimination legislation of 1984 and the 1988 National Agenda for Women, this
interpretation largely persists, in part due to a resurgence of conservative political agendas
in Australia over the past 10-15 years, in which policies labelled as ‘family friendly’ have
served to reinforce traditional gender roles.

For example, Thomson (2000) argues that

social policy continues to privilege the position of male workers and to maintain the
perspective that child-care is the exclusive responsibility of women. She presents evidence
that women are still more likely to be paid less than men, occupy casual jobs, bear the
responsibility of juggling work and child-care, as well as carrying more of the domestic load
in general. “The model of male breadwinner is no longer the norm” (Thomson, 2000, p. 84)
yet it is a model that persists in social and welfare policy and continues to have a profound
influence on gender roles, including in relation to family finances.
Loss of money
Financial stress is mentioned as a significant issue by almost all of the women. Simone
explains how “It’s been really tough financially, trying to fit in the study and knowing that the
bills are there”. In this case, finances were particularly tight as her husband was not in
regular work either.
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Katrina had needed to seek emergency financial assistance through Student Services, which
had been a stressful exercise in itself: “I was really desperate for a loan and they’ve changed
the procedure. It’s all so, so difficult now”. Arguably, the increasing restrictions around
access to welfare benefits witnessed over the past decade, including government assistance
to students, has increased financial stress amongst the student population in general. This
situation can only add to the difficulties for mature-age female students. For Susie, for
example, this was at times an issue of contention between herself and her husband:
Sometimes Alan and I have arguments about money ‘cause he is the only
one working. He is supporting the whole family and I only get about $40 a
week off the government, so they don’t give me anything really to help us.
The Centre for the Study of Higher Education (James, R., Bexley, E., Devlin, M., &

Marginson, S., 2007) reports that an estimated 12.8% of students in 2006 were “regularly
[going] without food or other necessities because they could not afford them” (p. 2) and that
around half of the students surveyed “had annual budgets that were in deficit [and] often
worried about their finances” (p. 2).
This situation is not unique to Australia. Mature-age students in the UK similarly struggle
financially if they are not in full-time employment themselves or being supported by a partner
in full-time employment. Reay and colleagues (2002) in their study of working class matureage students make the point that, despite the fact that “the UK policy rhetoric of commitment
to widening access to higher education has identified mature students as playing a pivotal
role” (p.5) the financial realities mean that mature students with a limited income also have
limited opportunities to participate in higher education.

Changes in Relationships
Another significant challenge that emerges from these stories is the impact that going to
university has on the women’s relationships with partners, children, families and friends. In
turn, their relationships impact significantly on their studies, for better or for worse. Support,
whether offered in practical terms or on an emotional level, emerges as an important part of
their relationships. Indeed, the quality of the relationship is in some cases defined in terms of
the perceived level of support that it offers.
A number of researchers make distinctions between various types of social support, which
are commonly classified as practical support, informational support and emotional support
(Darlington & Miller, 2000; Isaksson, Lexell, & Skar, 2007; Ringdal, Ringdal, Jordhoy, &
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Kaasa, 2007). Practical support is usually viewed as “instrumental aid, tangible” (Isaksson,
et al., 2007, p. 23) often taking the form of task-focused assistance. Examples of such
practical support relevant to this group of mature-age students might include assistance with
tasks such as caring for children, transport, housework or household repairs, as well as
financial assistance. Informational support could include advice and information about
university procedures, academic issues and availability of resources and services.
Emotional support is less easily defined, as the enacting of it may vary greatly depending
upon the relationship and the situation. What constitutes emotional support is very much in
the eye of the beholder. Perhaps an apt description is that by Ringdal and colleagues (2007)
who describe emotional support as involving “verbal and non-verbal communication of caring
and concern…believed to reduce distress by restoring self-esteem and permitting the
expression of feelings” (p. 62).
There is general agreement amongst researchers about the significance of social support of
all types, with evidence that, in the words of Isaksson et al. (2007, p.24) it is “positively
related to life satisfaction”. Research by Darlington and Miller (2000) reveals that, within
families, “more adequate support is related to more intimacy and less conflict” (p. 72). It also
demonstrates “the importance of receiving support that is appropriate and adequate for an
individual’s needs” (p. 66) and that it is the quality of support, rather than the quantity, which
“is crucial in predicting family wellbeing and family functioning” (p. 74). Other research also
demonstrates that social support “leads to motivation, which enables participation in
occupation” (Isaksson et al., 2007, p. 28), a finding perhaps particularly relevant to this
cohort in terms of their participation in higher education.
Not surprisingly then, the stories of these students indicate that their motivation for their
studies and their sense of satisfaction within their relationships are influenced by the level
and quality of support they feel they are receiving from others. Three of the married women
– Mandy, Susie and Simone – do not appear to be receiving much support from their
husbands in a day-to-day practical sense, although some felt that they were receiving a level
of emotional support. Susie’s husband for example, initially encouraged her to go to
university and is reported as being largely supportive of her completing her studies, despite
tension at times over finances. Ultimately though, her husband is supportive of her
educational activities: “He goes, ‘No, I’m glad you’re going to uni. Forget what I said. Just
stay at uni’”.
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Mandy says that her husband, Mike, has been “incredibly supportive”, particularly since their
marriage had been through a difficult time. However there is no indication that Mike provides
much practical help, with Mandy relying largely on the children’s growing independence and
help from Mike’s mother.
Interestingly, Reay et al.’s (2002) interviews with mature-age female students revealed “a
subtext of women as ‘uncared for carers’” (p. 17). Perhaps, for many women, lack of
caring/support for themselves and their own pursuits is such an everyday experience, that
they accept it unquestioningly. This may help to explain these apparent contradictions
noticed by other researchers such as Wilson (1997) who describes “the woman who praises
her family for their tremendous support but found the family difficulties… magnified because
of her going to university” (p. 364); and Smith (1996) who concluded that partners were
described as supportive as long as “there is no change in the division of labour in the
home... his time is not encroached upon either for his work or leisure [and]... the lives the
children are not disrupted” (p. 67).
Simone’s story indicates that her return to study into the enabling program was not initially
welcomed by her husband, but rather than dismiss the idea she persisted and

“harped on

my husband for a whole year and he’s agreed to it”. However, her continuation into a degree
program appears to be conditional upon his approval and upon her ability to look after family
and work part-time.
So I told him we’ll see how I go for this year... and if I am happy with
fitting in the study with work and family, he’s quite happy to let me go
ahead and do that.
Nerida’s story also reveals an initial level of resistance towards her studies from her
husband, who perceived it as a threat to their relationship.
I think it was a big slap to his pride and ego… only in the last two years
has he felt comfortable with the fact that I’m not going to get a degree in
leaving!
However, she now reports a very significant level of practical support from her husband. “He
supports me in lots of ways now – shopping, cleaning, washing the car, feeding me. He
cooks tea every night.” In Nerida’s words: “that’s his way of dealing with it”.
A woman’s decision to return to study can be a significant challenge to the traditional
male/female roles in relationships. Certainly, some of the stories here reveal a change in the
power dynamics in the relationship and indeed in the family as a whole. A number of the
women describe a growth in confidence in their own knowledge and opinions, which has
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inevitably brought about a noticeable shift in their perceptions of themselves in relation to
their partners.
I feel like, all of a sudden, I’ve got a brain… my opinion is worthy. I no
longer feel like I’m on the back foot. He’s a very bright man and talented –
so I no longer feel like I’m a dummy… I probably don’t have as much
respect for him as I once had, because now I know I’m more confident
and say what I think... (Mandy)
I’ve always followed him to do what he wants and I’ve never stopped and
said “Hang on I don’t really want to do that.” I’ve gone his way. I wasn’t
happy but I’m happy doing this, and now it’s his turn to realise that he can
still have his way of things and I can have mine… (Simone)
Such quotes indicate that the traditional hierarchy within the family is being questioned, as
the women begin to view their own opinions as worthwhile and to assert their independence.
Shifts in relationships are also described in relation to their children, who are beginning to
perceive their mothers as independent beings, rather than just someone at their beck and
call.
They started to not see me just as a mother, but more of a person…
we’re more equal. Before they looked down on me and were up above
me with their father and I was the object of ridicule – “oh silly old Mum”…
(Nerida)
The stories reveal the ways in which these women work continuously and conscientiously to
develop measures and strategies to ensure that their children do not unduly miss out on their
time and attention. The end result is that in most cases they perceive any effects of their
studies on their relationships with their children, as positive on balance. While each noted
having less time available for children, they indicate that the quality of time has improved.
There are also a number of observations about their children now being more independent
and more actively engaged in learning, with some comments reflecting self-pride that, as
more educated mothers, they can set an example for their children, as well as offer more
practical help and encouragement over their children’s school work. This has similarities with
Reay et al.’s research (2002), which found that women undertaking enabling courses in the
UK “saw themselves as role models for their children” (p. 11).
As soon as I started my study her attitude towards her homework
changed. She studied more, went to the library…it was great… (Mandy)
I don’t think my second son would have gone to uni, had he not seen me
putting in the effort. And my daughter, well she would have just
played…she was a social butterfly. Now they will come to me and say
“can you read it and tell me where I’m going wrong” – and I type it up and
they say “that sounds just like a lecturer!”... (Nerida)
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I think it’s good that I am studying, because the kids are seeing me study.
My daughter will come and get her homework book and sit alongside me,
and she is doing her homework, with me doing my homework, by me.
(Simone)
Women often have other close relationships in their lives for which they feel responsible,
such as relationships with ageing parents. Amongst these seven women, both Mandy and
Nerida refer to additional carer duties. In Mandy’s case, the responsibilities she had for both
her parents was impacting significantly on her studies:
She [mother] had a stroke in January this year, and about 2 months later
she was back in hospital. I was in a lecture and no-one could get in touch
with me and she had a suspected heart attack and I was told you had
better come down, it’s not looking good… I was back and forwards…
which was taking up time… and my father – another reason why I had to
drop back from full-time – he needs a hip replacement – they are both in
their eighties – so now he is scheduled for surgery. I think a lot depends
on how Dad comes out of this surgery… I may even have to defer
depending on what happens…
Nerida had to deal with the death of a parent after a long period of illness. Her story reveals
that she was the main carer amongst her siblings, which seemed to exacerbate other
problems in family relationships, adding to the strain.
It’s awful to lose a parent but my mother was dying of diabetes, we knew
she was dying… I think the way my siblings have treated me in the past
12 months has been unforgivable... there was so much scheming,
swindling and trying to get rid of the executors of the will… really rotten,
horrible stuff…
Despite such difficulties, it is interesting to note that it is the positives rather than the
negatives which are largely focused upon within the women’s stories. For example, Mandy,
who had been travelling up and down to another city, some four to five hours’ drive each
way, to visit her unwell mother, comments “it didn’t impact too much”, yet Mandy had
changed to a part-time load largely because of her parents’ ill health and was contemplating
the possibility that she may need to defer altogether to care for them.
This minimising of the difficulties is consistent with an acceptance of the gendered
expectation that women will carry the primary caring role in the family. In so doing, they are
denied a sense of entitlement to personal time, including study time.

Minimising the

difficulties of university and the resulting impacts on caring roles possibly enables women to
continue at university without too much self-censure and indeed, censure from others. For
each of the women, family responsibilities are given priority and each makes sure that the
competing responsibilities of study do not impact on family obligations. As long as academic
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activities are contained in this way then study can be seen as acceptable. Hence, there is
every reason to be selective about what is revealed, to downplay difficulties and to manage
a double load with cheerfulness and little complaint. Words such as “just” and “only” preface
what, under other circumstances, would probably be regarded as significant losses or
negative experiences. For example, Barbara views her single mother status through the
positive lens of her university study, while Mandy minimises her financial difficulties
(underlining indicates authors’ emphasis):
I can sort of see that I am lucky I don’t have to worry about anyone else I
can be very selfish, yeah, which you have to be [to study]. (Barbara)
There were some financial losses, but they would be the only ones… (Mandy)
‘Satisficing’ is a term used by Wolf-Wendel and Ward (2006) to refer to decisions that people
make that, while not being optimal, are deemed to be ‘good enough’. The act of ‘satisficing’
is apparent in these women’s attitudes to study. The pressures of successfully juggling
home, study and work translates into the act of ‘satisficing’ as certain things are sacrificed in
order to meet the requirements of the course. ‘Satisficing’ is one of the ways in which the
women manage and control university study in a life full of competing demands. Hence, both
Simone and Fiona do not perceive themselves as being particularly disadvantaged, despite
the challenges of managing their very limited time:
I’m still doing as much at home I only cut back a few hours in work but
that’s not a problem I usually work nights anyway… (Simone)
Just time-management really, can get quite difficult at times. I would like
to be better at that, at managing my time. But in some ways I think I work
better under pressure as well, so the pressure is positive sometimes. It
gets the results. (Fiona)
This is also reflected in the way in which they perceive their future. There is a belief amongst
all of them that their future will be substantially better as a result of coming to university. This
focus on the future also provides the impetus for some to continue with their studies.
Horstmanshof and Zimitat (2003) refer to the concept of possible or future selves in defining
the reasons why students persist at university. These authors argue that fears and desires
relating to the conceptualisations of these possible selves serve as powerful influences on
persistence levels.
Conceptualisations of a ‘hoped-for’ self emerge as the possibilities afforded by university
become more concrete. For example, Simone juxtaposes two alternative versions of her
future, perceiving her options as either ‘work in a deli’ or as a teacher, being able to ‘go out
and play with the kids and stay young at heart’. This act of imagining these selves is
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undoubtedly one element contributing to Simone’s persistence. Support, help and friendship
from a range of sources also play their part in making it possible for these women to
continue with their studies.

Persistence and determination
As their stories demonstrate, all seven women had multiple responsibilities, combining their
studies with home, family and work demands, with money and time in short supply. Yet, they
remain determined to continue at university, achieve their academic goals and experience
that future self. Each of the student’s stories indicates enormous determination. Fiona
explains how she does not “like to give up – definitely not” Whereas Nerida describes how
she is “like a dog with a bone”. In a similar vein, both Barbara and Susie explain their
determination:
Yes, I am going to get there and I am going to prove that it can be done.
(Barbara)
I started it, I’m going to finish it. Don’t care what anyone else says, I’m
going to finish it. (Susie)
Combined with this determination is a genuine enjoyment of their studies and “love of
learning” as voiced by Nerida.
However, determination and love of learning can only go so far. There is considerable
evidence from research, over many years, to suggest that support from others, both on and
off campus, plays a major role in student persistence and retention. To name a few
examples: students who withdraw before completion are less likely to have formed a
significant relationship with someone on campus (Tinto, 1993); supportive relationships with
others enable students to cope better with the study demands of higher education (Ostrow,
Paul, Dark, & Berhman, 1986); those students who enjoy positive relationships with others
are more likely to perform well academically and persist with their studies (Multon, Brown, &
Lent, 1991); and first year students who experience low levels of support from others are
more likely to encounter difficulties in adjusting to college life (Demakis & McAdams, 1994;
Halamandaris & Power, 1999; Newland & Furnham, 1999).
Much of the more recent research into student retention, amongst all ages, continues to
point to the significance of practical help and support, both on and off campus, in
encouraging students to stay and progress (Abbott-Chapman, et al., 2004; Couvillion
Landry, 2002; Krause, 2005b; McInnes, James, & Hartley, 2000). For example, Skilbeck’s
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(2006b) “superior conditions of learning” (p. 52) include the importance of learners feeling
supported “by colleagues, family, employers etc” (p. 52). Also, Coffman and Gilligan’s (2002)
research found that “students who are satisfied with their supportive networks indicate higher
levels of life satisfaction than students who are less satisfied with their supportive networks”
(p. 152). In fact, according to Skahill (2002/2003) “the most important criterion for staying in
college is the student’s social support network” (p. 39). Similarly, Rendon’s (1998) work with
mature-age and other non-traditional students in American colleges indicates the importance
of “validation, when faculty, students, friends, parents and spouses made an effort to
acknowledge these students and what they were trying to achieve” (p. 3).
So what keeps these seven students feeling supported and validated? What assistance, if
any, are they receiving to enable them to develop and maintain the resilience required to
succeed and progress with their studies? Their stories reveal a number of sources of
assistance; fellow students, lecturers, university support services on campus, as well as
family and friends off campus.
Supportive lecturers
Within the stories are references to help and support provided by lecturers.
The lecturers and tutors are better than good – they’re approachable, you
feel confident with them. You’re not just being fobbed off. They are really
quite wonderful… (Nerida)
Having a supportive or “understanding” lecturer (Katrina), who is willing to give extensions
for assignments at times of family difficulties, can make a crucial difference.
The lecturers are all very empathetic and happy to work with me in terms
of getting extensions… (Mandy)
The importance of supportive teaching staff in the success of adult learners has been
identified in a number of other studies, dating back over many years (Lynch & O'Riordan,
1998; McGivney, 1999b; Rendon, 1998; Scott, Burns & Cooney, 1996). A more recent
Australian research project (Chapman, et al., 2006) identified “good practice exemplars” (p.
157) amongst adult education programs in rural Victoria. The researchers found that the
“dedication of the teachers and the care they extend to participants” (p. 158) was one
important and noticeable element that contributed to the success of the programs and the
participants. Adult learners were “treated with respect and given a voice, which increase[d]
their sense of belonging and being a valued member of the group” (p. 158).
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More recently still, the Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE) that has been
conducted for several years across nearly all Australian and New Zealand higher education
institutions (ACER, 2008, 2009, 2010) demonstrates that student engagement with the
institution is strongly linked “to perceptions of academic support” (ACER, 2008, p. ix).
University support services
Also named as helpful in these stories are university support services. Other research into
adult learning environments stresses the vital role of institutional support services in the
success and progression of mature-age students. Skilbeck (2006b) identifies “a range of
support services” as one of the key factors, which contribute towards “good practice” in adult
learning (p. 63). Similarly, McGivney (1999b) outlines a number of factors that facilitate
educational progression for adult learners, which include “support mechanisms that help
people overcome any obstacle that might have prevented them from engaging in formal
learning” (p. vii).
Mandy explains how the support extends beyond the teaching staff to “…the librarians, the
ladies in student support are fabulous, the book shop, the cafeteria…”; a sentiment echoed
by Nerida, “…in the shop… the library woman…. I think just everyone who is here
generally….”
Specific professional support services such as personal counselling, learning support and
student loans are also mentioned:
When I got to the point that I wanted to give it up I spoke to student
support and – I don’t know why I didn’t do that before, but I just didn’t –
and I had some counselling and … that was excellent, releasing fear and
anxiety… (Katrina)
The institutional support experienced by these students may well be a significant factor in
their engagement with the university and hence their continuation with their studies.
Friendships
Fiona talks about the support, friendship and assistance she has received from fellow
students and how: “If we don’t understand something we talk among ourselves”. Similarly
Katrina explains:
If I want help or advice about my studies I usually go to other students, or
to the learning support people in the library.
These stories speak of new friendships at university. Fiona for instance has more friends
than before, with the new friendships tending to be very significant and constituting an
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important part of her overall support network. She describes how the peer support networks
can be aided, or inhibited, through different teaching approaches in class.
Last year we had lots of group work and five in a group, and without them
it wouldn’t have worked… but this semester there has been no emphasis
on group work or cooperation… Oh it’s been really hard, because that
support base wasn’t there and, like, even though we were doing the
same subjects, we would be doing them differently and it was really hard
to call on them.
The importance of ‘in-class’ mechanisms for building social interaction has been
demonstrated in previous studies such as that by Coffman and Gilligan (2002) in which they
found that “in the classroom, faculty may further promote social interactions and support
among

students

by

designing

assignments

and

class

activities

that

encourage

communication, interaction and cooperative learning among students” (p. 63).
Other informal activities on campus contribute to the development of friendships as well.
“Talking to the girls in the café” was mentioned by Nerida as an important way of feeling
supported, while Susie refers to:
“a feeling of connectedness when you start knowing everyone, like the
ladies in the library and the ladies in the bookshop, the lady in the little
shop and the café and all that.”
Quinn (2005) discusses the importance of engagement with community of learners. Her
research with second year female students at two higher educational institutions in the UK
revealed that, for these women, connection with other students was of enormous importance
to their sense of identity as university students; “a re-imagining of the self with and through
others” (p.13) and that in having opportunities to meet together there develops what Quinn
refers to as “an imagined learning community” (p. 5) – ‘imagined’ in the sense that, through
connection with others, there is space “for dreaming new possibilities and sharing them with
others” (p. 14). Quinn talks about the particular importance of these imaginings for women
who are “staking claims to the learning community” (p. 12), from which they, as women,
have been traditionally excluded.
As previously described, all seven students under discussion here came from family
backgrounds where neither parent was university educated and all entered university
through a different path than the usual route for school-leaver entry. In this sense they can
be regarded as non-traditional (Abbott-Chapman, et al., 2004) and therefore traditionally
outsiders in what was once regarded as “cloistered communities” (Quinn, 2005, p. 5) for the
elite. Rendon (1998) talks about non-traditional students as being:
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…students who do not consider themselves college material, ranging
from students who didn’t make good grades in high school to… single
mothers and fathers coming back to college… students who have been
told they will never amount to anything, students who have lived in
poverty and who are the first in their family to attend college. (p. 2)
One or other of these descriptions would fit each of the women who have told their stories
here. Similarly, Mann (2001) likens the experience of non-traditional students to that of being
“a stranger in a foreign land” (p. 11). The forging of connections with others on campus can
be seen as an important part of navigating “the new land of the academy” (Mann, 2001, p.
12) assisting in the development of their identity as university students.
Enabling program
These stories also reveal the value of the enabling program through which six of the women
had entered or were entering university. This program had been particularly effective at
welcoming them into the learning community, encouraging lasting friendships and providing
them with a highly supportive environment in the very early stages of their studies. Such
programs are designed to enable entry to undergraduate degree programs at university for
“students who, for reasons such as poverty, gender discrimination and early school leaving,
did not have the opportunity to enter university directly after high school” (Cantwell, et al.,
2001, p. 221). Enabling programs are therefore designed to provide “both the subjectspecific knowledge and the generic study skills that are required for effective studying in
higher education” (Hayes & King, 1997, p. 8) as well as “support and encouragement from
staff and other students” (Archer et al., 1999, p.50).

In order to assist students to learn and understand what is required for university study,
more assistance and support in areas such as essay writing and study skills is provided
within the enabling program curriculum than would be usual in undergraduate studies. With
the recognition that the majority of students may be coming from backgrounds where there is
little familiarity with higher education, there is also a greater emphasis on helping students to
get to know each other, to encourage questions and discussion, to feel comfortable with the
lecturer and to participate in class.
There is also evidence to indicate that those students who have completed an enabling
program

are

more

motivated

and

better

prepared

academically

when

entering

undergraduate studies than those who have not, with “higher mastery goals and lower
academic alienation… greater confidence in problem-solving, planning and self-appraisal”
(Bourke, Cantwell & Archer, 1998, p. 1).
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Certainly amongst this group of students the enabling program was credited with
encouraging confidence as well as the development of supportive relationships.
Once you speak to someone and say, ‘I don’t know how this works’, and
they would say ‘I don’t either’ and then it’s ok. (Fiona)
As well as building friendships, these programs provide students with important preparation
for the rigours of academic study ahead and help to build confidence.
In the enabling course they give you a kind of head start… it was an
excellent preparation. I’d never written an academic essay before in my
life and… [lecturer’s name] was fantastic… (Katrina)
I certainly became more confident through the enabling course, but it
wasn’t until I had done a few assignments and essays and things for the
degree that I realised the true worth of it. (Mandy)
I think that if I had of gone into Uni straight from school I would never
have got this far… (Fiona)
McGivney’s (1999b) work into informal and community based learning in the UK, indicates
the value of educational opportunities that are open to all, free and locally based. She found
that participation in this type of learning, particularly by those “who are educationally,
economically and socially disadvantaged” (p. vi), leads to “progression… personal
progression, social progression, economic progression and educational progression” (p. vi).
Much like the experiences of the women in this book, McGivney (1999b) found that when
this informal learning experience was positive, this provided the necessary motivation to
continue into formal higher education studies.

A different view of themselves
The title of this book ‘Transformations and self discovery’ relates to the very tangible shifts
that have occurred in these women’s sense of identity. All the women speak eloquently of
their university experience and the difference it has made to their perception of themselves;
the use of words like ‘confident’ and ‘empowering’ suggesting that many of these women are
undergoing dramatic transformations.
Barbara’s story, for example, illustrates the ways in which university has emerged as
something quite different from what was anticipated. Having entered university to explicitly
fulfil vocational and financial ambitions, Barbara acknowledges attendance in more
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emotional and experiential terms. University emerges to fill a void in life, representing a
move from conceptualising university as something for others, to an act for self, an ‘intrinsic
pleasure’ (Blaxter & Tight, 1993, p15).
I just got a feeling, it sounds really stupid, but.. worthiness I think… I am
worthy of being here and I can do it, and that just was great self
empowerment to me. It really made me sort of think, well I am in a really
great place right now and … it was a culmination of everything working
finally…I just think in total it was just such a steep learning curve but such
a very enjoyable experience. (Barbara)
While their domestic, family role remains an important part of their identity, these women are
discovering that they can have another identity as well, independently from their identity as
mothers, wives and partners. This is clearly articulated in a short “Once upon a time’
narrative by Susie about her first year at university:
Once upon a time, Susie was just a little barmaid, at home doing the
homely thing and trying to work and look after the kids. And now, Susie
sort of more stands up for herself and tells her husband that: ‘No, this
isn’t the thing no more ‘cause I have rights in this world!’…So my once
upon a time is changing that, so he stays at home and I can go and work.
Be like he was with me, just to show that women’s life isn’t easy you
know. So once upon a time yeah, then I came to uni and everything
changed … I got wise and I started learning a lot of things but it was for
the better.
University, then, can offer the possibility of having a separate or distinct identity; in the
educational domain, women gain some control over their lives As earlier findings have
demonstrated, university can be a catalyst for women to discover “an identity beyond that of
wife and mother” (Scott, Burns & Cooney, 1998, p. 237).
This growth in personal identity and insight is evident in all of the women’s stories, as
expressed by Fiona:
just being able to say ‘No’, and to have an opinion and be able to back it
up. I’m more sure of my own opinions and I’m able to express myself
more.
Also Nerida, who says:
I value myself, which is an easy thing to say but a hard thing to do. If
everything fell apart tomorrow I would be alright…
Quinn’s (2005) research with women from low socio-economic backgrounds at university
talks of “women carving spaces in order to resist and rebel” (p. 12). For the women in
Quinn’s research, university represented a place of resistance to the life from which they had
come; a life typified by poorly paid and unsatisfying jobs and economic insecurity. For them,
university was “a hard won freedom” and a means of “resistance to a destiny shaped only by
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supermarkets, call centres and lonely train stations” (p. 12). This resistance and rebellion is
echoed in the words of Simone when she says:
If he doesn’t want to come with me he can go on his separate path and I
can go on my separate path. I am big enough and strong enough to fit in
the uni, to fit in the work and to raise the kids, and he can just pack up
and leave if he doesn’t like it!
The freedoms provided by study can, at least temporarily, liberate women from their usual
occupation as carers.
The fact that the first time in 15 years I can just get in the car and drive up
and get lost in books and research… independence. And it’s something
of mine. I don’t have to share it with [husband] and the children, they
don’t have to be here, they don’t have to have anything to do with it...
(Mandy)
Being a student therefore can be one way for women to gain freedom from their usual
occupation and gain some legitimate time for themselves, albeit to engage in another form of
occupation. Along with this comes the development of a greater sense of personal agency,
independent achievement and future possibilities for even greater independence. As Nerida
describes: “This has been a long journey, but I’m getting to where I want to be...” Similarly,
Simone explains:
At the end of the day it’s working towards where I want to be so
it’s definitely a positive …there have been negatives lots of them
but overall, the end result is a positive.
For these students, coming to be a student has not only translated to change in personal
identity but also into a new status within the public domain. As Barbara explains, when she
returned to the parenting centre she attended as a “mother in crisis”, she found out that she
was being used as an exemplar for other mothers. Such recognition is bound to engender
improvements in self-esteem and self worth. All seven women are discovering real
possibilities of role change. Their role is changing from that of financially dependent carer or
welfare recipient, with little personal freedom, to that of student, worker, breadwinner – and
still carer – but with an increase in personal freedom and the prospect of more financial
independence in the future.
Others are starting to see them differently as well, noticing changes in confidence.
When I started the enabling course I bought my books off a lady, and
every time I see her now, she’s like, ‘oh I can’t get over how much you’ve
changed! When I first saw you, you came in with this mousy look and
asked for your books, and now when I see you, you’re everywhere, doing
everything!’ – and it’s great! (Fiona)
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Indeed, the evidence suggests that for mature-age students engaging in education, there is
not only an increase in knowledge, but also an increase in understanding (Beck, 2006;
McGivney, 1999b, 2006; West, et al., 1986). “Their interests widen and they often identify a
desire for more information or new skills” (McGivney, 2006, p. 88). This leads to “more active
citizenship” (McGivney, 1999b, p. vi) in terms of heightened interest and involvement in
community, social and political interests and activities, as well as an increase in “intellectual
interests, social liberalism, altruism, feminism and life satisfaction” (West, et al., 1986, p. 64).
Change can also occur at the most fundamental level, even as an attempt to rebuild a life or
just the opportunity to tell a ‘better’ story (Luttrell, 1997).
It is as if the process of coming to university has ‘opened their eyes’ to the world around
them. Each indicates a growing awareness, a different and broader vision, in how they view
life and society, which at times can be quite confronting.
I’ve gained a sense of awareness. I used to, like, go walking around with
my head up my arse before, but now it’s like, oh, I wish I could go back
there, because everything is so confronting! (Fiona)
I can’t look at a TV show anymore… I deconstruct everything! I can’t read
a newspaper – I know what’s behind the headlines. I know who is
pushing the buttons. I can’t listen to the politicians, I can see all the power
play and all the crap and all the nonsense that’s going on in the world… I
can see all the injustices… (Nerida).
There is also a sense of real exhilaration about the acquisition of so much knowledge and
the impact that this is having upon them.
I think I have just gained heaps of knowledge… uni studies opens up an
entire world of knowledge… just the amount of things you need to know
and can know, and it’s all around you… (Katrina)
With the learning has also come a philosophical shift in priorities, with a decrease in focus on
material and financial concerns.
I’m not worried so much about material things any more, and the need to
hang onto all these material things and collections… (Mandy)
Instead, there is more awareness of the importance of other less tangible aspects of life.
I really appreciate a Sunday afternoon with my husband. I appreciate
being able to stay outside in the fresh air and sunshine…. and I don’t
know if I used to do that… (Nerida)
Both current and future circumstances have changed for these women. They generally
regard their futures in much broader strokes; there is better clarity about where they see
themselves. This transformation is revealed in the sense of self-direction or 'control' that
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many describe in their narratives, one example being Barbara who talks about planning
ahead and considering possibilities after she leaves university; something she could not do
‘before’.

What’s ahead?
With the attainment of higher education qualifications, all are looking ahead to a significantly
different life from that of their parents and a better life than the one they had before.
A brand new start… I’ve got this ten-year window of opportunity before
my children start marrying and having children. Because I got married
and had a child straight away, because my husband’s ten years older
than me, this is my time… (Nerida)
Financially I think my future will be better than what it would have been –
and personally I think… because it has given me more confidence, and I
doubt whether I am going to lose that... I won’t lose it again…. (Fiona)
They are also looking forward to remediation of financial pressures through increased
earning capacity and, as a result, a better quality of life.
Hopefully I’m able to secure a job which will pay more and therefore
economically I’ll be able to support my children better than I would have
been able to originally. That’s really what is most important to me, and by
being here and doing this degree, I can see that I have a chance to make
this happen. (Katrina)
There is excitement about their dreams and plans for the future and the sense of a different
life and a different self ahead.
I think my future is going to be much brighter than the past. I’m much
more confident… far more confident… I have an ability to focus on goals I
haven’t had before. … (Mandy)
Running through the women’s stories is a recurring theme of a vision of a more independent
future, in contrast with the relative lack of prior opportunities for independence in their lives.
Some also express a desire to continue learning. This group of adult students had initially
entered university as a means to an end, not necessarily expecting to actively enjoy the
process, yet many had discovered that learning in itself has its own pleasures.
First I thought I want to get this degree and then launch into my
business… but now I’m more than happy to plod along and be a
perpetual student. It’s going to take longer to get the degree but I will
probably enjoy the process a lot more… (Mandy)
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I just love it and I don’t want to go… I’d like to keep studying… (Fiona)

The changes that these students envisage for the future are not limited purely to themselves.
Achieving their university degree is seen as the start of a new cycle that may also have a
profound influence on their children.
I’m hoping that it will show him that he… can aim for higher… I want to be
a positive example…do the hard work and you will get somewhere…
(Fiona)
They are aware that their children will have some understanding of university and what it can
offer, in a way that was not available to them when they were growing up.
I think that they will definitively not be scared to study, because they are
here in the uni environment… such a familiar place… (Mandy)
Hence not only individual transformation but transformation into the next generation is taking
place, with the real possibility of “lasting change that has an impact, not only on the
individual but also on communities in an ongoing basis” (Beck, 2006, p. 107).
I don’t think my second son would have gone to uni if he hadn’t seen me
putting in the effort. (Nerida)
The stories of these seven women, who have come to university as ‘second-chance’
students illustrate the transformative nature of their experiences in higher education. Adults
participate in education for a number of reasons. These narratives indicate how such
reasons can be associated with the management of change and crisis, both public and
personal in nature. However, overcoming difficulties is truly ‘empowering’; a sense of
accomplishment can be derived from succeeding in activities previously regarded as too
difficult or overwhelming. University attendance may present a ‘risk of rupture’ with existing
relationships and identity (Brine & Waller, 2004, p111) but equally this is an ‘emancipatory’
experience (Merrill, 1999). Being a student may not radically shift the gender and class
inequalities experienced by female students but the decision to arrive and the resulting
choices, changes and challenges should not be dismissed.
The following and final chapter will draw some conclusions about the experiences and
insights of this particular group of students, which may assist others who are thinking about,
or perhaps beginning, such a journey themselves. The implications for higher education
institutions, in terms of providing opportunities and encouragement for women as matureage students in general, to enter university and succeed with their studies, will also be
explored.
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And so the story concludes
Research into participation levels in higher education in Australia tells us that “mature age
students from identified equity groups… suffer demonstrable educational disadvantage”
(Abbott-Chapman, et al., 2004, p.7). We also know that “the success of mature-aged nontraditional entry appears independent of socio-economic background” (Cantwell, et al., 2001,
p.233).
Despite more than a decade of equity measures, nationally and internationally, to improve
the participation and academic success in higher education of students from lower socioeconomic background across all age-groups, these students are still significantly underrepresented worldwide (CSHE, 2008). In contrast, students from lower socio-economic
status backgrounds are over-represented in enabling and other alternative entry programs,
through which a majority of mature-age students enter university (Blaxter, et al., 1996;
Cullity, 2006; Kavanagh & Stockdale, 2007). Supporting and encouraging mature learners to
enter, participate and succeed in higher education is therefore of vital importance in
furthering the equity agendas of universities.
As well as furthering broad long-term equity agendas however, there is another important
reason to encourage mature-age university entry and academic success: that is, the benefits
to the individual student, brought about by exposure to and involvement in the university
learning community. From the stories of the seven women, featured throughout this book,
have emerged findings of particular significance in increasing our understanding of the
mature age female experience in higher education. Key findings emerging from the women’s
stories are discussed below.

The power to transform… for this generation and the next
The transformative power of engagement with higher education is well illustrated within the
women’s stories. Their stories reflect that, for each one of them, university has been, and is
continuing to be, a truly transformative experience. Improvements in confidence, selfesteem, social skills, self-awareness and awareness of the world around them are
considerable. Being at university as part of a learning community and expanding their

106

knowledge has led these women to think very differently in a number of significant ways.
They are developing a greater sense of personal independence and autonomy as they
challenge the more restrictive aspects of their gendered role. They are looking forward to a
different life, a better life, one with better work opportunities, a more comfortable and secure
financial situation, achievement of career goals and, for some, further study. For all, there is
a sense of dreams and ambitions being achieved.
The women are keenly aware of the positive influence that their studies are having upon
their children and the likelihood that their children will consider university as an option for
their own futures. They see themselves as role models for their children and as parents who
will encourage and support their children into higher education, now that they know the value
of it for themselves. A new cycle has begun, which will have potential ramifications for their
children, their grandchildren and future generations to come.
The accessibility of an enabling program emerges as a major factor influencing the decision
of nearly all these women to enter higher education. This supports previous research
demonstrating that the provision of inexpensive, local access to education encourages adult
learners, particularly those from lower SES backgrounds, to engage in further education and
to want to continue learning (McGivney, 1999a, 1999b, 2006; McLaren, 1985; Reay, 2002;
Skilbeck, 2006b). It also reinforces the premise that the expansion of free, locally-based
programs which provide pathways into higher education will assist and encourage greater
numbers of mature-age students, including those from lower SES backgrounds, to
contemplate the possibility of going to university and to take the first steps towards this.

Influence of gender
Taking a feminist approach to the deconstruction of the women’s stories reveals their
gendered experiences. The role limitations for women as ‘carers’ (Lister, 2000; Orloff, 1996;
Weeks, 2000) are evident throughout their stories and have shaped their experiences. The
daily struggle of combining studies with the gendered role of ‘carer’ is revealed. They are
carrying a double or even triple load of child-care, housework and paid work along with their
studies. This is most clearly demonstrated in the ways in which they struggle with the lack of
time to manage the competing demands. The women’s time for study is fragmented and
fractured, melded in with other responsibilities such as caring for children and other various
domestic duties.
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Their stories reveal the interrupted nature of any study time and the virtual impossibility of
having dedicated, privileged and uninterrupted time for study on a regular basis. These
women consistently put family responsibilities first, yet still manage to succeed at their
studies through artful juggling and often loss of sleep. Some have reduced their study load in
order to manage to continue.
In terms of support from family and friends, the stories expose quite starkly how little help
and practical support most are receiving at home from male partners. There are however
indications that some are beginning to question or challenge the dominant view of
male/female roles, with subsequent effects on relationships.

This provides support for

evidence which suggests that education encourages less conservatism and more openmindedness to other possibilities, including different ways of conceptualising gender roles
(Giles, 1990; West, et al., 1986).

Value of support
The importance of support from academic staff, university services and fellow students, is
highlighted throughout all the stories of this group of women.
…from academic staff
Support and encouragement from academic staff is highly valued amongst this group. As
mature-age students with many other conflicting responsibilities, they greatly appreciate any
efforts made by lecturers to show understanding of their circumstances and a willingness to
be flexible, to better accommodate their needs. This reflects other research into student
experience in general (Krause, 2005b; O'Shea, 2007; Rendon, 1998) which demonstrates
that “student and staff interactions are one of the most important characteristics of high
quality learning” (ACER, 2008, p. 8), particularly for non-traditional entry students.
…from university services
University support services have been of significant practical assistance, through financial
support, disability provisions, learning support, and also emotional assistance via personal
counselling. Easy and free access to such services is clearly of high importance in terms of
supporting students to stay and succeed.
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…from fellow students
The stories also reveal that friendships with fellow students play a significant role in
persistence and resilience. Some have formed close friendships with other students and
most refer to the sharing of academic and/or personal concerns with their peers on campus.
This may take the form of talking over an essay topic, working together on a group project or
catching up over a cup of coffee in the cafeteria. In whatever context, these interactions are
important. Aspects of their stories reveal the helpful role that the institution can play in
encouraging and supporting such interactions through ensuring that group work is part of
the curriculum and organising time in class to talk and share work with each other. There is
now considerable evidence to support the importance of student-to-student interaction for
student engagement and academic success (ACER, 2008; Coffman & Gilligan, 2002;
McGivney, 2006).

Financial struggles
Emerging from the stories is the very difficult financial situation that most are facing on a
day-to-day basis. Inadequate financial support for these mature female learners is
compounded by difficulties in the way such support is structured within a gendered, neoliberal welfare state model (Lister, 2000; O'Connor, et al., 1999; Weeks, 2000). Under this
model, the women with male partners receive little if any financial support for their studies
and loss of income, while single parent benefits are reduced based on ages of children.
Making ends meet is a daily challenge.

Advice to others
The women’s stories contain a number of pieces of advice for other women who have
begun, or may be contemplating, embarking upon a similar educational journey. These can
be summarised by the following five points:

1) Ask for help, build friendships – and ask lots of questions
I think it’s important that mature-age students know they can ask lots of questions
and not be afraid to use the services that are here. (Mandy)

109

All the women stress the value of asking questions, as well as seeking assistance from the
services available at university campuses such as counselling, learning skills, career advice,
student loans and so on. But apart from these designated university services, a number of
the women also mention the value in getting to know, talking with and asking questions of a
very wide range of people at university – staff in the cafe, the bookshop, the library and, of
course, lecturers and fellow students.
I have found out there is support and there are ways of doing things and people to
ask, but just getting it into your head that if you have problems go and ask anyone.
(Simone)
Along with this goes the importance of building friendships with other students. As Susie
found, “it’s pretty scary too a little bit, but when you get to uni and you get friends, that
makes it a bit better”.
2) Take time to adjust
In Katrina’s words, it is important “to be aware that they will find it very difficult until you
adjust to uni life and your brain starts kicking over again”.
3) Focus on what is most important
Managing their limited time by cutting out the less important aspects of their busy lives –
such as reducing the amount of time spent on housework – is something that is mentioned
by many of the women. As Barbara says, “Make the most of the time you have got”.

4) Believe in yourself
Having faith in oneself and maintaining confidence in one’s ability to achieve the goal,
despite setbacks, is another important factor that comes through from the women’s stories.
“Don’t just give up!” is Nerida’s message to others.
Part of building one’s confidence is being prepared for what is ahead, which is the fifth piece
of advice offered.
5) Be well-prepared
A number of the women had taken advantage of the preparation courses run by the
university support services, particularly learning skills courses, and had found that these had
given them a head start.
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Before the course had even started I was doing all the extra preparation and extra
learning support classes. I did the essay writing. I did everything before it even
started. I thought, I am not going into this blind, I’m going to get as much information
as I can. So that definitely helped me to feel more confident about starting… (Fiona)

Where to from here? Implications for the future
While it would be a mistake to generalise the experiences of these seven women too widely,
nevertheless many aspects of these narratives are consistent with other research findings in
the field of adult learning. It is also reasonable to assume that the stories of this group of
women are, at least in part, reflective of the culture within which they are living their lives.
Individual narratives tell us something of the wider community in which the individual is
situated (Chase, 2003; Elliott, 2005). Hence, in coming to the end of this particular story
about one group of mature-age women at university, it is possible to recognise some wider
implications for education providers, policy makers and all who have a role to play in higher
education, including students. It seems clear from the individual stories of these students,
as well as other related research, that educational institutions have a vital role to play in
developing greater awareness of “the relevance of lifelong learning to student personal
and/or vocational well-being” (Cullity, 2006, p. 185). The narratives of this student cohort
provide a valuable insight into the particular factors which have helped and hindered the
progress of their ‘second-chance journey’ and into some possibilities for the future.

To

complete this story therefore, we offer some recommendations for action, based upon the
experiences of the women whose voices have informed this research.
1) Pathways into higher education
Firstly, in order to attract more mature-age women into higher education, there is a need to
expand the provision of appropriate, free and easily accessible enabling programs.
Broadening the availability of such programs across the higher education sector is one
important strategy to assist them to enter university, hence further widening access and
participation. Enabling programs play a highly significant role in assisting mature learners to
enter university. Equally importantly, they provide support for mature learners, academically
and socially, in making a successful transition to higher education.
Currently, Australian institutions can apply for commonwealth grant scheme funding in order
to provide enabling programs, with the funding agreement between the particular institution
and the Australian government limiting the number of places which can be funded
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(Chadwick, 2007). An important step towards greater accessibility of higher education for
mature-age students, women and men, would be to expand this funding to increase the
number of free, open-entry places in enabling programs around the country.

Adult

education research tells us that mature learners are more likely to enter formal education
when it is local and affordable; therefore offering a greater number of free enabling places at
as many institutions as possible has the potential to significantly increase the number of
mature-age students, particularly those from lower SES backgrounds, entering university.
The “Participation and Equity” report (CSHE, 2008) identifies that rural and isolated areas in
particular have low participation rates in higher education. It is therefore imperative that
enabling programs are offered locally across rural areas and not only at city institutions.
2) Improved financial assistance
Another significant barrier to higher education access is a financial one.

The financial

implications of going to university can be an overwhelming deterrent, particularly for matureage women with family responsibilities from lower SES backgrounds. Government
assistance for students is clearly inadequate in general, as mentioned previously
approximately 50% of students having difficulties managing financially and close to 13%
often unable to buy enough food (James, et al., 2007).

If higher education institutions are

therefore serious about improving access and participation across all socio-economic
groups, there needs to be considerable lobbying of governments to urge the provision of
more adequate and appropriately targeted government financial support for students of all
ages. Educational researchers have stressed that “it is imperative for Australia to both
broaden access and increase participation in tertiary education” (Harris, 2008, p.1) and have
urged “better financial support for students, and a shift in social attitudes to widening
participation… to help disadvantaged communities to reimagine universities as “places for
them” rather than places for the wealthy” (Bexley, 2008, p.3).

The dual imperatives of widening access and improving financial support have been
recognised in the findings of the Bradley Review of Higher Education in Australia (DEEWR,
2008) with its recommendations to increase low SES participation and to significantly
increase government financial support to disadvantaged students. Without adequate
financial support targeted towards those least able to afford to go to university, and without
sound measures to attract and retain students from all backgrounds, the goal of continuing
to broaden higher education access and participation amongst those who are socially and
economically disadvantaged will continue to be elusive.
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3) Appropriate teaching styles
A third and equally important point is that the stories of these seven women indicate a need
for teaching styles which take into account their particular situations and demonstrate an
understanding of the gendered nature of the challenges which female mature learners face.
Flexibility around issues of study time and assessment tasks, as well as classroom
strategies which encourage interaction between students, teachers and other students, have
all been demonstrated as being of key importance in encouraging and supporting such
students to succeed with their academic endeavours. Teachers who encourage interaction
with other students, who are more inclined to be flexible about assignment dates and who
are willing to listen to the needs of individual students, including issues around child-care,
family needs and lack of structured time, were the ones most highly valued and viewed as
inspirational amongst this particular cohort of students. This type of support had contributed
significantly to the resilience and persistence of these students through difficult times. In
Katrina’s words: “universities need to keep on being really understanding about what
mature-age students are”.
Feeling comfortable about approaching lecturers was something that these students also
valued and this is emphasised by Shelton (2003), who argues that both individual academics
and faculty need to take an active role in providing psychological support. Such support,
Shelton suggests, should be based on qualities such as approachability; caring attitudes,
respectfulness and ‘genuine interest’ toward students (p.64). First year students are
generally expected to adapt and acculturise to the university environment in a timely and
fluid fashion and some academics may not seem to fully appreciate or empathise with the
very radical nature of this adjustment. Kantanis (2000) argues that the more traditionally
focussed academics often foreground the imparting of knowledge rather than the teaching or
supporting of students, adopting a ‘sink or swim’ philosophy in relation to these commencing
cohorts.
Creating space and time for interactions with students may be difficult for many academics
due to teaching demands. However, what is striking about the women’s accounts is how
minor incidents had a major impact on the quality of the student experience. In some cases,
just small gestures could make a qualitative difference to learning experiences. For example,
just knowing that you could ‘see’ a lecturer if this became necessary and being assured of
an understanding response made a qualitative difference to the university experience.
Undoubtedly, academics are faced with the dilemma of engaging in activities, which while
beneficial to students and ultimately institutional budgets, may not necessarily be recognised
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as important or valuable, perhaps even regarded as eroding time needed for research. Many
academic staff may genuinely wish to improve or positively negotiate student experiences
but demands of the role combined with time constraints may preclude them from doing so.
In order to enhance the academic achievement of mature female learners, higher education
institutions need to demonstrate a firm commitment to the effective teaching and learning of
this cohort. It is important that strategies are developed to better equip academic staff to
understand the particular learning needs of mature-age women at university, and the
teaching styles which suit these needs.

Teaching styles which demonstrate a level of

individual flexibility and an understanding and respect for the many other demands that
these students have upon their time – as well as for the innovative and sometimes unusual
study habits they adopt in order to get their work done – are ones that these learners
appreciate.
Equally important are classroom methods, which connect students meaningfully with their
lecturers and with their peers. This combined with recognition and reward for those teaching
staff who take the time to ‘enable’ these learners can maximise the potential for these
students to fully engage with the learning community and succeed at their studies.
4) Adequate provision of university support services
The final recommendation relates to the provision of university support services. The overall
courage of each of these women, often in the face of considerable adversity, is apparent to
anyone who hears their stories. Their stories also highlight the importance of free, wellresourced, easily accessible support services on university campuses. These services are
very important potentially for all students, but for mature-age female students they are
absolutely vital.
Personal counselling provides such students with an opportunity to talk through the
challenges and difficulties, as well as the confusion associated with changes in self and
identity, helping them to overcome obstacles, understand the changes and to build a positive
sense of their “new” self. Other services such as disability services, learning support and
emergency financial assistance, emerge from these stories as making a significant and
positive difference to these students, assisting them to continue at university through
particularly difficult times. The ongoing provision of a range of well-resourced support and
transition services is therefore another way in which institutions can demonstrate their
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commitment to engaging, supporting and encouraging students from all backgrounds and of
all ages to stay and succeed at university.
Mature-age women are already entering higher education in significant numbers and as
such constitute a highly important cohort. Yet, these mature learners remain largely
unrecognised and unacknowledged for the different and important contribution that they
make, not only to the classrooms and other learning and social activities of individual
institutions, but also to the wider national and international higher education access agenda.
Our intention in bringing the narratives of these seven women to the page is to bring this
valuable and courageous cohort of students into the spotlight. In making the
recommendations above, we are advocating for a change in higher education for the future:
a future in which the importance of attracting, supporting and retaining mature-age female
students is better understood; a future in which the term “student” is widely recognised as
one that applies equally across gender and age; most importantly, a future in which greater
numbers of mature women have the opportunity to consider higher education as an option
and to receive the institutional assistance and encouragement to enter, stay and succeed. In
so doing, these students assist universities to move closer towards being places of equal
access and opportunity, as well as of greater diversity. In the process, the women
themselves are exposed to experiences which have the capacity to transform their lives,
individually, socially and economically, as well as potentially those of future generations.
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