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Abstract

Massification in higher education has been developing globally, with more and more
mature students entering university and benefiting from higher education. Because
higher education has been anchored in its historical traditions of serving traditional
young students (Sissel et al., 2001), institutional habitus tends to be marked by the
dominant social groups—the traditional young students (Reay, et al., 2001; Thomas,
2002; Tett, 2004; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). The institutional structures,
pedagogical structure and institutional practices are all based on the need of the
dominant group (McDonough, 1997), which may affect mature students’ study as a

non-dominant group in higher education.

In order to explore mature students’ higher education experience in both England and
China, 37 semi-structured interviews have been carried out including 17 in England
from two universities and 20 in China from two universities. Institutional habitus and
habitus have been used as theoretical perspective. As a qualitative research under the
constructivism, the institutional habitus and how it affects mature students’ study
experience are interpreted through mature students’ perceptions. Nvivo software is
employed as the data analysis tool and themes emerge from the data construct the
research findings. The major findings of the study suggest the appropriateness of the
metaphor of “dance to the dominants’ tune and filter out those unable to keep time”
(McDonough, 1997:107) which reflects the incompatibility between institutional

habitus and mature students’ habitus in both England and China.

More specifically, mature students suffer from exclusion and segregation from their
institution, which is manifested in their poor academic and social integration in their
institution. This situation is influenced by not only the institutional structure and
pedagogical structure, but also mature students’ own self-exclusion, which is presented
differently in England and China based on the different higher education systems in the
two countries. In England, mature students are entitled to be fully involved in university
life academically and socially as their full-time younger counterparts, but because they
feel the university is alien and difficult to fit in, they choose to exclude themselves from
participating in academic and social activities apart from their lectures. In contrast, in

China, due to the incompatibility between the regular higher education system and the



adult higher education system, even though the mature students have their higher
education physically in regular higher education domain—the university, they have
limited involvement in university life academically and socially because of the actual
barriers built up by the university. Furthermore, since the Chinese mature students feel
inferior and unconfident about themselves, they choose to avoid involvement into
university. The exclusion that the English and Chinese mature students suffer from is
described as “soft” exclusion and “hard” exclusion in this research, both of which make

the mature students in the two countries generate self-exclusion.

This research suggests that along with the development of higher education
massification, mature students in both England and China are still in an unequal
position, which reflects the persistence of incompatibility between institutional habitus
and mature students’ habitus. The exclusion that the mature students suffer from their
institutions affects mature students’ own habitus and forms their attitudes which
reproduce the action that the mature students exclude themselves from integrating into

the dominant group.

An institutional habitus that embraces diversity will be less discordant with the habitus
of students coming from non-traditional’ backgrounds, and enables them to feel less
like “a fish out of water” (Thomas, 2002, p. 440). Furthermore, in order to create the
inclusive institutional habitus, the institutional structure and practices should involve
mature students academically and socially based on their characteristics and specific
needs, which could improve the compatibility between the institutional habitus and

mature students’ habitus.
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Terms
Mature students

Foundation Degree

Top-up course

Dual higher education
system in  China:
regular higher
education system and
adult higher education
system

“Evening University”

Glossary of Terms

Definitions

In this research, mature students refer to those older than 21
(UCAS, 2016) and study in alternative route in higher
education at undergraduate level. Specifically, in the
English context, mature students refer to those who study
on both Foundation Degree and Top-up course; in the
Chinese context, mature students refer to those who study
on undergraduate course particularly in “night university”
form.

Foundation Degree is one of the flexible modes of higher
education delivery regarding the Widening Participation
agenda (HEFCE, 2000) aiming to contribute to Widening
Participation and lifelong learning by encouraging
participation by learners who may not previously have
considered studying for a higher level qualification or
prefer a more applied curriculum (QAA, 2015).

The “Top-up” courses are used by providers as a route for
Foundation Degree students to progress to level 6 within
their own faculty or from other institutions (TDA, 2008).
The dual higher education system is contextualized under
the scheme of the public education system established in the
People’s Republic of China after 1949. The regular higher
education mainly targets traditional regular young students
who graduate directly from high school and are recruited by
universities through the Higher Education Entrance
Examination, which could award a formal Bachelor degree
to the graduates when they meet the requirement and
complete the courses. The adult higher education provides
both non-academic higher education and academic degree
higher education. The Bachelor degree awarded by adult
higher education is more work-oriented and less academic-
oriented than the degree awarded by the regular higher
education system (Li, 2015; Qin, 2016).

“Evening University” (Ye Da) is a form that adult higher
education institutions provide higher education at Bachelor
degree face-to-face to mature students part-timely and
especially during the evening time and/or weekends (Le,
2014). The so-called “Evening University” is an adult
higher education form rather than a study place; it could be
given by various adult higher educational institutions and
the teaching is mainly given during evening and/ or
weekends that why it is called “Evening University”.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Background to the study

This study contributes to a growing awareness of mature students’ experiences in higher
education from a global perspective. In the era of higher education massification,
mature students in both England and China are provided with alternative routes to the
higher education but their experiences are still associated with negative and
unpromising associations: inequality (Reay et al., 2001; Reay, 2004; Dumais, 2002;
Sissel et al., 2001; He, 2009; Li, 2014; Wan, 2006), marginalization (Tett et al., 2012;
Kasworm, 2008; Bolsius & Williams, 2013), exclusion (Penketh & Goddard, 2008;
Kasworm, 2008; Dumais, 2002; Lu, 2014; Liu & Gao, 2016), suffering from more study
difficulties than younger traditional students (Thomas, 2002; Tett, 2004; Penketh &
Goddard, 2008; Winter & Dismore, 2010; McTaggart, 2016), lack of confidence
(Busher et al., 2015; Tett et al., 2012), and a lack of a sense of belonging (Kasworm,
2008; Reay et al., 2001; Reay, 2004; Atkinson, 2011). Mature students especially those
who have non-traditional qualification routes to higher education are in a disadvantaged
situation in the higher education context (Gorard et al., 2017); and they suffer from
more difficulties and inequalities if they want to enrol in prestigious universities such
as the Russell Group Universities (Boliver, 2015). Among the current research studies
that explore mature students’ experience in higher education, the institutional habitus
has been used as a specific theoretical lens, which could illustrate how the university

affects mature students’ study experience from a comprehensive perspective.

The central aim of this study is to use institutional habitus as a conceptual lens in order
to explore mature students’ study experience in both England and China. As Reay et al.
(2001: para.1.2) highlight, the institutional habitus is essentially a “rich internalised
core from which everyday experiences emanate”, the everyday university life reflects
the institutional habitus and affects students’ study. The institutional practices are the
reflection and specification of the institutional habitus. Weissmann’s research (2013)
also announces that institutional factors, attitudes and dispositions contribute
significantly to how staff and students behave towards non-traditional students, thus
actively contributing to the externalisation of an institutional habitus that excludes the

non-traditional from its priority. At the same time, Burke’s research illustrates how the
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institutional habitus affects students’ habitus. His research claims that the institutional
forms and collective practices generated by institutional habitus can directly shape the
individual’s habitus as well as their behaviour, which illustrates that within a specified
field the institutional habitus and students’ habitus could interact with each other and
students’ study is affected by both of them (Burke et al., 2013:167). Instead of looking
at a specific aspect of the institution’s practices or a specific aspect of mature students’
study experience as the previous researchers have done, by using institutional habitus
as the theoretical lens, this research explores how the institutional habitus affects mature
students’ study experience via both institutional practices and influencing mature

students’ habitus.

By achieving the aim, this study is significant in terms of:

(1) an understanding of mature students’ study experience in higher education from a
global perspective to see how different institutional habitus affects mature students’
study experience. At the same time, by exploring the mature students’ situation in
higher education from a global perspective, mature students as a specific student cohort
in higher education, their current situation and experience could be understood more

deeply.

(2) enriching the theory of institutional habitus by showing the mechanism by which
the institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus interact with each other and
cooperate in contributing to mature students’ unequal and disadvantaged situation. This
research argues that the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study experience
both via the institutional practices and affecting mature students’ habitus; as a result,
the institutions generate exclusion of mature students and the mature students are forced
to engender their self-exclusion. Because the English higher education system and the
Chinese higher education system work in different ways for mature students, this
research describe the exclusion that the English mature students suffer from as “soft”
exclusion whereas the exclusion that the Chinese mature students suffer from as “hard”

exclusion.

In this chapter, the researcher introduces the background to the study, as well as
addressing the research questions and their rationale in the following sections. The

chapter concludes with an outline of the structure of the thesis.
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1.1.1 The English higher education system regarding mature students and the problems

that mature students encounter

Three national policy reports (Fryer, 1997, Kennedy, 1997, NCIHE, 1997) established
and strengthened the Widening Participation strategy which was initiated in the
Robbins Report in 1963 (Macdonald & Stratta, 2001). Mature students are one of the
groups that the Widening Participation strategy targets. Alternative routes to higher
education are a crucial feature of English higher education regarding Widening
Participation; and mature students should be provided with a non-standard route
through which they could gain higher education without owning traditional

qualifications (Leathwood & O'connell, 2003; Heagney & Benson, 2017).

The Foundation Degree is employed as a specific strategy for implementing the
Widening Participation policy. Learners can access Foundation Degrees from a range
of starting points and with different entry qualifications, for example, apprenticeships,
access programmes, NVQs, and professional certificates and certificates (and relevant
work experience) (QAA, 2015). The students who participate in Foundation Degrees
are likely to want part-time, modular, and distance or web-based learning that enables
them to maintain progress towards their qualification alongside their work
commitments (HEFCE, 2000). The progression in Foundation Degrees is towards two
directions: towards work and/or towards an Honours degree, which means the routes
should be both occupational (for example, through further professional qualifications
and higher level NVQs) and academic (for example through further study towards an
Honours degree) (HEFCE, 2000).

The Foundation Degree is perceived by mature students as an achievable way to get
qualified, whereby they can succeed in higher education and gain further benefit in their
life. Nonetheless, many reports and academic research studies claim that mature
students still suffer from various inequalities and disadvantages on their way towards

being qualified through a Foundation Degree, such as:

* agap regarding the teaching content and pedagogy between the Foundation Degree

and the Honours degree (DfES, 2004: para 4.7; Penketh & Goddard, 2008; Bolsius &
Williams, 2013)



* mature students who have come from a non-academic background or those who have

been away from the education environment for a number of years may face more study
difficulties (DfES, 2004: para 3.45; Winter & Dismore, 2010; O'Shea & Stone, 2011)

* mature students do not receive enough guidance and support from their faculty, which
puts them in disadvantaged situation as they lack knowledge of the system when they
are adjusting to a very different support and assessment regime (Tett et al., 2012;
Kasworm, 2008; Bolsius & Williams, 2013)

* mature students tend to feel a sense of insecurity and sense of isolation (Kasworm,

2008; Mallman & Lee, 2017; Erb & Drysdale, 2017)

* mature students also lack confidence and always feel anxious (Murphy and
Roopchand, 2003; Woodfield, 2011; Heagney & Benson, 2017)

*mature students rarely have a sense of belonging to their institutions and they have
emotional vulnerabilities (Kasworm, 2008; Reay et al., 2001; Reay, 2004; Erb &
Drysdale, 2017)

1.1.2 The Chinese higher education system regarding mature students and the problems

that mature students suffer from

At present, there are two parallel forms of higher education systems in China: regular
higher education system and adult higher education system (Yu, 2006; Yu, 2010; He,
2012). Regular higher education mainly targets “traditional” young students who
graduate directly from high school and are recruited by universities through the Higher
Education Entrance Examination onto programmes which could lead to a formal
Bachelor degree. Adult higher education in China generally refers to study leading to a
first degree certificate awarded to working adults. Not dissimilar to many adult
education systems in “western” countries, adult higher education in China has long been
recognised as a means for upgrading the work force and has also been advocated as an
alternative for promoting the expansion of higher education. This has proved to be

effective in China as a way to supplement the regular higher education system and to



provide working adults with higher education opportunities (He, 2006; Liu, 2006;
Zhang, 2017).

Mature students who wish to enrol on an Adult Higher Education programme have to
pass the National Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination (which is organised
differently from the regular Higher Education Entrance Examination) and, if successful,
these students are taught separately from “traditional” university students (Yu, 2010;
Liu, 2016). Likewise, the entrance requirements and awards for mature students are
different from those of their peers in the regular higher education system. Due to the
fact that, in China, adult higher education is widely perceived as a pragmatic extension
of skills and knowledge for existing work and job requirements, the degree awarded by
adult higher education is less academically-oriented than the degree awarded by the
regular higher education system. As such, these degrees tend to be valued less compared
to degrees awarded by the regular higher education system (Le, 2014; Lu, 2014; Yang,
2017). Even though Chinese mature students are taught physically in the university
campus, because the adult higher education system is independent, the university
arranges the adult higher education separately to mature students and do not give them
the equal access to the educational resources on campus with their full-time
counterparts (Feng, 2008; Wang, 2016; Liu, 2016).

Due to the fact that, in China, adult higher education is still widely regarded as inferior
and more “vocational” compared to “traditional” (or mainstream) higher education,
many adult learners are confronted with ambivalent social preconceptions relating to
their status within an increasingly competitive, high-achieving and success-oriented
Chinese society (Yu, 2006; Yu, 2010; Li, 2015; Qin, 2016). Simultaneously, the
Chinese mature students suffer from numerous disadvantages that have been shown in

current literature.

Firstly, the regular universities take organizing adult higher education as a way to gain
financial income by charging tuition fees, rather than providing high quality education
for mature students (Li, 2014; Yao, 2017). Secondly, because regular higher education
is prioritized by both the government and universities, adult higher education receives
less attention and guidance, which causes adult higher education to lose its
developmental direction and quality (Zhao, 2016; Wang, 2016; Li, 2014; Li, 2016;



Yang, 2016). Thirdly, due to the higher education massification, there is an imbalance
of the financial allocation from the government between regular higher education and
adult higher education, which is associated with mature students’ limited access to the
educational resources on campus (Qin, 2016). Fourthly, many researchers claim that
the academic quality and professionalism of the teachers in the adult higher education
system is the main problem that causes unsatisfactory teaching performance (Fu, 2008;
Guo, 2015; Li, 2014; Zhao, 2016). Fifthly, the authority and value of the degree
awarded by adult higher education is not convincing, which is caused by the lack of
supervision and management, especially the lack of a government policy which

guarantees the quality of the adult higher education (Chen, 2011; Zhang, 2017).

Meanwhile, due to the ample supply of graduates from regular higher education,
employers much prefer to recruit a regular full-time graduate rather than an adult who
graduated from the adult higher education system, which is the main reason causing
discrimination against adult higher education in society (Lu, 2014; Yang, 2017).

1.1.3 The institutional habitus and its impact on mature students’ excluded and

disadvantaged situation

Even though, in the era of higher education massification, both England and China
provide alternative routes for mature students to access higher education, current
research studies demonstrate that mature students in both England and China are still
in a disadvantaged and unequal situation. Many research studies have been done using
the theory of habitus and institutional habitus to explore the study experience of non-
traditional students, including mature students, in the institutional context (Reay et al.,
2001; Sissel et al., 2001; Thomas, 2002; Tett, 2004; Laird & Cruce , 2009; Morrison,
2009; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Weissmann, 2013; Wardley et al., 2013;
McTaggart, 2016; Feldman, 2016) and argue that the institutional habitus is still in

favour of traditional students and constructed for the sake of traditional students.

Sissel et al. (2001:18) comment, “Because higher education has been anchored in its
historical traditions of residential, selective education and because it is based in
perceptions of a privileged place and role for young adult leadership development, this
environment embraces full-time, residential youth. Little space, voice, and value are

given to other groups and in particular those who are the most different from young
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students—adult learners”. Their research demonstrates clearly the fundamental reason
why mature students are into an unequal situation in higher education. Weissmann’s
research (2013) uncovers that currently both the institutional and content structures
create dispositions that constantly reinforce the study of traditional students as the norm.
He announces that institutional factors, attitudes and dispositions contribute
significantly to how staff and students behave towards non-traditional students, thus
actively contributing to the externalisation of an institutional habitus that excludes the

non-traditional from its priority.

Thomas’ research (2002:431) firstly claims a similar argument by exploring the
consequences of institutional habitus in relation to Widening Participation students —
mature students as well as students from lower socio-economic backgrounds or students
from ethnic minorities, and highlights how the institutional habitus can impact on their
experience of ex- or inclusion by saying, “Educational institutions favour knowledge
and experiences of dominant social groups (e.g. white, middleclass men) to the
detriment of other groups. Hence, the education system is socially and culturally biased,
and this is played out in the relations between staff and students, and amongst students”.
Also, as Thomas announces, “Institutional habitus should be understood as more than
the culture of the educational institution; it refers to relational issues and priorities,
which are deeply embedded, and sub-consciously informing practices” (ibid.). Thomas’
comment illustrates that institutional practices are formed by the institutional habitus;
therefore, the ways in which institutions treat mature students shows how the
institutions contribute to their unequal and disadvantaged situation.

1.2 Research questions and their rationale

The aim of this study is to explore mature students’ study experience in both England

and China from the perspective of institutional habitus. The main research question is:

How does institutional habitus affect mature students’ study experience from the

perspective of mature students in both England and China?

Institutional habitus has been taken as a research lens by researchers to investigate the
higher education study experience of students from the non-dominant group, including

mature students (Weissmann, 2013). Reay defines the concept “institutional habitus”
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to mean “the impact of a cultural group or social class on an individual’s behaviour as
it is mediated through an organisation” (Reay, 1998:521). Thomas (2002) points out
that mature students’ higher education experience is the interaction between
institutional habitus and their own habitus. More specifically, whether the institutional
habitus is compatible with mature students’ habitus or not would make the mature
students feel like “fish in water” or “fish out of water”. Based on the two types of
arguments above, the impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ study
experience could be understood in two ways: via the institutional practices and via
influencing mature students’ own habitus. As a consequence, even if universities are
open to students from non-dominant groups, the institutional habitus of most
universities is still marked by an emphasis on traditional students and non-traditional
students still suffer the problematic deviation from the norm. Enlighted by the current
literature, this research holds the position that the institutional habitus is reflected by
mature students’ perceptions rather than being treated as existing objectively. Mature
students’ perceptions in this research are treated as the lens of exploring the institutional

habitus and how it affects mature students’ study experience.

Even though many studies have been done using institutional habitus to explore mature
students’ study experience in higher education, there is still a gap in the current
literature. There is hardly any study that explores mature students’ study experience
considering the impact of the institutional habitus on mature students’ study experience
via both the institutional habitus and its influence on mature students’ habitus,
especially from a global perspective. Furthermore, currently, there is no research that
compares mature students’ study experience between England and China by using the
theory of institutional habitus as a research lens. Therefore the three sub research

questions are as follows:

(1) How does institutional habitus affect mature students’ study experience via

institutional practices in both England and China?

(2) How does institutional habitus affect mature students’ study experience via

influencing mature students’ habitus in both England and China?

(3) How do the institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus interact with each

other and affect mature students’ study experience in both England and China?
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Led by the main research question, the three sub research questions could guide the
research to explore how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
experience and investigate the process of how this influence takes place. As mature
students’ numbers in both England and China keep increasing, while more studies that
argue mature students’ negative study experience in these two countries keep appearing
at the same time, it is significant to investigate the study experience of this student

cohort from a global perspective.

1.3 The structure of the thesis

The final section of this chapter offers a brief overview of the structure of the thesis:

Chapter 1 is the introductory chapter of this thesis.

Chapter 2 offers contextual explanations on the background of this study which are
significant to enable readers to follow this thesis, including: (i) the higher education
system regarding mature students in England, (ii) English mature students’
disadvantaged situation presented in current literature, (iii) the constitution of the dual
higher education systems in China and the Chinese adult higher education system, (iv)

Chinese mature students’ disadvantaged situation presented in current literature.

Chapter 3 organises the theoretical analysis of the main concepts and presents the
conceptual framework. The main theoretical concepts in this research include habitus
and institutional habitus. Based on a review of the current literature, mature students’
study experience is affected by the institutional habitus in two dimensions: via
institutional practices and by affecting mature students’ habitus. As very little current
literature uses the theories of habitus and institutional habitus to explore non-traditional
students, especially mature students’ study experience, this research also reviews the
literature that investigates mature students’ distinct features as adults and how other
institutional factors affect mature students’ study experience academically and socially

via mature students’ interaction with the institutions.

In chapter 4, the research design and methodological issues of this study are explained.
The rationale of the research design is built upon an overall thinking about the

methodological issues, including the philosophical stance adopted in this study, the



methodological choices, and the focus on specific methods and techniques employed
in this study. As this research follows a constructivist stance, this qualitative research
employs semi-structured interviews as the technique for data collection. Two English
universities and two Chinese universities are selected as research sites, and 37
interviews have been done in both England and China. England and China are the two
case countries in this research and the reasons why these two countries are selected as
two cases in this research will be explained in detail in this chapter. This chapter ends
with an explanation of ethical issues relevant to the study.

Chapter 5 presents four profiles of the interviewees in this research, two of whom are
English and two of whom are Chinese. The four profiles could let the readers have a

vivid impression of the mature students involved in this research.

Chapter 6 presents the data in this research. The data presentation in this chapter is thick,
in-depth and interpretive in nature. The chapter is organised by the themes emerging
from the mature students interviewed from two English universities and two Chinese
universities. As a multi-site case study, because of the different ways in which the
English higher education system and the Chinese adult higher education system operate
for mature students in the two countries, this chapter presents the English and the
Chinese data separately in a parallel structure. The data of each country is presented in
two dimensions which are how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
via institutional practices and how the institutional habitus affects mature students’
study via influencing mature students’ habitus. A brief summary is offered at the end
of the chapter to conclude the similarities and differences of the impact of the

institutional habitus on mature students’ study experience in the two countries.

Chapter 7 contains a synthesis discussion, combining the theories and the empirical
data of this study. This chapter teases out the major conclusion of the study. The major
findings of this study suggest the appropriateness of the metaphor of “dance to the
dominants’ tune and filter out those unable to keep time” (McDonough, 1997:107),
which reflects the incompatibility between institutional habitus and mature students’
habitus in both England and China. The institutional habitus interacts and cooperates
with mature students’ habitus in two dimensions: via institutional practices and via

affecting mature students’ habitus, which affects mature students’ academic and social
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integration, and hence results in mature students’ unequal and excluded situation in the
two countries. Although Widening Participation has been advocated and supported for
a long time already, the institutional habitus of English universities is still defined by
traditional students, which causes marginalization and exclusion of mature students. As
a response to this inequality, mature students exclude themselves from involvement in
university life and limit their university life within the community they build up
together. In contrast to the English mature students, the exclusion and inequality that
the Chinese mature students suffer from extends outside the university context to the
wider society, because of the lower perceived value of their degree and the education

provided by the adult higher education system in society.

Chapter 8 is the concluding chapter, offering a summary of the main text and conclusion

of the thesis, the limitations, the contribution, and the implications of the study.
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Chapter 2 The higher education context regarding mature students in both

England and China

This chapter presents the higher education context regarding mature students in both
England and China including the alternative paths to higher education for mature
students as well as the disadvantages and problems suffered by mature students
illustrated in the current literature. As the higher education systems in England and
China work differently, this chapter presents the English context and the Chinese

context separately.
2.1 The higher education system regarding mature students in England

Benefiting from the Widening Participation strategy, mature students in England are
supported by the government to study in higher education and are offered alternative
routes to higher education. Three national policy reports (Fryer, 1997, Kennedy, 1997,
NCIHE, 1997) established and strengthened the Widening Participation which was
initiated in the Robbins Report in 1963 (Macdonald & Stratta, 2001). Mature students
are one of the groups that the Widening Participation strategy targets as the Department

for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) states:

“The government also wants to support those wishing to study part-

time in higher education, and mature students” (BIS, 2011 para 1.5).

Alternative routes to higher education are a crucial feature of English higher education
regarding Widening Participation; and mature students should be provided with non-
standard routes through which they could gain higher education without owning
traditional qualifications (Leathwood & O'connell, 2003; Fragoso et al., 2013). BIS
defines the alternative routes into higher education as “students accessing Higher
Education with no qualifications; with a vocational qualification (e.g. Access
qualifications, BTEC National Certificates, NVQ Level 3) and not more than one A
Level qualification; or a mature student accessing HE with any entrance qualification”
(Foster, 2009: para 1.5). Based on the alternative routes into higher education, BIS also
clarifies the alternative pathways through higher education along with the traditional

A-Level as “students participating in alternative HE provision e.g. part-time learning;

12



flexi-study; non-Honours degree programmes such as Foundation Degrees, HNDs or

Certificates in HE; or any higher education undertaken at Further Education colleges”
(ibid.).

Apart from the alternative routes to higher education, mature students in England are
also offered the flexible provision of higher education. In the report to HEFCE
constructed by the ARC Network, the flexible provision of higher education regarding
the alternative routes is explained as “alternative to the mainstream traditional full-time
campus based higher education, a provision implies different admissions, curricula and
deliver structures, including elasticity of timetable and length of study, and different
locations for study including in work, colleges and universities or at home” (Moore et

al, 2013).

As described by ARC, the Foundation Degree is one of the flexible modes of higher
education delivery regarding the Widening Participation agenda. The Foundation
Degree is a new form of flexible provisions which was established by the Secretary of
State for Education and Employment in the year 2000 (HEFCE, 2000). The Foundation
Degree aims to both widen and increase higher education participation, and is treated
as strategy of Widening Participation policy by higher education institutions (DfES,
2004). The Foundation Degree also aims to contribute to Widening Participation and
lifelong learning by encouraging participation by learners who may not previously have
considered studying for a higher level qualification or prefer a more applied curriculum
(QAA, 2015).

There are 361 FDs in Education registered with Foundation Degree Forward, more than
in any other subject area (see Figure 2.1). These courses have the largest number of FD
students enrolled in England (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2005:
para. 23). A factor in this increase has been specific government drivers such as the
introduction by the DfES of the Early Years Sector Endorsed Programme (Quality
Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2005: para. 23). These sector skills endorsed
programmes benefited from significant additional funding from SureStart (a
government funding stream) to contribute to fees and provide additional support to

students.
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Figure 2.1 Foundation degree by subjects (QAA, 2005)
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Foundation Degrees target different groups of people who cannot engage with higher
education in the traditional way because of their previous education experience or other
reasons. The target groups include people who do not have A-levels but have other
kinds of qualifications; mature students who have relevant work experience; and people
who can benefit and succeed in a Foundation Degree based on their previous formal
qualifications (DfES, 2004). To address the shortage of people with intermediate higher
technical and associate professional skills in the labour market is the purpose of the
Foundation Degree as a specific government initiative (CHERI, 2008). Authentic and
innovative work-based learning is an integral part of Foundation Degrees and their
design. Therefore, learning and work are closely interlinked within Foundation Degree
programmes (QAA, 2014). As stated by the policies and reports, mature students could
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benefit from joining the Foundation Degree programme as they could succeed in higher
education in an achievable and practicable way. Therefore, this study targets English

mature students who study in higher education via a Foundation Degree programme.

Encouraged by the policies, mature students from various academic backgrounds are
offered alternative routes (such as the Foundation Degree) to study in higher education.
On the one hand, this makes higher education more achievable for mature students. On
the other hand, mature students’ academic situation before entering university may
cause them study difficulties once they encounter higher education, especially via the
Foundation Degree programme. Many research studies present the academic
difficulties that the mature students encounter in their higher education study, normally
relating to three aspects: the mismatch between mature students’ academic background
and the pedagogical structure, the conflicts between the flexible delivery modes of the
modules and the lack of support from the faculty perceived by mature students, and the
academic gap between the Foundation Degree and the Honours degree (Reay et al.,
2001; Sissel et al., 2001; Thomas, 2002; Tett, 2004; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Morrison,
2009; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Numerous reports and research studies also claim
that these academic difficulties pose mature students with emotional challenge during
their study journey of Foundation Degree and Honours degree study (Weissmann, 2013;
Wardley et al., 2013; McTaggart, 2016; Feldman, 2016). These three types of study
difficulties and mature students’ emotional challenges as presented in the current

literature will be illustrated successively in the following sub sections.

2.1.1 The entrance requirement and the difficulties of adapting to the academic domain

Since the Foundation Degree is a specific strategy for implementing the Widening
Participation policy, learners can access Foundation Degrees from a range of starting
points and with different entry qualifications, for example, apprenticeships, access
programmes, NVQs, and professional certificates and certificates regarding work
experience (QAA, 2015). QAA (2015) also clarifies the other entrance qualifications:
applicants for Foundation Degrees must have the potential to study at HE level 4
initially, so minimum entry qualification of Level 2 or equivalent might be expected in
basic skills to meet the academic demands of the Foundation Degree; providers may

wish to consider supporting applicants to gain level 2 qualifications in maths/numeracy
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and English/literacy at the same time as studying on the Foundation Degree; providers
may also consider it desirable for applicants to have a full Level 3 qualification, for
example an NVQ or equivalent. Some Foundation Degree providers ask for a minimum
of two years paid or voluntary experience in a relevant role in a school or setting,
evidence of engagement with recent relevant continuing professional development; and

a supporting statement from the employer (TDA, 2008).

As stated in the policies and regulations, English mature students are offered achievable
and affordable entrance to the Foundation Degree. Since mature students could access
to the Foundation Degree from various academic backgrounds and they could come
back to study at any stage of their lives, the current reports and research studies illustrate
that some mature students encounter problems such as lack of adaptation once they

enter the academic domain in higher education.

The report to the Department of Education and Skills conducted by the York Consulting
raises the problem that “the more academic/technical elements of the programme can
be difficult for those students who have come from a non-academic background or are
mature students who have been away from the education environment for a number of
years” (DfES, 2004: para 3.45). Other research studies also reveal that mature students
including those who take Foundation Degrees then Top-up programmes have more
difficulties in managing both their time and their academic work, due to the existing
university structures, approaches and culture (Thomas, 2002; Tett, 2004; Penketh &
Goddard, 2008; Fragoso et al., 2013). There is a structural mismatch existing for mature
students, especially regarding the pacing of study and the length of programmes
(Penketh & Goddard, 2008). Winter and Dismore (2010) also point out that mature
students have limited time to adjust to the teaching in the Honours programme as they
have only one year to finish that. They also claim that mature students suffer from many
first year issues, especially academic and social integration whilst completing the final
stage of their higher education studies. These relate not only to academic and social

issues of progression, but also to the wider physical and cultural changes experienced.

These academic challenges and the lack of adaptation at the beginning of the study
contributes to mature students’ emotional challenges such as the sense of insecurity.

Kasworm (2008:28) points out that “they may face challenges negotiating the
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institutional procedures, the time commitments and demands of course work, and the
ego demands of classroom assessment. They may sometimes be discouraged or
disheartened”. Mature students usually tend to have nervousness and hesitancy at the
start of their courses and later tend to be worried about the high fees for which
universities are asking (Busher et al., 2015; Mallman & Lee, 2017). Murphy and
Roopchand (2003) announce that although mature students experience higher self-
esteem and higher levels of intrinsic motivation compared to traditional students, they
are unconfident and anxious learners. Mature students tend to feel frustrated and
isolated if their voice cannot be heard or they cannot connect the academic courses and
theory to their practical experience (Forrester-Jones and Hatzidimitriadou, 2006;
Burton et al., 2011).

2.1.2 The flexible delivery modes and the lack of support

Students who participate in Foundation Degrees are likely to want part-time, modular,
and distance or web-based learning that enables them to maintain progress towards their
qualification alongside their work commitments (HEFCE, 2000). The flexible delivery
modes and study patterns include workplace delivery (for larger groups of students
from one employer or location), virtual learning environments, distance or off-site
learning, weekend and holiday attendance, evening/weekend study (workshops), block
release, part-time study, full-time study, blended learning (i.e. a mix of the above), with
the flexibility to study, within reasonable limits, when and where it best suits the learner
(QAA, 2015; TDA, 2008).

The flexible delivery modes and study patterns are designed to make the study more
convenient to mature students and suit their lifestyle, but many research studies point
out that mature students suffer from a lack of guidance from their teachers and faculty
because of their limited time in university (Weissmann, 2013). A large body of research
also illustrates that mature students’ lack of enough academic guidance and support
from their faculty puts them in a disadvantaged situation as they do not have knowledge
of the system when they are adjusting to a very different support and assessment regime
(Tett et al., 2012; Kasworm, 2008; Bolsius & Williams, 2013). O'Shea and Stone
(2011:286) claim that for mature students, “adequate access to support services such as

counselling, career advice, learning support and other services can be essential to both
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participation and success”. Bolsius and Williams’ research (2013) announces that
mature students need to make a great effort to get access to support from staff; some
mature students claim that there is no extra support available in university. Based on
the current situation of mature students in universities, Bingham and O’Hara (2007)
also point out that the initiatives in the university’s current processes of student relations
management and student support ought to be embraced; the communication and liaison

between staff and mature students need to be enhanced.

Penketh and Goddard (2008) claim that the traditional model of study, which was
designed for young full-time students, is adapted for use with mature students; and this
model of provision was not devised with consideration of the specific needs of mature
students. This statement by Penketh and Goddard captures the fundamental reason for
mature students’ academic difficulties, which is that the universities still apply the way
they treat full-time traditional students to manage mature students’ study. Mature
students’ particular characteristics have not been considered fairly and they have to
follow the pattern by which the traditional students’ study is arranged and required,
since the traditional students are still the dominant group in the higher education domain
(Franklin, 2006).

Mature students’ part-time study modes, especially their limited time on campus, affect
their sense of belonging to their institutions. Many research studies have illustrated that
mature students usually lack a sense of belonging (Kasworm, 2008; Reay et al., 2001;
Reay, 2004; Erb & Drysdale, 2017). Mature students commonly doubt their place in
university and they have emotional vulnerability (Kasworm, 2008). As Kasworm
(2008:32) announces, “Adult learners also face challenges in gaining a place, a position,
a voice, and a related sense of valued self in the cultural worlds of higher education...
adults actively negotiate their sense of place, social authority and agency, and
relatedness to others who value or marginalize their presence”. From the perspective of
the usage of academic language, O’Boyle (2015) argues that mature students always

experience compartmentalisation and fragmentation in their university life.

2.1.3 The study patterns and the academic gap

The Foundation Degree is designed by the government as a way for mature students to
get qualified and have further success in the higher education domain (HEFCE 2000).
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The progression in a Foundation Degree is towards two directions: towards work and/or
towards an Honours degree, which means the routes should be both occupational (for
example, through further professional qualifications and higher level NVQs) and
academic (for example through further study towards an Honours degree) (HEFCE,
2000). The Foundation Degree must have clear progression routes to Honours degrees
(TDA, 2008). The Foundation Degree is also a valuable contribution to the ladder of
lifelong learning, attracting people from different starting points and providing
opportunities for progression to an Honours degree and further professional
qualifications (HEFCE, 2000).

“Top-up” courses are used by providers as a route for Foundation Degree students to
progress to level 6 within their own faculty or from other institutions (TDA, 2008). The
student survey which was done by the York Consulting Limited commissioned for the
Department for Education and Skills shows that the Foundation Degree is seen as a
good access path to a prestigious university, to which it would otherwise be hard to gain
entry as an undergraduate, even with good A-level results; meanwhile, there is also
demand from Foundation Degree students for a Masters’ qualification (MSc) to allow
them to progress even further once they have completed their Honours degree (DfES,
2004). Apart from the political goal, from students’ perspective, the Foundation Degree
is also seen as a route to an Honours degree (Greenbank, 2009). In the Evaluation of
Foundation Degrees—Final Report, the Department for Education and Skills reports
that 38% of the students in Foundation Degree programmes stated that their main hope
as a result of completing their Foundation Degree was to gain an Honours degree (DfES,
2004). In this Final Report, the Department for Education and Skills states that bringing
more people to Honours degree level is the significant goal and contribution that the
Foundation Degree should make. The Foundation Degree programme plays a
significant role in enabling mature students to get qualified, as stated in the policies.

However, when this Foundation Degree is put into practice as a way for mature students
to achieve an Honours degree, there are numerous worrying aspects shown in the
current literature. The report to the Department of Education and Skills conducted by
the York Consulting presents that the students suffer difficulty with the transition from
Foundation Degree to Honours degree, which “tends to be related to the specialist
nature of the Foundation Degree and the more vocational nature of the programme in
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comparison to the Honours degree” (DfES, 2004: para 4.7). This report reveals that
there is a gap regarding the teaching content and pedagogy between the Foundation
Degree and the Honours degree. This situation is also illustrated by Penketh and
Goddard (2008). They claim that the difference of the nature as well as the different
requirements of assessment between the Foundation Degree and the Top-up programme
make it difficult for students, especially mature students, to adjust and transit in the
Honours degree programme; they encounter new challenges, different demands on their
study practices and are required to engage in deeper ways of thinking in working
towards a higher academic level (Penketh & Goddard, 2008; Swain & Hammond, 2011).
Greenbank (2007) also argues that the transition from foundation to Honours degree
creates considerable levels of stress for the students because of the different approaches
to teaching and learning adopted in the two distinct programmes. The transition from
year 2 of a Foundation Degree to year 3 of an Honours programme is experienced as a
greater jump than the equivalent level of academic progression for students continuing

on the Honours degree (Bolsius & Williams, 2013).

The academic gap between the two programmes imposes a considerable amount of
study difficulties for mature students, which then forces mature students with emotional
challenges. Mature students are worried about the esteem in which their courses are
held by universities, as they feel the universities do not prioritize their programmes
(Busher et al., 2015). The initial engagement with the university is affected by students’
construction of themselves as capable or struggling learners, while the majority of
mature students do not have a promising initial engagement, which puts them at a
disadvantage by their lack of knowledge of the system and they are adjusting to a very
different support and assessment regime (Tett et al., 2012; Fragoso et al., 2013). Mature
students feel less confident to approach the Honours degree if they do not feel their
Foundation Degree had been good preparation for study at level 6 (Bolsius & Williams,
2013).

Mature students’ higher education experience is dynamic and complex, which
intertwines with various factors. As shown by the literature above, working adults in
England are offered alternative routes to higher education as mature students, which
makes their success in higher education feasible and achievable. Nevertheless, mature

students in higher education still suffer from various types of study difficulties as well
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as emotional challenges, for which, the mismatch between mature students’ situation
and the various aspects of the implementation of the academic programme has been

pointed out as the significant reason.

2.2 The higher education system regarding mature students in China

There are two parallel forms of higher education systems in China: the regular higher
education system and adult higher education system (Yu, 2006; Yu, 2010; He, 2012).
The regular higher education system mainly targets traditional regular young students
who graduate directly from high school and are recruited by universities through the
Higher Education Entrance Examination. It offers full-time teaching and awards formal
Bachelor degrees to graduates (He, 2012). The adult higher education system provides
both non-academic higher education and academic degree level higher education (Li,
2015; Qin, 2016). Non-academic education refers to various kinds training, advanced
studies and refresher courses, which award certificate of specific training. Academic
degree education includes junior college degrees, Bachelor degrees (which start from
high school level or junior college level) and on-the-job Masters’ degrees (Jiao, 2008;
Qin, 2016). The ex-president Xiaoping Deng announced that the adult academic degree
higher education “walks together” along with regular higher education as the other “leg”
of the Chinese national higher education systems, which makes a great contribution to
higher education massification (Li et al., 2010; Chen, 2011; He, 2012).

Since this research only focuses on education at Bachelor level offered by the adult
higher education system, the “adult higher education” mentioned in the following
sections refers to education leading to a first degree certificate provided by the adult

higher education system to working adults.

Legally speaking, adults (no matter the age, marital status and job etc.) have the right
to participate in the Higher Education Entrance Examination and be accepted by higher
education institutions to study together with young traditional students, as is announced
by the Chinese Higher Education Law (Li, 2008). However, because of the
competitiveness, full-time study mode and the insufficient opportunity to study in the
regular higher education system, as well as adults’ own job and family commitments,

the part-time study form leading to a first degree certificate provided by the adult higher
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education system is more approachable for working adults and it has contributed
significantly to educating people especially working adults, during different time
periods (Liu, 2006; Liu and Gao, 2016; He, 2012; Jiao, 2017).

Mature students who expect to enrol in the adult higher education system for pursuing
an undergraduate degree have to pass the National Adult Higher Education Entrance
Examination (which is organised differently from the regular Higher Education
Entrance Examination for traditional regular students) and are taught separately from
traditional regular students in these institutions (Yu, 2010). The requirements to both
accepting and awarding mature students is independent and distinct from that of the
regular higher education system. Similar to many adult education systems in “western”
countries, adult higher education in China has long been recognised as a means for
upskilling the work force and for promoting the expansion of higher education (He,
2004; Liu, 2006). Primarily regarded as professional skills development, an adult higher
education degree is less academically-oriented and thus the entrance requirement of
adult higher education is perceived as easier than that of the regular higher education
system. Mature university students in China are generally limited to those who have
failed or voluntarily declined to participate in the Higher Education Entrance
Examination organised by the regular higher education (Le, 2014; Yu, 2010; Chen et
al., 2017).

The independence and distinctiveness of the adult higher education system impose
particular and distinguishing features to the way the education is implemented and how
mature students are treated (Chen, 2015). The way the adult higher education system
operates contributes significantly to Chinese mature students’ disadvantaged and
unequal situation, including the unequal distribution of educational resources, the
unsatisfactory teaching equality and management efficiency, and the lower perceived
value of the degree awarded, which is shown in more detail in the following sub

sections.

2.2.1 The organisers of the adult higher education and the unequal distribution of higher

educational resources

Adult higher education is given by two groups of institutions (Le, 2014). The first group

is named Adult Higher Education Independent Institutions including the Open
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University, Radio and TV University, Management and Cadre Institutions, Independent
Correspondence Institution, Central Party School of the Communist Party of China etc.
The second group is regular higher education institutions including universities and
colleges. The Minister of Education (MoE) has announced that the regular higher
education institutions provide tertiary education to regular young undergraduate
students full-time, and they are also authorized to organise adult higher education (Li,
2008). The adult higher education at Bachelor degree level and above should be
conducted mainly by universities which are approved by the MoE and adult higher
education is managed and supervised by the adult higher education system, even though
the teaching is implemented in regular higher education institutions (Sun, 2008; Ji,
2013). In universities, adult higher education is usually given by a specific department
which is variously called the Adult Education Department, Continuing Education
Department or Distance Education Department variously. These departments take the
responsibility to recruit and teach the mature students, and their work is organised and
managed by the adult higher education system according to the policy and plan issued
by the MoE (Le, 2014).

Due to higher education massification, there is an imbalance of the financial allocation
from the government between the regular higher education system and adult higher
education system. Both the Chinese central government and local government take
regular higher education as the priority and allocate more financial support to it, which
means the improvement of adult higher education is constrained by the lack of financial
resources (Feng, 2008; Wang, 2016; Yang, 2017). In the higher education massification
period, the Chinese government optimized and adjusted the distribution and structure
of higher education by upgrading and combining some adult higher education
institutions into universities (Li, 2008; Le, 2014). In the process of higher education
massification, many universities set up adult higher education programmes and
increased enrolment (Li, 2008; Ji, 2013). Students who graduated from different

institutions were allowed to take the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination.

Apart from the imbalanced distribution of finance at governmental level, there is also
an unequal allocation of educational resources in university level. Higher education
massification pushed universities to seek more resources including facilities and

teaching space to accommodate the enlarging regular student cohort, because of which
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the regular universities merged with the independent adult higher education institutions
and organised the adult higher education (Ji, 2013; Yang, 2016). However, after the
adult higher education institutions were merged into universities, the universities
assigned the resources that belonged to adult higher education institutions to serve
regular students rather than mature students, in other words, the regular higher
education is alleged—i.e. by Chen and Yang—to have embezzled the resources that
were supposed to benefit mature students, to benefit traditional students (Chen, 2015;
Yang, 2016). The merged adult higher education institutions became part of the
universities but adult higher education cannot be conducted in a satisfactory manner,
because the universities that organise it do not spend enough effort or allocate sufficient
resources to it (Fu, 2008; Ma et al., 2014; Chen & Wang, 2016). Under this
circumstance, the mature students’ access to the study resources on campus is limited
as well (Qin, 2016). There is no systematic supply of study resources for mature
students; the educational resources in universities are provided by the regular higher
education system from the perspective of financial allocations, which aim to serve the
students in the regular higher education system rather than the mature students who
belong to the adult higher education system (Zhang & Li, 2015; Sun, 2016).

The unequal distribution of resources and finance at both the university and
governmental levels work together to contribute to the unequal and disadvantaged
situation of the adult higher education in China, which constrains the development of
adult higher education and marginalizes it. This unpromising situation of adult higher
education then generates its further unsatisfactory performance, which is shown in the

following sections.

2.2.2 The teaching patterns and the decrease of the teaching quality and management

efficiency

The most common ways to deliver adult higher education in regular higher education
institutions currently are: Distance Learning (Yuan Cheng Jiao Yu), Self-taught
Examination (Zi Kao) and “Evening University” (Ye Da) (Wang, 2013; Le, 2014). The
Distance Learning form includes Correspondence Education and Network Education
(Sun, 2008). Distance Learning and Self-taught Examination mainly focus on self-

learning, which means that mature students get their learning material either online or
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in hard-copy and study mostly by themselves, then take the examinations of each course
(Sun, 2008; Li et al., 2010). When they pass the examinations and fulfil the graduation

requirements, they will be awarded a graduation certificate and Bachelor degree.

“Evening University” (Ye Da) is a form in which adult higher education institutions
provide higher education at Bachelor degree level face-to-face to mature students part-
time, especially during the evenings and/or weekends (Le, 2014; Chen, 2015). The so-
called “Evening University” is an adult higher education form rather than a study
location; it could be given by various adult higher education institutions and the
teaching is mainly given during evenings and/ or weekends, which is why it is called

“Evening University”.

The national policy The Notice about the further strengthening of the Adult Higher
Education and Continuing Education Management Regulations in universities
Affiliated Directly by MoE issued by the MoE in 2007 states that universities (affiliated
directly to the MoE) should stop recruiting the full-time off-job mature students; at the
same time, the universities should not cooperate with other kinds of institutions to
organise full-time off-job courses (Li, 2008). Instead, universities (affiliated directly to
the MoE) should organise part-time, on-job, non-academic and academic degree
education mainly serving the working people based on their own subject advantage and
characteristics. From 2008 universities stopped recruiting full-time off-job students and
there is no full-time programme for working adults to participate in an off-job form in
regular higher education institutions (Li, 2008; Jiao, 2008; Le, 2014). Since the issue
of the policy, the MoE has stated that universities should take “Evening University” as
the regular form of adult higher education at Bachelor degree and progressively the
“Evening University”” has become the main form or even the only form by which mature

students can have the face-to-face courses (Yu, 2010).

The characteristics of “Evening University” in universities include on-job, part-time
study, and self-study; the adults above 25 years old are the main target (Wang, 2013;
Le, 2014). The main characteristic of the education in “Evening University” in
universities is part-time learning through face-to-face teaching. Students can keep on
working while they study in adult higher education. As introduced above, among the

diverse learning forms for mature students, the “Evening University” is the only form

25



whereby mature students can study on campus and the main study form is face-to-face
learning. Therefore, this research will only focus on this form—the “Evening
University” in the university context, since the research aims to explore the mature

students’ study experience in universities.

Many research studies argue that the education provided by the adult higher education
system particularly in the “Evening University” as the way of face-to-face teaching
conducted in universities is problematic and unsatisfactory. The academic quality and
professionalism of the teachers in the adult higher education system are main problems

that cause the unsatisfactory teaching performance (Fu, 2008; Guo, 2015; Li, 2014).

The main feature of the academic staff in adult higher education is their temporary
status—there are no permanent personnel for teaching mature students in universities
and the universities just arrange teachers temporarily and randomly to form a team to
give lessons to mature students, which means the professionalism of the teachers cannot
be guaranteed (Guo, 2015; Wang, 2016). The academic staff in the adult higher
education sector are rarely full-time teachers in university; the majority are part-time
teachers hired from outside, or current postgraduate students on campus; and there is
no strict assessment of the employment of these part-time teachers, therefore the quality
of the staff is perceived as not professional (Sun, 2009; Liu, 2016; Lin, 2018). Some of
the part-time teachers do not have teaching experience or an academic degree which is
high enough for teaching mature students; on-course postgraduate students do not have
expertise in teaching mature students (Guo, 2015; Zhao, 2016). In addition, there is not
only no training before these teachers start to give lectures to mature students but also
no consistent and systematic criteria for evaluating teaching practices, so the teaching
quality really cannot be guaranteed (Guo, 2015; Zhang & Li, 2015). Many research has
illustrated the lack of professionalism of the teaching staff leads to the unsatisfactory
teaching performance (Sun, 2009; Zhao, 2016).

Since adult higher education is placed in a marginalized position in universities, the
universities do not pay much attention to its management either (Ma et al., 2014, Lin,
2018; Zhao, 2016). Since adult higher education copies the regular higher education in
terms of various aspects of the education process, but with a lower standards and criteria,

each aspect of the teaching has its particular problems and weaknesses (Wang, 2016).
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The discipline arrangement copies that of regular higher education, which leads to the
duplication of discipline in the two systems and the teaching given by adult higher
education leads to mature students’ lack of competitiveness compared with the regular
students, due to the lower academic quality (He, 2009; Zhao, 2016) since there is no
systematic assessment to guarantee the teaching quality (Yang, 2016). The universities
apply on inflexible attendance check to force mature students to attend the lectures but
fail to provide systematic management of other issues such as course arrangement and
student assessment (Li & Wang, 2017). There are no clear standards and criteria by
which to assess mature students, which means the mature students’ academic quality
cannot be guaranteed (Lv, 2009; Zhao, 2016). Regarding management, adult higher
education still copies the full-time regular higher education, which neglects the
distinctiveness of mature students and puts mature students in an unequal and

disadvantaged situation.

2.2.3 The principle of the adult higher education system and the lower perceived value

of the degree awarded

The principle of adult higher education when it was founded was to compensate for the
knowledge deficiency of governmental officials, industrial workers and staff members
as well as other adults in society who could not fulfil the requirements of the developing
industrial base caused by the suspension of education due to the 10-year Cultural
Revolution (Lu, 2014; Le, 2014). During the Reform and Opening-up period, in order
to satisfy people’s need for higher education, adult higher education worked as a
parallel system along with the regular higher education system to award Bachelor
degree, since the opportunity for studying in regular higher education was insufficient
(Chen & Wang, 2016; Jiao, 2017). The ex-president Xiaoping Deng announced that
adult academic degree level higher education “walks together” along with the regular
higher education as the other “leg” of the Chinese national higher education systems,
but is designed to be more work-oriented rather than academic-oriented (Li et al., 2010;
Chen, 2011; He, 2012; Zhang, 2017).

Because of higher education massification, the requirement for entering regular higher
education was lowered, which allowed students who could not be recruited into regular

higher education before to get the opportunity to study in regular higher education;
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therefore, adult higher education lost its function of “knowledge compensation”, since
the opportunity for regular higher education was no longer so rare (Li, 2014; Chen,
2015). Adult higher education lost its student source and attraction during the higher
education massification; and under the era of higher education massification, the
function and value of adult higher education are also declining because of its
unsatisfactory performance (Liu, 2006; Ji, 2013; Ma et al., 2014).

First of all, the universities take organizing adult higher education as a way to gain
financial income rather than providing high quality education for mature students (Li,
2014). Because of the rapid and sudden expansion of Chinese higher education without
previous preparation of infrastructure and staff, a lot of universities cannot digest the
increasing number of regular students financially (Wan, 2006; Ma et al, 2014), therefore,
most universities take the organization of adult higher education as an accessory and
auxiliary industry whose main function is to absorb tuition fees for the university as
part of the funding for the regular higher education rather than providing high quality
education to mature students (Lu, 2014; Liu & Gao, 2016). Based on this purpose, the
host universities prefer to use adult higher education as a way to earn income rather
than put investment into it, which means adult higher education cannot develop but has
lost its quality (Li, 2016).

Secondly, because regular higher education is prioritized by both the government and
universities, adult higher education receives less attention and guidance, which causes
the adult higher education to lose its developmental direction and quality (Guo, 2015;
Wang, 2016; Li, 2014; Li, 2016; Yang, 2016). Adult higher education has failed to
build its own educational mode and management system, or to construct its
characteristic features as a parallel higher education system; instead, it copies the
teaching mode and teaching content from regular higher education (Ji, 2013; Nie, 2017,
Liu, 2016). The universities rarely invest in adult higher education financially and
academically, which leads to most adult higher education departments just copying the
educational plans and pedagogy from regular higher education, rather than managing
adult higher education systematically and providing high quality education attentively
(Yang, 2016; Wang, 2016). Adult higher education neglects the characteristics and
distinctiveness of mature students when the teaching programmes are designed, by

copying the full-time regular higher education (Li et al., 2010). Because of the lack of
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professional academic staff and proper teaching resources, the teaching provided by
adult higher education by copying regular higher education is relatively lower and is
negatively perceived by the society, which cause the degrees awarded by the adult
higher education system to have inferior academic value and less recognition (Li, 2014;
Li, 2016; Yang, 2016).

Because of the unsatisfactory performance of adult higher education, mature students
are actually in an unequal situation in society compared to graduates of regular higher
education. This is despite the fact that mature students’ welfare and benefit was clearly
stated in The Request Of Several Issues Concerning The Graduates From Corporate
College, Amateur University Of Staff And Workers, Correspondence Education And
“Evening University” In Normal Higher Education issued by the MoE which
announced “the mature students who graduate from adult higher education system
should have the same academic level as those who graduate from the full-time regular
higher education and should be treated the same and enjoy the same welfare as those

traditional regular higher education graduates” (MoE, 1982, cited in Li, 2008).

Also, because of the lack of government policy to guarantee the quality of adult higher
education, the authority and value of the degrees awarded by adult higher education are
not convincing among the society, compared to the degrees awarded by the regular
higher education system (Chen, 2011; Zhao, 2016). Meanwhile, due to the plentiful
supply of graduates from regular higher education under the higher education
massification era, employers much prefer to recruit a regular full-time graduate rather
than an adult who graduated from the adult higher education system, which is the main
reason causing the discrimination against adult higher education among the society (Lu,
2014; Liu, 2016; Yao, 2017).

Two pictures of the degree qualifications awarded by the adult higher education system
and by the regular higher education system are shown below, which illustrate the

differences in the qualification.
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Picture 2.1 The degree qualification awarded by the adult higher education system
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As shown in the picture above, the Chinese characters circled at the bottom of the
qualification mean “graduated with a Bachelor degree from the adult higher education

system”. The picture below presents the Bachelor degree awarded by the regular higher
education system.
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Picture 2.2 The degree qualification awarded by the regular higher education system
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The picture above presents the Bachelor degree qualification awarded by the regular
higher education system. There are no words specifying that the qualification is
awarded by the adult higher education, which means the degree is awarded by the

regular higher education system.

By comparing the two different kinds of Bachelor degree certificates, members of
society and especially employers could tell the academic value of a student’s Bachelor
degree. Therefore, in addition to the other inequalities suffered by Chinese mature
students in the adult higher education system, mature students suffer from
discrimination in society because of their different Bachelor degree certificate,

implying the perceived lower academic value of their academic background.

Regarding the unsatisfactory performance of adult higher education and its weakness,
there is a contradiction between how mature students should be treated as declared in
the law and how mature students are actually valued in society. Even though the mature
students are announced to be treated equally by the law, in reality, adult higher
education is still in a marginalized position within the entire higher education system
and in the wider society (Li, 2014, Yang, 2016; Liu, 2016).
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2.3 Brief summary

Based on the foregoing presentation of mature students’ different unequal situations in
both England and China as demonstrated in the current literature, a brief comparison

could be drawn.

There is no separate or distinct higher education system focusing solely on mature
students in the English context; the universities just arrange various part-time study
programmes for mature students in order to meet their requirements and characteristics
as working adults. On the contrary, there is an independent and distinct adult higher
education system which manages the whole process of higher education for mature
students in China. This difference at the level of the higher education system generates

different problems and inequalities for mature students in the two countries.

In the English context, the problems that mature students suffer from are caused by the
conflicts between mature students’ particular characteristics and the education offered
by the universities within the university context. Mature students’ previous academic
background drives them to have more expectation and need to receive support from
their teachers and from the university as a whole; but their part-time study mode and
the characteristics of their programme makes it difficult for mature students to obtain
support from the university, and also makes it difficult for the university to provide

comprehensive help for mature students.

In contrast, in the Chinese context, the problems that the Chinese mature students suffer
from are caused by the conflict between the two parallel systems within the context of
the whole society. The adult higher education system, especially the academic
education leading to a first degree, was founded in a specific historical period for a
particular goal, according to the situation at that time. Since higher education
massification took place, there is a lack of policy and guidance from the government
leading the developmental direction for the adult higher education system. At the same
time, the lack of investment and support from both the government and universities also
results in adult higher education, especially academic education leading to first degree,
copying from the regular higher education and losing its distinctive value as an
independent and distinct parallel system. Consequently, mature students are not only
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marginalized in the university, but also are undervalued and suffer from discrimination

in society.

Actually, the adult higher education system and the regular higher education system are
two stratified higher education systems, and this kind of stratified and differentiated
higher education system in China has a negative impact on social justice and equity in
higher education. Even though there is no such stratified and differentiated higher
education system in England, McLean’s research also claims that “the UK university
system is hierarchically structured both materially and symbolically by way of: resource
inequities; the different social positions of students in different status universities; and
reputation reflected in league tables” (McLean et al., 2013a: 34). The inequality of
higher education in England is also reflected in the way that “students from poorer
backgrounds tend to study at lower-status and less well-resourced universities for which
the social and economic value attached to the degree is likely to be less” (McLean et
al., 2013b: 263). Although the higher education massification has been taking place in
both England and China—one a developed capitalism country and one a developing
socialist country, with different higher education systems, inequality of higher
education exists in both countries, manifested in different forms, which contributes to

mature students’ disadvantaged situation in the two countries.
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Chapter 3 Conceptual Literature Review

Over the past few decades, universities all over the world have experienced the higher
education massification and have adjusted themselves to a more diverse student cohort
(Wardley et al., 2013). Next to the so-called “traditional students” (19-year-olds, newly
graduated from high school, mostly from families of medium-high socio-cultural
status), higher numbers of mature students as part of the non-traditional student cohort
are entering university (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Fragoso et al., 2013). Mature
students’ study experience has been attracting researchers’ interest for several decades
and researchers have been using various theoretical perspectives to investigate their
study experience, among which the habitus is an important one (Edgerton et al., 2013;
Lehmann, 2007). There are two main reasons why the theory of habitus is employed as

a research lens in this study.

Firstly, Wacquant has clarified the usage of “habitus” by saying, “Habitus is indeed a
multi-scalar concept that one can employ at several different levels of social activity
(from the individual to the civilizational), and across degrees and types of aggregation
(settings, collectives, institutions) depending on one’s research question is precisely
what allows us to make clear distinctions as well as connections between these”
(Wacquant, 2014:118). Burke agrees with Wacquant that habitus is both an individual
and a collective concept. He interprets the usage of “institutional habitus™ as “concepts
of institutional habitus attempts to theorise the collective practices of groups of
individuals rather than individuals per se” (Burke et al., 2013:166). Their argument
provides the theoretical foundation that habitus could be applied and employed at both
individual level and institutional level. Therefore, the theory of habitus is an appropriate
research lens which enables this study to investigate mature students’ study experience

in the institutional context.
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Secondly, there are some factors that have been found to have an effect before the
students have entered higher education but which are not significant to mature students’
study experience through their interaction with the institution (Bergman et al., 2014;
Bean & Metzner, 1985). The age, gender, race/ethnicity, type of high school attended,
and the final high school examination mark have been found not to have significant
impact on mature students’ study experience and persistence (Bergman et al., 2014;
Sandler, 2000). Many studies have found that adult students’ parental level of education
and the cultural level of students’ family do not affect their study and persistence
(Cleveland-Innes, 1994; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Reay (1998) also highlights
that the institutional habitus can be used to explore the institutional influence over and
above the impact of family background, class, race and gender. Regarding the research
purpose, which is to understand how mature students’ study is constructed in an
institutional context, the theory of habitus and institutional habitus allows this research
not to involve ethnicity, gender and social economic status; but to focus on how mature
students’ study is affected by institutional factors, as well as mature students’
distinguishing features that are caused by their maturity and life circumstances.
Therefore, this research approaches the habitus of these English and Chinses mature
students in this research on the basis of their commonalities as students and people and
as mature students, which enables this research to explore habitus over and above the

impact of family background, class, race and gender.

This chapter reviews the previous research studies which have explored how habitus
and institutional habitus affect the study experience of non-traditional students
including mature students in higher education. A few research studies have been done
using the theory of habitus and institutional habitus to explore the study experience of
non-traditional students including mature students within the institutional context.

These research studies argue that the institutional habitus is still in favour of traditional
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students and constructed for the sake of traditional students (Reay et al., 2001; Sissel et
al., 2001; Thomas, 2002; Tett, 2004; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Morrison, 2009; Gilardi &
Guglielmetti, 2011; Weissmann, 2013; Wardley et al., 2013; McTaggart, 2016;
Feldman, 2016). Since mature students belong to a non-traditional student cohort
(Fragoso et al., 2013) as well as part-time student cohort (Laird & Cruce, 2009), and
also because there are insufficient research studies that focus on mature students from
the perspective of the interaction between mature students’ habitus and institutional
habitus, this literature review involves research studies concerning non-traditional
students and part-time students, to have a broad understanding of how mature students’

study experience may be affected by institutional habitus and their own habitus.

Regarding such of research studies, which employ the theories of students’ habitus or
institutional habitus, there are still deficiencies in current literature regarding the
following aspects. Firstly, the majority of these research studies focus on either habitus
or institutional habitus; not many of them focus on how habitus and institutional habitus
interact with each other and hence influence mature students’ study. Moreover, the
majority of the current research studies which employ habitus or institutional habitus
are interested in students’ study choice-making, rather than students’ study experience.
Secondly, there are few research studies that focus on mature students, especially
focusing on how habitus and institutional habitus interact and affect mature students’
study. Thirdly, there are few research studies that clarify the relationship between
students’ habitus and institutional habitus and how they interact with each other or show
the impact on mature students’ study. Fourthly, most of the research studies focus on a
single institution or multiple institutions but within the same higher education system;
and there is nearly no research that focuses on multiple institutions under different

higher education systems from a global perspective.
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It is noteworthy that among the current Chinese literate it is rarely seen that the
researchers explore mature students’ study experience using the theory of institutional
habitus or habitus. The chapter 2 (section 2.2) presents the Chinese literature regarding
mature students’ study experience in adult higher education system whereas as the
theoretical literature review, this chapter focuses on how the theory of institutional
habitus and habitus have been applied to investigate mature students’ study experience
in higher education therefore no Chinese literature being mentioned here because of the

insufficiency.

This chapter will start by reviewing the literature about the theory of habitus and then
turn to the theory of institutional habitus. After clarifying the two theories, how
previous research studies explore the institutional habitus and students’ habitus,
affecting non-traditional students including mature students’ study in higher education
will be illustrated. As very little of the current literature uses the theories of habitus and
institutional habitus to explore the study experience of non-traditional students
especially mature students, this research also reviews the literature which investigates
how other institutional factors affect mature students’ study experience via mature
students’ interaction with the institutions. After that, the theoretical framework of this

research is constructed by combining the research findings from these three areas.

3.1 How does habitus operate in the higher education domain?

Bourdieu defines habitus as “a system of durable, transposable dispositions which
functions as the generative basis of structured, objectively unified practices” (Bourdieu,
1979: vii). He highlights that “the structures constitutive of a particular type of
environment...produce habitus, systems of durable, transposable dispositions,
structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” (1977:72).

Habitus is a common set of subjective, internalized, class-based perceptions that shape
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one’s thoughts, expectations, attitudes, aspirations, and actions (Bourdieu, 1974, 1977,
1984, 1986). Bourdieu also announces that habitus must function and be interpreted in
a particular field, since habitus can generate various practices in different fields

(Bourdieu, 1990b: 116).

Reay, in her research (2004: 435) summarises four core features of habitus by reviewing
the academic works regarding habitus from Bourdieu to show that “habitus can be
viewed as a complex internalized core from which everyday experiences emanate”. The
first feature is that habitus is embodied; as Bourdieu (1998:81, cited in Reay, 2004: 435)
says, “It is a socialised body. A structured body, a body which has incorporated the
immanent structures of a world or of a particular sector of that world—a field—and
which structures the perception of that world as well as action in that world”. Bourdieu
(1990a: 70, cited in Reay, 2004: 435) writes that habitus is expressed through durable
ways “of standing, speaking, walking, and thereby of feeling and thinking”. The second
feature is that habitus could generate action and social orders. Bourdieu (1990c: 87,
cited in Reay, 2004: 435) writes that: “habitus is a kind of transforming machine that
leads us to ‘reproduce’ the social conditions of our own production, but in a relatively
unpredictable way, in such a way that one cannot move simply and mechanically from
knowledge of the conditions of production to knowledge of the products.” After that,
Bourdieu (1990b: 77, cited in Reay, 2004: 435) provides an explanation of why habitus
could reproduce actions, “The habitus, as a system of dispositions to a certain practices,
is an objective basis for regular modes of behaviour, and thus for the regularity of modes
of practices, and if practices can be predicted ... this is because the effect of the habitus
is that agents who are equipped with it will behave in a certain way in certain
circumstances.” The third one is that habitus is at both the individual level and
collective level as Bourdieu (1990b: 91, cited in Reay, 2004:435) says, “The subject is

not the instantaneous ego of a sort of singular cogito, but the individual trace of an
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entire collective history.” The fourth one is that habitus is a complex interplay between
past and present. As Bourdieu explains, “The habitus acquired in the family is at the
basis of the structuring of school experiences...; the habitus transformed by the action
of the school, itself diversified, is in turn at the basis of all subsequent experiences...and
so on, from restructuring to restructuring” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 134). Simply
speaking, Bourdieu (1990b: 116, cited in Reay, 2004: 435) interprets habitus as “the

product of social conditionings, and thus of a history.”

After Bourdieu, other researchers give their own explanations of habitus. Weissmann
announces that “Bourdieu’s definition of the habitus is the internalised structures from
the external social division which constantly reproduce structures of cultural dominance”
(Weissmann, 2013: 263). Edgerton defines habitus as “the set of learned preferences or
dispositions (styles of thought and action) by which a person orients to the social world.
It is the internalized interpretive framework through which one perceives the social
world and one’s place within it, and correspondingly calibrates one's aspirations and
appreciation related actions/ practices” (Edgerton et al., 2013: 305). Thomas (2002: 430)
describes the habitus as “a set of dispositions created and shaped by the interaction
between objective structures and personal histories, including experiences and
understanding of ‘reality’”. Dumais interprets Bourdieu’s definition of habitus as
“one’s view of the world and one’s place in it, is an important consideration in trying
to understand how students navigate their way through the education...and the
orientation one has toward using those resources” (2002: 45). Habitus has been used as
both the research lens and research instrument to investigate personal experience and

practices (Costa et al., 2018).

Apart from these various definitions of habitus, many research studies have
operationalized the habitus and illustrated how habitus operates in the higher education

domain.
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Edgerton’s research operationalizes habitus as the following aspects: students’
perceptions of schooling environment and/or processes; their own academic prospects;
the importance or value of schooling to their future; the level of educational aspiration;
disposition towards teachers; disposition towards education (Edgerton et al., 2013: 310).
Dumais specifies habitus as students’ occupational expectation, along with students’
decisions to invest in education; aspiration of studying hard; self-selection or self-
exclusion of going to university; one’s beliefs about the future (Dumais, 2002: 47).
Nash (2002) raises a new type pf habitus, namely, “educated habitus” and associates it
with aspiration, academic self-concept, perceptions of schooling and teachers; and

desire to be educated.

The existing research studies which bring habitus into the higher educational domain
finally argue that habitus has impact on students’ study experience and outcome
(Edgerton et al., 2013; Reay, 2004). Among the research studies about how habitus
affects students’ study outcome, there are three ways that habitus could set its impact

on students’ study.

The first way in which the habitus affects students’ study is by their study aspiration
(Christodoulou & Spyridakis, 2017). As Nash (2002: 46) announces, “Students who
succeed at school do so because in consequence of their ambitions, academic self-
confidence, and positive response to the educated in accordance with a concept of the
educated person that continues, despite ambiguities and contradictions, to be

transmitted by the school.”

The second influence is on how students perceive their place in university (as a specific
field) in relation to other people and the venue (Lehmann, 2007). Many research studies
demonstrate that working class students, especially the first-generation, feel “they do
not fit in the university” or they do not match with the university sphere, including
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attitude, network and social skills (Tett, 2004; Lehmann, 2007; Reay, 2003, 2015).
Dumais emphasises the significance of the self-selection decision, pointing out that
some students would “self-select themselves out of the college-going track on the basis
of their views of what is possible and what is not (Dumais, 2002: 47). Reay’s research
(2003) also announces that “alongside class-based process of self-selection—the
working classes acting to exclude themselves—are equally powerful processes of class-
based exclusion perpetuated by the middle classes” (311). Mature students usually feel
alien to the university atmosphere; therefore they would select themselves out of

involvement in it.

The third way in which habitus affects students’ study is by “shaping one’s outlook on
the world, including perceptions of what is possible and preferable in a particular social
position” (Edgerton et al., 2013: 304). Students’ preferences and inclinations would
influence how they engage with the higher education system, as well as their final study

outcome.

The next section will explore the habitus at institutional level, which is the institutional
habitus. It will illustrate what institutional habitus means and how it operates in the

higher education domain.

3.2 How does institutional habitus operate in the higher education domain?

Institutional habitus has been employed by many researchers to investigate students’
higher education study experience of students from non-dominant groups, including
mature students (Weissmann, 2013). By employing the theory of institutional habitus,
Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011) point out that there is a paradoxical effect among
universities now: on the one hand, they encourage non-traditional students, especially

mature students, to enter university, but on the other hand, they seem not bothered to
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understand these non-traditional students or change for them, which results in the
institutional system being designed for the sake of traditional students and in their
favour. Therefore, many institutions still provide inadequate support to mature students

(Wardley et al., 2013; Davidson & Holbrook, 2014).

McDonough was the first person to create the concept “organisational habitus” to
conceptualize how the dominant group of students form the habitus of universities and
leave the non-dominant group of students in an unequal situation, which has been
reproduced by the universities (McDonough, 1997). She describes organisational
habitus as “the view of the opportunity structure of American higher education
officially presented to all students” (1997: 106), and she announces that the habitus of
each organization contains four components: the educational resources and support, the
educational goal and expectation, the assumption of students’ study aspiration, and the
professionalism of the staff, which are combined together and construct the
organisational habitus. McDonough’s research, by creating and applying the concept of
“organisational habitus”, mainly focuses on the students’ college choice-making, rather
than students’ study experience when they enter the university. As well, she does not
mention whether or how the institutional habitus could affect students’ habitus and

practices.

Instead of keeping on using the concept, “organisational habitus”, Reay applies the
concept, “institutional habitus” to mean “the impact of a cultural group or social class
on an individual’s behaviour as it is mediated through an organisation” (Reay, 1998:
521). Reay’s concept of “institutional habitus” contains a complex mix of curriculum
offer, teaching practices and what students bring with them to the classroom, but also
the teachers’ expectations, prejudices and biases (1998: 524-525). Her definition of
“institutional habitus” consists of three component elements: “organisational practices”;

“educational status” (“the spectrum of the university hierarchy for which the institution
42



prepares its students”); and “the expressive order” (covers largely intangible but
important factors such as expectations, conduct and manners, i.e. pedagogy). As Reay
et al. (2001) highlight, institutional habitus is less fluid than individual ones. Reay
points out that the institutional habitus, which is marked by the dominant group and is
reflected by the institutional structure, affects students’ habitus and their practices.
Reay’s research (1998) informs this research in two ways, by identifying that the
institutional habitus is reflected by the institutional structure, and that the institutional
habitus has impact on students’ habitus and practices, consistent with McDonough’s

(1997) claim.

Since McDonough and Reay set the foundation of the concept “institutional habitus”, a
few researchers have employed the concept “institutional habitus” to show how
institutions contribute to and enforce the unequal situation of non-dominant students,
including mature students in higher education (Sissel et al., 2001; Thomas, 2002;

Weissmann, 2013).

Sissel et al. (2001: 18) comment, “Because higher education has been anchored in its
historical traditions of residential, selective education and because it is based in
perceptions of a privileged place and role for young adult leadership development, this
environment embraces full-time, residential youth. Little space, voice, and value are
given to other groups and in particular those who are the most different from young
students: adult learners”. Their research demonstrates clearly the fundamental reason

why mature students are tied into an unequal situation in higher education.

The institutional habitus contributes to mature students’ unequal situation in higher
education in the way that currently both the institutional and content structures create
dispositions that constantly reinforce the study of traditional students as the norm
(Weissmann, 2013). Weissmann announces that institutional factors, attitudes and
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dispositions contribute significantly to how staff and students behave towards non-
traditional students, thus actively contributing to the externalisation of an institutional
habitus that excludes the non-traditional from its priority. As a consequence, even if
universities are open to students from non-dominant groups, the institutional habitus of
most universities is still marked by an emphasis on traditional students and the non-
traditional students still suffer a problematic deviation from the norm. Weissmann’s
research contributes to the knowledge that non-traditional students’ unequal situation
is caused by the universities’ disposition of reinforcing traditional students’ study as
the norm and applying this norm to non-traditional students’ study. Therefore, non-
traditional students suffer from this norm and feel difficulty getting involved in
university life. However, Weissmann has not specified what aspects of this norm cause
the unequal situation and how this norm causes an unequal situation for non-traditional

students.

Thomas’ research (2002) firstly claims a similar argument by exploring the
consequences of institutional habitus in relation to Widening Participation students —
mature students as well as students from lower socio-economic backgrounds or students
from ethnic minorities, and highlights how the institutional habitus can impact on their
experience of ex- or inclusion. “Educational institutions favour knowledge and
experiences of dominant social groups (e.g. white, middle-class men) to the detriment
of other groups. Hence, the education system is socially and culturally biased, and this
is played out in the relations between staff and students, and amongst students”
(Thomas, 2002: 431). Since the institutional habitus is in favour of the traditional young
students, the institutional structure is formed by their characteristics and needs, which
mature students feel they do not fit into and they cannot benefit equally from the
institution. Thomas is the first to use institutional habitus to explore mature students’

unequal situation as a non-dominant group in higher education. Thomas’s research sets
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a theoretical foundation for this research, but this research only focuses on how the
institutional habitus affects mature students’ study practices and fails to pay attention
to the way the institutional habitus could also affect mature students’ habitus as well

(Reay, 1998).

All these research studies above pave the way for further research to continue to explore
how institutional habitus affects mature students’ study as non-traditional students in
the following aspects. Firstly, these research studies point out that the individual
university as an institution has its own habitus—the institution’s disposition that
generates the institution’s behaviour as well as practices. Secondly, the institutional
habitus is formed and marked by the dominant group and treats the dominant group’s
preferences and behaviour as the norm. Thirdly, institutional habitus is reflected by the
institutional structure and institution’s behaviour as well as practices. Fourthly,
institutional habitus could affect students’ habitus as well as students’ behaviour.
Therefore, non-dominant students’ study is subject to the same norm as dominant
students, and they feel it is difficult for them to engage in university life, since the
institution’s behaviour is for the sake of the dominant group of students (Weissmann,
2013). As a non-dominant group on campus, the mature students are less considered or
prioritized; based on this disposition, the university generates attitudes and actions to
reinforce mature students’ unequal situation and makes it difficult for them to succeed
(McTaggart, 2016). This situation could be summarized by McDonough’s metaphor,
“schools dance to the dominants’ tune and filter out those unable to keep time”

(McDonough, 1997: 107).

As Thomas announces, “Institutional habitus should be understood as more than the
culture of the educational institution; it refers to relational issues and priorities, which
are deeply embedded, and sub-consciously informing practices” (Thomas, 2002: 431).

The next two sections will review previous research studies about how the institutional
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habitus operates to affect the study of non-dominant students, including mature students,

both via the institutional practices and via influencing mature students’ habitus.

3.3 How does institutional habitus affect students’ study via its institutional

practices?

As Reay et al. (2001: para.1.2) highlight, the institutional habitus is essentially a “rich
internalised core from which everyday experiences emanate”; the everyday university
life reflects the institutional habitus and affects students’ study. The institutional
practices is the reflection and specification of the institutional habitus as Maton

announces that “one does not see a habitus, but rather the effects of a habitus” (Maton,

2008: 62).

In order to apply the concept of institutional habitus to understand how different
institutional practices impact on students’ study experience, Thomas (2002)
summarizes several factors which students identify as significant for their study
experience in two main aspects, the academic perspective and social perspective. From
the academic perspective, the institutional habitus is operationalized as staff-student
relationship, attitudes of staff, teaching and learning, and assessment; from the social
perspective, friendship, mutual support, social networks are treated as reflections of the
institutional habitus. Thomas remarks that since the institutional habitus prioritizes
benefiting traditional students and values their requirements, as a consequence, the
pedagogy is more like a socialization reinforcing mature students’ unequal situation

rather than an “instrument of teaching” (Thomas, 2002: 431).

From the academic perspective, there are several kinds of institutional practices
identified by other researchers as affecting mature students’ study experience.

Morrison’s research findings also highlight the significance of teacher-student relations
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as well as the curriculum offerings and reputation (Morrison, 2009). McTaggart’s
research (2016) presents that the practices generated by institutions impede mature
students’ study in the following respects: poor planning of workload, lack of support
offered by staff, lack of support service for mature students, and insufficient student
knowledge of the available support, all of which reflect the unawareness or lack of
understanding of mature students’ needs as part of the institutional habitus. Laird and
Cruce’s research (2009) indicates that developmental gains during Bachelor study are
always linked to participation in educationally purposeful activities, but the institutional
habitus means that part-time and mature students are prevented from engaging with
faculty, since these activities have long been associated with traditional students. This
bias against mature students contributes to mature students’ disadvantaged and unequal

situation in higher education.

The university practices associated with pedagogy are identified by Feldman (2016) as
a distinct type of institutional habitus, namely, the pedagogical habitus. Pedagogical
habitus can be conceptualised as a layer of habitus formation, which includes the
teachers’ embodied cognitive, dispositional, and corporeal pedagogical practices that,
over time, have become grafted on to their primary habitus (Feldman, 2016).
Morrison’s research (2009) claims that the curricular provision and the quality of staff-
students relations, as two aspects of the institutional habitus, play a significant role in

students’ study experience

There are also some institutional practices pointed out by previous research which
affect mature students’ study experience negatively from the social perspective. Laird
and Cruce’s (2009) research highlights that the campus environment and activities
undermine mature students’ participation in university life. Some institutions are
predisposed to spend less time and energy on activities such as one-on-one student-

faculty advising or gathering for out-of-class, academically-oriented meetings or
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symposia for part-time students; therefore, these predispositions may create or reflect a
“culture of disengagement” (Laird & Cruce, 2009: 307). Those traditional-student-
oriented activities and campus atmosphere make mature students feel alien and not

willing to participate.

Apart from analysing the institutional practices from the academic and social
perspective, Poromaa’s research states that materiality is an important key to
understanding the formation of institutional habitus. The institutional materiality sets
the scene for pedagogical outcomes and developments. Institutions such as universities
with a habitus rich in building, architecture, equipment, and embodied cultural capital
tend to cultivate a pedagogy that benefits from these materialities. Pedagogy from this
point of view is still a fundamental tool that can compensate with an alternative way of
seeing things; it can change thoughts and behaviours but cannot change the material
inequalities that put schools and universities at unequal starting points (Poromaa, 2017).
Taylor echoes Poromaa’s argument. Taylor (2017: 14) claims that the “educative
practices should take into account the bodies, things, spaces and materialities alongside
and with the human...given that more and more of what and how we learn happens in
and through our dependence on virtual, physical and material artefacts as much as
through human instructional frames” . Taylor argues that all learning is spatially located
and learning is “in relation-with the nonhuman and more-than human aspects of the
world that surround us and with which (or whom) we interact as learning happens”

(ibid.).

In summary, the literature above points out the three main dimensions of institutional
habitus: the academic dimension, the social dimension and the material dimension.
Under the academic dimension, the following aspects have been highlighted: attitude
of staff, teaching and learning, assessment, course arrangement, support from staff,

tutorial and symposia. Under the social dimension, friendship, mutual support, social
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networks, activities, staff-student relationship have been marked. For the material
dimension, the physical atmosphere including campus environment, building and

facility has been highlighted.

Based on the literature, the institutional habitus has a negative impact on non-traditional
students’ study, including mature students’ study, in terms of lacking support in four
ways. The first one is that the institutional habitus tends to prioritize the interests and
benefit of the dominant social groups, resulting in non-dominant groups like mature
students being overlooked (Reay et al.,, 2001; Thomas, 2002). Secondly, the
institutional structure and pedagogical structure of university are based on full-time
traditional students’ needs and preference, which makes non-dominant groups like
mature students feel it is difficult for them to fit in (Laird & Cruce, 2009; Morrison,
2009; Weissmann, 2013; Feldman, 2016). Thirdly, institutions assume non-dominant
groups like mature students do not need special help; therefore they tend not to offer
help (Tett, 2004). Fourthly, the institutions do not seem to be concerned about
understanding the need and circumstances of non-dominant groups like mature students,
thereby maintaining an institution system designed for traditional students (Gilardi &

Guglielmetti, 2011).

In addition to the research studies above which specify how the institutional habitus
operates and then affects mature students’ study experience, many other research
studies emphasize that various aspects of the institutional practices generated by
institutional habitus contribute significantly to mature students’ excluded situation in

higher education.

Tett’s research (2004) shows mature students are in an unequal and excluded situation
in universities because of the uncaring attitude towards mature students generated by
the institutional habitus. The timetable for course and activities on campus are based on
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the assumption that students are full-time and do not have job or family responsibilities
(Tett, 2004; Wardley et al., 2013); the staff work based on the characteristics of
traditional students and assume that mature students do not need extra support. Tett
argues that the institutions have to integrate mature students into universities by
providing more support from tutor throughout the courses. Tett’s research highlights
that institutions’ misguided assumptions and their indifference to mature students’
needs is the key to the lack of support from institutions, which is responsible for mature
students’ excluded situation in higher education. By exploring the excluded experience
of joint degree students, Weissmann (2013) demonstrates the following factors which
contribute to the externalisation of institutional habitus towards this specific group of
students: teaching and learning (coordination between departments, management of
expectations, and access to resources), student support and personal development
(personal tutor, contact person), social life (representation and group identity) and
experience of loneliness. Institutional factors, attitudes and dispositions contribute
significantly to how staff and students behave towards mature students, thus actively
contributing to the externalisation of an institutional habitus (Weissmann, 2013). He
continues to argue that it is the institutional habitus that creates a sense of exclusion for
non-traditional students by producing each aspect of the university life for the sake of

traditional students.

Marandet and Wainwright (2009) claim that mature students feel excluded from the
university because of the lack of provision that acknowledges their needs and the lack
of matching between the timetable constructed by the university and their own
timetable. The research done by Tett et al. (2012: 258) indicates that mature students
are still in a disadvantaged and excluded situation in the higher education context
because not only do they lack dialogue with staff, since feedback from the teachers acts

as the only way of communication from teachers to mature students; but also the
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feedback from their teachers lacks care and “orientation towards learning goals through
clear and timely comments where students use feedback to increase their
understanding”. Mallman and Lee (2017) highlight mature students’ excluded situation
as an international phenomenon, describing their feeling “out of the loop” and
“alienated” from university culture, which is caused by the barriers in university that

prevent mature students’ academic and social participation in university life.

The next section will present how previous research studies illustrate the impact of
institutional habitus on students’ study via influencing the habitus of non-traditional

students, including mature students.

3.4 How does institutional habitus affect students’ study via affecting

students’ habitus?

Thomas (2002) points out that it is quite significant to investigate mature students’
study by exploring both the institutional habitus as well as mature students’ habitus.
Atkinson (2011: 334) claims that once students enter universities they encounter every
aspect of the institutional habitus then they generate a degree of match—clash,
harmonisation, adaptation, resistance as well as a whole array of emotions (e.g. anxiety),
practices (e.g. doing extra homework) and interactions (e.g. making demands of
teachers). Thomas (2002) points out that mature students’ higher education experience
is the interaction between institutional habitus and their own habitus. More specifically,
whether the institutional habitus is compatible with mature students’ habitus or not
would make the mature students feel like “fish in water” or “fish out of water”. If mature
students feel the academic and social practices in university are inappropriate and they
are not prioritized, they may be more inclined to not participate in university life or

even withdraw (ibid.).
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The institutional forms and collective practices generated by institutional habitus can
directly shape the individual® habitus as well as their behaviour, which illustrates that
within a specified field, the institutional habitus and students’ habitus could interact
with each other and students’ study is affected by both of them (Burke et al., 2013: 167).
Wacquant’s argument is consistent with Burke’s by saying, “The individual habitus,
the idiosyncratic product of a singular social trajectory and set of life experiences that
is nonetheless the combination of shared constituents; these individual experiences are
selected and stamped by membership in collectives and attachment to institutions”

(Wacquant, 2014: 119).

Since the institutional habitus is shaped by the traditional students, regarding attitude,
practices and institutional structures, the non-dominant group of students feel the
university is alien to them and they class themselves as “others”, which prevents them
from participating in university life (Tett, 2004). Due to the diversity of the student
cohort, non-traditional students suffer the lack of integration, academically and socially,
into the institution, due to the incompatibility between their own habitus and the
institutional habitus, which affects the totality of their experience in terms of academic,
social and emotional well-being (Sheridan, 2011). Sheridan claims that these students

should be treated as a part of the entire student cohort instead of a group set apart.

The interaction between institutional habitus and non-dominant students’ habitus
happens in the way that the practices generated by the institutional habitus encourages
the non-dominant groups of students to reproduce their habitus, since they feel they are
not supported or welcomed to be involved in the academic and social life of the
dominant group of students (Weissmann, 2013). Reay (2003) underscores that it is
higher education’s inability to deal with diversity and differences, which makes mature
students feel they do not fit in; hence they have no willingness to be involved in

university life. The organisational and content structure produce practices that
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constantly underpin the habitus of the dominant group of students as the norm, which
pushes non-dominant groups of students perceive that they are not supposed to interfere
with the existing institutional habitus, therefore, mature students reproduce their own

habitus, which maintain their inferior situation.

The atmosphere and various aspects of the university life—as the externalization of the
institutional habitus—compel them to feel isolated and excluded, which affects their
desire to have academic and social integration into university life, as well as their
learning experience and outcome (Mallman & Lee, 2017). In the university context,
mature students’ study experience is accompanied by feelings of uncertainty, tension
and ambivalence; and they also experience compartmentalisation and fragmentation,
which is perceived by O’Boyle as the result of the tensions surrounding expressive
boundaries and in-group conversational dynamics as part of the institutional habitus

(O’Boyle, 2015).

As revealed and explained in the above literature, the institutional habitus could affect
the study of non-traditional students including mature students not only via institutional
practices, but also via influencing students’ habitus, hence affecting students’ study by
students’ reproduced behaviours. The two types of impacts both happen when students
encounter the institution; in other words, the institutional habitus sets its impact on
students’ study experience via the interaction between student and institution (Thomas,
2002; Wacquant, 2014, 2016; Tett, 2004; Sheridan, 2011; Weissmann, 2013). Although
Bourdieu is criticised for focusing on habitus as durable and largely unconscious, which
results in a deterministic explanation, his theory is still perceived by other theorists as
allowing for the possibility of agency, which is the conscious decisions made by people
in particular circumstance (Smyth & Banks, 2012). However, mature students’ agency,
which relates to how they position themselves and are positioned within specific

contexts, functions through their habitus (Inghilleri, 2005). Therefore this research
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explores mature students’ study experience from the perspective of habitus in order to
see how their study experience is constructed from their interaction with their

institutions in the university context.

Since the majority of previous research studies regarding students’ habitus and
institutional habitus focus on specific aspects of mature students’ interaction with their
institutions, there is a deficiency in investigating comprehensively how other aspects of
institutional factors affect the study of non-traditional students, especially mature
students. Based on the insufficiency of exploration of the institutional habitus among
the current literature, the next part of this chapter will review the literature about other
institutional factors that affect the study experience of non-traditional students,
especially mature students, as Laird and Cruce (2009) announce that much literature
claims that positive student-institution interaction promotes students’ development and
persistence. Furthermore, the current literature also illustrates that the institutional
habitus could be reflected from students’ perceptions (Reay et al., 2001; Reay, 2004),
therefore this research employs mature students’ perceptions to explore how the
institutional habitus affects mature students’ study experience. By doing so, a
theoretical framework of this research could be drawn out by combining the theory of
habitus and institutional habitus, as well as the research regarding the institutional
factors that affects the study experience of non-traditional students, especially mature

students.

3.5 What other institutional factors affect mature students’ study via mature
students’ interaction with their institutions?

Since this research aims to explore how institutional habitus affects mature students’
study, how institutions interact with mature students and what institutional factors
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influence mature students’ study are significant to be discussed. As very little of the
current literature uses the theories of habitus and institutional habitus to explore the
study experience of non-traditional students, especially mature students, this research
also reviews the literature which investigates what institutional factors affect mature
students’ study experience via mature students’ interaction with their institutions.
Hence, the theoretical framework in this research is constructed by combining the
research findings from this body of research with the theories of habitus and

institutional habitus.

The research studies that focus on mature students’ study experience normally
categorize the impact of institutions on mature students’ study from two perspectives:
the perspective of academic integration and the perspective of social integration
(Cleveland-Innes, 1994). After demonstrating mature students’ distinct features as
adults, the following sub-sections will summarize and analyse how the academic and

social factors affect mature students’ study, based on the current literature.

3.5.1 The mature students’ distinct features as adults

The current literature has demonstrated mature students’ distinct features as adults in
higher education, but the majority of this literature focuses on mature students’
objective and visible characteristics because of their multiple roles and various
responsibilities in the following aspects. Firstly, mature students usually study part-
time, which would limit their time on campus (Laird & Cruce, 2009; Bergman et al.,
2014). Secondly, mature students usually have family commitments and job
commitments, which often affect their involvement in university life, such as
participating in activities (Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Bergman et al., 2014; Erb &
Drysdale, 2017). Thirdly, mature students rarely engage with their younger
counterparts (Bergman et al., 2014). Many researchers postulate that these external
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factors may inhibit mature students from integrating into the academic and social sphere
of the institutions (Reay, 2003; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Bergman et al., 2014; Erb &
Drysdale, 2017). Briefly speaking, it is quite challenging for mature students to balance

their family, work and study responsibilities (Reay, 2003; Bergman et al., 2014).

Apart from these objective and visible features of mature students as adults, there is
insufficient literature that investigate mature students from the perspective of their
habitus, which is a gap in current literature regarding mature students in higher

education.

Mature students would have anxiety and nervousness concerning their worries of their
academic ability even before they start their study (Erb & Drysdale, 2017). They usually
lack confidence because of their unsuccessful previous study experience, which makes
it as imperative for mature students to invest more effort and time on their assignment-
finishing activities than they have available, this is in turn makes mature students more
unconfident about completing the study (Reay & Crozier, 2011; Bergman et al., 2014).
Mature students’ lack of confidence is also presented in another way that they prefer
peer support to seeking support from the staff, because they lack confidence to approach
the staff (Heagney & Benson, 2017). Peer support plays a significant role in mature
students’ study since it could offer mature students not only academic support but also

emotional company (ibid.).

Mature students’ aspiration to a higher degree is positively associated with their study
experience (Bergman et al., 2014). Their educational goals have a significant impact on
students’ decision-making if they would continue their study. They prefer and intend to
learn knowledge they could apply to their daily work, which implies they have a clear
study purpose in mind (Donaldson and Graham, 1999). Mature students’ return to
university is driven by their life experience, because of the perceived benefit of
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continuing their study and they have a plan for the life after their graduation, which
makes them appreciate the value of their study (Wardley et al., 2013). In terms of
educational motivation and aspiration, Donaldson and Graham (1999) point out that
mature students usually enrol study for the purpose of work or life transitions, which is

different from their younger counterparts.

Many research studies have demonstrated that the sense of belonging has significant
impact on mature students’ study experience and study outcome, as mature students
have a considerably week sense of belonging (Reay, 2003; McTaggart, 2016; Erb &
Drysdale, 2017). At the same time, mature students rarely have emotional ties to their
institutions (Wardley et al., 2013). If mature students do not have a sense of belonging,
they can easily to feel alien and isolated, especially identifying themselves as different
from the majority, which could affect their study involvement and study outcome
(Johnson and Robson, 1999). The sense of feeling they “stand out” rather than “fit in”
could makes learning, integration to learning and promising study outcome difficult
(McTaggart, 2016). Many research studies underscore that the academic and social
support from universities is essential for mature students to achieve their sense of
belonging and avoid isolation (Johnson & Robson, 1999; Kuh, 2009a, 2009b; O'Shea
& Stone, 2011).

3.5.2 The academic factors affecting mature students’ study

Davidson and Holbrook (2014) highlight the significance of academic integration
inside and outside the classroom for mature students, since it has impact on mature
students’ study experience as well as the study outcome; however, unfortunately, many

institutions still provide inadequate support for mature students.
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The attrition model designed by Bean and Metzner (1985) explains the study experience
of non-traditional students. In their model, they point out four sets of factors that affect
non-traditional students’ study experience, which are background, academic factors,
environmental factors, and social integration factors. In terms of academic factors, Bean
and Metzner point out the following factors: including study skills and study habits,
academic advising, absenteeism, major certainty, course availability. All these factors
have direct or indirect impact on academic outcome which will determine the intent to
leave by the influence of psychological outcomes (utility, satisfaction, goal

commitment, and stress).

Based upon the non-traditional student attrition model designed by Bean and Metzner
(1985), Bergman et al. (2014) create a model based on their theory of adult learner
persistence in degree completion, by which they draw attention to certain academic
factors that affect mature students’ study regarding the institutional practices. In this
model, the academic factors regarding the institution include institutional support,
academic advising, institution support, flexible course options, active learning and prior

learning assessment.

Davidson and Holbrook (2014) specify several aspects of what services the institutions
should provide: online courses; flexible tutorials; support services; approachable
academic instructors and coaches. Laird and Cruce also claim that part-time students’
(including mature students’) learning and personal development is directly affected by
“quality and quantity of the time and energy the student invests in his or her educational
activities” (2009: 292), Davidson and Holbrook (2014) also draw the attention to the
importance of institutions examining the credit hour completion ratio of mature

students, in order to predict their success and offer help on time.
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Based on Bernstein’s theory that “unequal distribution of power in society is by way of
unequal distribution of knowledge through formal education”, the curriculum and
pedagogy provided by university both reproduce and interrupt social inequalities
(McLean et al., 2013b: 264). Also, from the perspective drawn from Bernstein,
McLean’s research perceives teaching as “transmitting disciplinary knowledge” and “a
set of generic ‘good practices’ principles”, which should give students access to what
Bernstein called “pedagogic rights” of personal enhancement (McLean et al., 2013a:
32). Their research argues that the extent to which students engage in academic
disciplinary knowledge and processes has significant impact on students’ study
experience and outcome; therefore the “well-informed and thoughtful framing of
pedagogy” is undoubtedly important in “supporting students’ engagement” (ibid., 43).
From the perspective of teaching content, mature students would not prefer to continue
their study if they feel their lectures are in conflict with their work to a great extent
(Bergman et al., 2014). Bergman argues that minimizing the conflict between courses
and work is one of the most significant ways to improve mature students’ study
experience and outcomes. Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011: 48) point out that the
coherence of teaching contents and its consistency with mature students’ personal
expectations, as well as the integration between the courses and the usefulness of the
teaching contents are significant for the meaningfulness of mature students’ study

experience.

From the perspective of the supportiveness of the institutions, mature students will have
a positive study experience if they feel the entire institutions are supportive and
especially their instructors and advisors. For mature students, it is significant for their
study experience and study outcome for them to perceive their institution is helpful and
to be able to take advantage of the support service in their institution as well as from

their peers (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). The support mechanisms throughout the
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whole process of mature students’ study are quite significant for mature students to

complete their study successfully (Burton et al., 2011).

From the perspective of the campus environment, Bergman et al. (2014) claim that the
campus environment plays a more influential role in mature students’ study experience
than student entry characteristics or external factors. Laird and Cruce also claim that it
is the campus environment that “must provide impetus for students to get involved”
(2009: 292). A supportive campus environment is significant for mature students’ study
experience, since the broader pressure that comes from mature students’ external
personal life could be mitigated if their needs could be recognized and addressed by the
supportive institutions. The academic environment is key to institutional commitment

among mature students (Wardley et al., 2013).

Apart from all these factors, Bergman et al. (2014) suggests that the effectiveness of
the program should be ensured which guarantees mature students reach Bachelor

educational level besides offering them a comfortable study experience.

The current literature has made a great contribution to show the significance of
academic integration for mature students, but there is some more work needed. The
current research studies have not paid enough attention to how mature students actually
integrate academically and how the institutions affect their academic integration. At the
same time, very few studies have considered how mature students” own characteristics
affect their academic integration in higher education, as well as how academic
integration affects mature students’ study experience and outcome. Furthermore, there
is nearly no research that focuses on how the characteristics of different institutions
affect mature students’ academic integration, especially from a cross national

perspective. Nearly no research has considered how different higher education systems
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affect mature students’ academic integration. Therefore, this research attempts to

investigate these empty areas and fill the gap in current literature.

3.5.3 The social factors affecting mature students’ study

The attrition model for non-traditional students designed by Bean and Metzner (1985)
points out that the social integration factors include the following: the degree of students’
participation in extracurricular activities, peer friendships on campus, and relationships
with instructors outside of class; and students’ evaluation of the quality of these
experience. All these factors have direct or indirect impact on academic outcome which
will determine the intent to leave by the influence of psychological outcomes (utility,

satisfaction, goal commitment, and stress).

The educational context offered by university for students to develop their intellectual
and social engagement on campus is significant for students’ study experience and
outcome (Ashwin et al., 2016). Gilardi and Guglielmetti claim that it is important for
non-traditional students to “reach a level of engagement sufficient to achieve academic
success” on campus (2011: 36) and they also clarify that mature students’ social
integration includes positive relations with their peers as well as other aspects of the

academic environment, inside and outside the classroom.

Many research studies point out a typical form of social integration of mature students:
the classroom-interaction between mature students and their peers as well as academic
staff is their main and primary social integration on campus, which is beneficial for
their learning and study experience (Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Kasworm, 2003,
2005; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Price & Baker, 2012). Price and Baker’s research (2012:
29) presents that mature students perceive the classroom “as a platform for forming

social relationships with peers”. Combined with other people’s research, Price and
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Baker announce the classroom alone could enable mature students to “create learning
community” as well as “develop interpersonal relationships” (ibid., 29). However, these
authors treat the class as the “fulcrum” of mature students’ study experience, against

which, Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011) give their opposite argument by their findings.

Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011: 36) point out several forms of social integration which
are meaningful for non-traditional students’ study experience: lectures, learning support
services (i.e. library, evening lectures, pod study), interaction with the lecturers outside
the classroom (i.e. office hours, tuition), cultural activities organised by the institution
or the university. A trend towards socializing through online instruments (i.e. Facebook,
forums) is now emerging. They consider these forms of engagement on two levels (ibid.,
37): on a behavioural level (in terms of attendance of lectures/classes; interaction with
institution members and other students outside the classroom; the degree of use of
services) and on a psychological level (the perceived quality of the university
experience and includes: student perceptions of social integration; the meaningfulness
of the learning experience). Their research points out that there are two types of
interaction between mature students and the university: formally appropriate
behaviours (attending lectures) and non-classroom relationships along with taking

advantage of all opportunities available on campus.

Many research studies remark that the sense of integration by building a good
relationship with both institution and peers plays an essential role in mature students’
study continuity and study outcome (Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Kasworm, 2005;
Lundberg, 2003; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Lundberg (2003) also remarks the
significance of study-related peer involvement in mature students’ study outcome.
Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011) emphasize the “support in learning” as the core of
social integration for mature students. Donaldson and Graham (1999) also claim that

one significant aspect of mature students’ social integration is their relationship with
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their peers and the institution, associated with the teaching and learning process and
taking place inside and outside the classroom, which has meaningful influence on their

academic outcome as well.

It is important to take the role that the staff and the institutions play into account when
talking about mature students’ integration. The institutions should show the culture of
adaptation and the staff should involve mature students in integration through formal
or informal activities (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011) rather than the mature students
exploring how to get themselves involved. At the same time, it is the university’s
responsibility to help the mature students to see the value of investing in building social

relationships on campus.

Laird and Cruce (2009) announce that the attitude of institutions is also significant in
encouraging mature students to participate in activities on campus; the institutions
should encourage mature students to participate in curricular and co-curricular activities.
Providing resources to involve mature students in campus life indicates the attitude of
institutions. At the same time, the authors also proclaim that “students should know
from their first encounters with an institution that they will be encouraged and
supported, and sometimes even required, to interact with their institution in specific
ways; they should also be made aware of how these activities will connect with their
educational goals and ultimate success as under graduates” (ibid., 308). The attitude of
institutions is prerequisite for mature students to participate in campus life since a
significant aspect of their characteristics is lack of confidence to engage with their
younger counterparts on campus (Reay & Crozier, 2011; Bergman et al., 2014;

Heagney & Benson, 2017; Erb & Drysdale, 2017).

The out-of-class contact between institution and students has also been proved to have

a crucial impact on mature students’ study outcome (Laird & Cruce, 2009). Several
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research studies have explored the types of out-of-class contact between institution and
students. In terms of developing mature students’ sense of belonging, the university and
institution are supposed to organise activities for mature students in order to feel
welcomed and have a good transition into the university life (Johnson & Robson, 1999).
The higher level of sense of belonging could enable mature students to have a stronger

study motivation and a better social involvement (Erb & Drysdale, 2017).

From the research studies presented above, it is clear to see the significance of the social
integration for mature students in higher education. However, the deficiencies the
current literature regarding the importance of social integration for mature students
include the following aspects. Firstly, there are inadequate research studies that focus
on the significance of social integration, specifically for mature students. Secondly, not
enough research studies pay attention to how mature students perceive the value of
social integration and how they actually integrate into university life socially. Thirdly,
there is almost no research studies that clarifies the impact of institutions on mature
students’ social integration. Fourthly, there is nearly no research that focuses on how
the characteristics of different institutions under different higher education systems
affect mature students’ social integration. Therefore, this research will try to investigate

these less addressed areas and fill the gaps in current literature.

3.6 The theoretical framework in this research

Based on the literature review above, two main theories are employed in this research
including the theory of habitus and the theory of institutional habitus. Given the limited
research studies which investigate mature students’ study experience by employing
these two theories, other institutional factors that influence mature students’ study via
mature students’ interaction with the institutions found in other research studies are also

explored in this research. Therefore, this research creates a theoretical framework by
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involving the two theories and linking them together with the research regarding mature
students’ interaction with their institutions. The interaction between institutional
habitus and mature students’ habitus through the institution-students-interaction is
analysed within the field which is the university context. The figure below shows the

theoretical framework and the explanation is given beneath it.

Figure 3.1 Theoretical framework
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As shown in the figure, mature students’ interaction with their institutions is put in the
centre, because on the one hand, it is affected by both the institutional habitus (Tett,
2004; Weissmann, 2013) and students’ habitus (Lehmann, 2007; Morrison, 2009); on
the other hand, it affects mature students’ study experience in higher education as a
mediator interrelating the impact of institutional habitus and students’ habitus

(McDonough 1997; Reay et al., 2001).
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From the horizontal perspective, the institutional habitus interrelates and interacts with
mature students’ habitus via mature students’ interaction with their institutions. As the
literature indicates, the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study either by its
institutional practices (Thomas, 2002; McTaggart, 2016) or by influencing mature
students’ habitus (Atkinson, 2011; Burke et al., 2013), and this influence occurs when
students are involved in the university and interact with the institution (Bergman et al.,
2014). Likewise, mature students’ habitus sets limits on their study experience only

when they are put in a certain institutional circumstance (Lehmann, 2007).

As presented in the literature, the institutional habitus affects mature students in the
following respects. From the academic perspective, the institutional habitus is
operationalized as staff-student relationships, attitude of staff, teaching and learning,
assessment, and personal development (Davidson & Holbrook, 2014; Bergman et al.,
2014); from the social perspective, friendship, mutual support, social networks, and the
experience of a sense of belonging are treated as reflections of the institutional habitus
(Kasworm, 2003, 2005; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Price & Baker, 2012). In addition, the
activities organised by institutions, the available facilities and equipment on campus
are also parts of the institutional habitus (Poromaa, 2017; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011).
At the same time, mature students’ habitus affects their study based on the influence of
the institutions in the following respects: academic confidence, educational goal,
educational motivation and aspiration, sense of belonging (Erb & Drysdale, 2017; Reay
& Crozier, 2011; McTaggart, 2016; Heagney & Benson, 2017). All these factors will

guide the analysis of the data and support this research to construct the research findings.

From the vertical perspective, as presented by the current literature, mature students
interact with their institution regarding the academic integration and the social
integration (Cleveland-Innes, 1994; Wardley et al., 2013; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011).

At the same time, their interaction with the institutions also affects their academic
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integration and social integration into the university life, which are taken as the two
aspects for presenting mature students’ study experience in higher education in this

research.

In this research, mature students’ study experience will be interpreted and analysed
from both the horizontal and vertical perspectives as presented in the figure above. This
research aims to explore, on the one hand, how the institutional habitus affects both
mature students’ academic integration and social integration via the institutional
practices; and on the other hand, how the institutional habitus affects both mature
students’ academic integration and social integration via influencing mature students’
habitus. This theoretical framework will assist the researcher to analyse the data and

answer the research questions.

67



Chapter 4 Methodology

This research investigates mature students’ study experience in both England and China
from the perspective of habitus as well as institutional habitus and explores how mature
students perceive the institutional factors which affect their study experience. This
qualitative case study is based on the constructivist paradigm and the data was collected

using semi-structured interviews.

This chapter starts with an explanation of the constructivist paradigm, which shaped
the research design and the data collection methods (section 4.1). After the
philosophical and theoretical position is explicated the chapter turns attention to the
researcher’s positionality (section 4.2). The following section (section 4.3) contains the
following content: a statement of the research purpose and questions (section 4.3.1); a
discussion of why qualitative research methodology was employed in this research
(section 4.3.2); an explanation of why England and China were chosen as the two
countries in which to conduct the research (section 4.3.3); and why semi-structured
interviews were employed as the data collection technique (section 4.3.4). The data
analysis procedure (section 4.4) and other methodological issues will be elaborated in

the rest of this chapter (sections 4.5-4.7).

4.1 The constructivist paradigm

The way a researcher sees something, approaches something and understands

something relates to what Guba and Lincoln refer to as the researcher’s worldview:

Questions of method are secondary to the questions of paradigm,
which we define as the basic belief system or worldview that guide

the investigator, not only in choices of method but in ontologically
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and epistemologically fundamental ways (Guba and Lincoln, 1994:

106).

Guba defines a worldview as “a basic set of beliefs that guide action” (Guba, 1990: 17),
which is often termed a paradigm (Lincoln et al., 2011). Guba and Lincoln also explain
that “a paradigm presents a worldview that defines, for its holder, the nature of the
‘world’, the individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world
and its parts” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994: 107). A paradigm encompasses three elements:
epistemology, ontology, and methodology. Epistemology asks, how do we know the
world? What is the relationship between the inquirer and the known? Ontology raises
questions about the nature of reality. Methodology focuses on how we gain knowledge

about the world (Punch, 1994).

The following part explains why the constructivist paradigm is suitable for this research,
regarding the epistemology, ontology, and methodology, based on the research aim and

research questions.

Schwandt has made a clear statement of what constructivism is:

Constructivist, constructivist, interpretivist, and interpretivism are
terms that routinely appear in the lexicon of social science
methodologist and philosophers, of which the goal is to understand
the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those

who live it (Schwandt, 1994: 118).

Schwandt goes on to explain that the lived experience and situation-specific meaning
is constructed and built by social beings. Creswell (2013) also claims that as long as an
individual lives and works in this world, he or she constructs and builds up a view of

reality of the world. Since different people live different lives and go through different
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routes, their views of the world and their interpretation of their own life experiences
could be varied, multiple and also subjective. The sensibility of the constructivst
researcher is one of exploration and a desire to interpret the views of different
individuals. They are attuned to the complexity and richness of people’s perceptions.
Thus the opinions and views of the participants are the research object. Each specific
view or perspective is constructed in each specific context or situation. As such, it is
important for the researcher to draw a cultural and historical picture for understanding
participants’ construction (ibid.). Individuals construct the social world in which they
live and through these make sense of it and interpret it; such constructions can be seen

as self-sustaining and self-renewing (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).

Guba and Lincoln (1994) have given a detailed explanation of the ontology,
epistemology and methodology of the constructivist paradigm. Constructivist possesses
a relativist ontology. From the perspective of the constructivist paradigm, reality is not
an object which exists. Instead, reality is construed in each individual’s mind. Therefore
the constructions are varied, due to each individual’s nature, own experience and social
context. Any kind of construction is meaningful and makes sense, because different
individuals interpret the world and form their views differently. For the constructivist
researcher, the differing constructions are all significant and valuable because from all
these constructions, the richness and variability of the world can be seen. Consequently,
there is no sense in discussing whether the construction is “true” or not; constructions
are just more or less informed and/or sophisticated “realities” (ibid.). Guba and Lincoln
go on to show the epistemology of the constructivist paradigm, which is transactional
and subjectivist. “Reality” is constructed by each individual in the mind, subjectively.
Just as in the popular saying, “for one thousand readers, there are one thousand
Hamlets”, individuals see and understand the world or reality subjectively and each

individual’s construction is meaningful. Schwandt also comments that reality is plural
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and plastic, by which he means that reality needs to be understood in certain symbolic
and linguistic systems. In addition, reality is formed and moulded by human’s aim and
intention (Schwandt, 1994). People make sense of reality through their own experience
and construct it, furthermore they continually modify and re-comprehend the
construction when they access more new experiences. Therefore people’s construction
of reality is a dynamic process which relates to continuing enriching experiences (ibid.).
Gergen underlines the significance of language, which is the only potential way for
people to see the reality other people construct (Gergen & Gergen, 1991). Based on the
ontology and epistemology, the methodology of constructivist should be narrative
based. Since reality is constructed differently by different individuals, how can other
people, including the researcher, know what is going on in each individual’s mind? The
interaction between people through language is the only way to find out the things in
people’s minds, as shown above. Narrative based interchange is therefore the basic and

fundamental way to explore an individual’s view and their construction.

The objective of this research is to explore mature students’ study experience in higher
education and to find out what they consider as affecting their study. Habitus and
institutional habitus are employed as a research lens to investigate mature students’
higher education experience. From the level of ontology, the reality of mature students’
study experience and what they perceive affects their study are not objective things that
are formed or exist outside people; instead, they are formed in each individual’s mind;
therefore the constructions are varied due to individuals’ nature, own experience, social
context. However, this kind of variety is precious, as it can show diversity and allow
the voices of different people to be heard. From the level of epistemology, the
construction of study experience is subjective and varies between people, which shows
that the study experience is constructed subjectively and individually. In addition, any

individual’s construction of study experience is meaningful and makes sense; any
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individual’s construction is built up by their own unique perception and understanding.
All these things are subjective personal opinions and feelings, which mature students
can only generate from their own lives and interaction with each element within the
entire higher education context. Hence, from the perspective of methodology,
qualitative research design and interviews are suitable for this research since they are
dialectical and align with constructivist. Furthermore, based on constructivism, this
research holds the position that the institutional habitus is reflected by mature students’
perceptions rather than being treated as existing objectively (Reay et al., 2001; Reay,
2004). Mature students’ perceptions in this research are treated as the lens of exploring
the institutional habitus and how it affects mature students’ study experience. The
following sections will introduce how the interview was employed as a data collection

method and how the interviews were conducted in this research.

4.2 Positionality of the researcher

Punch has highlighted the importance of the researcher himself or herself in the whole

research:

The personality of the researcher helps to determine his or her
selection of topics, his or her intellectual approach, and his or her

ability in the field (Punch, 1994: 86).

The three significant aspects of a research mentioned by Clarke are all influenced by
the researcher’s preference and capacity. What specific research will be conducted,
what methods or approaches will be implemented to collect data, how the research
result will be formed and concluded, are all related to the researcher’s positionality.
Since this research was conducted under the constructivist worldview, the research
findings and outcomes, to some extent, are also creations constructed by the researcher
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during the inquiry process (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The researcher’s personal, cultural,
and historical experiences will all shape his/her interpretation of the data. In the
following part of this section, the researcher’s worldview, life and study experience,

research interest and methodological preference will all be introduced.

| was born in the year 1988, at a time when the One Child Policy ruled the urban area
in mainland China, so unluckily I was the only child in my family, just like all my other
friends. Being the only child in a family was a good thing and also a tough thing at the
same time. For the good part, all the adults’ love in the whole family poured on me and
| was the concern of every family member. However, the drawback was that | also bore
all my family’s dreams and hopes. My parents were both well-educated and they had a
desire for my study and career in the future. They had an image of what kind of person
| should become and what kind of job | should do in the future. They started to build
up my ambition when I was very young, even before primary school. They not only just
asked me or required me to do what they wanted; actually, they guided me and helped
me to be successful. For the child to be successful in most Chinese parents’ eyes meant
the child had good marks in their study, passed all the entrance examinations and
entered a reputable and prestigious university eventually. “Entering university” was
such a significant thing for most Chinese families, as children would be told from the
first day they went to school, and continually afterwards. My family also had this
aspiration for me and all I needed to do was study hard to enter university. Since China
had a huge population, the job market was so competitive that the requirement for an
educational degree was severe for most good jobs. My parents did not want me to work
in a restaurant as a waitress or a cashier in supermarket; they thought I was clever so |
could have a decent job if I tried my best. | was an understanding person; | understood
that what my parents required me to do was not without any reason, and it was actually

something for my own benefit; and | also had an ambition for myself and | believed |
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could become successful in the future. So there was harmony between my family and
I, as we had the same target and we spent all our effort together to make it come true.
Since “entering university” was a family duty, parents tend to talk about other
children’s “entering university” as both a family topic and as the reminder for their own

child not to forget this duty. This also happened in my family.

My first impression about adult higher education was derived from my cousin’s
experience. She did not like study and just wanted to have fun during her school days,
which was called as “laziness” by her parents. She was 10 years older than me, so when
she took her Higher Education Entrance Examination at the age of 19, | was only 9, in
the second year of primary school. She did have fun during her school days but her
parents’ dream of seeing her “entering university” was unfulfilled—she did not get a
high enough score in the Higher Education Entrance Examination to be accepted by
any university. However, since she was young then, her parents did not make her work;
instead, they let her take the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination, which was
the first time | heard about Adult Higher Education. In my memory, anytime when my
uncle and aunty talked about their daughter taking the Adult Higher Education Entrance
Examination and studying in university as a mature student, they felt great shame and
they even did not want to talk about it. This was easy to understand, because in China,
the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination was not equivalent to the regular
Higher Education Entrance Examination; therefore the education and the value of the
degree for mature students were not equal to and even much lower than those from
regular higher education without doubt. There was a big gap between studying in
university as a full-time traditional student through the Higher Education Entrance
Examination and studying as a mature student in university through the Adult Higher
Education Entrance Examination. “Entering university”” as a mature student was not the

conventional and traditional sense of “entering university”. At that time, | had the
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impression that a being mature student was a bad thing, which would make my parents
feel shame; the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination was a bad thing; all |
had to do was to pass the Higher Education Entrance Examination and study in
university as a normal traditional student. Interestingly, my cousin’s experience made
me interested in education when | grew older and | pondered so many questions: why
university students could be made into two groups—traditional young students and
mature students; why the university could not offer the certificate with the same value
to all the students; why people treated not passing Higher Education Entrance
Examination as such a big failure; why people felt so ashamed to study as mature
students; why people felt shame if studying as mature students; why people would not
have any opportunity to study formally in university just because they failed the Higher
Education Entrance Examination once; should there be any other opportunities for
adults to study in university formally. The older I grew, the more things about mature
students I heard, and the more interested | was about these questions. So | decided to

study education in university for my first degree.

With this impression of my cousin’s experience and the support of my family, | finally
passed the Higher Education Entrance Examination and became a student in university,
specializing in education. | had gained fundamental knowledge about education in my
Bachelor degree studies and | chose to continue to do a Master’s study, during which |
decided to focus on research about mature students. The new chapter in my
understanding of mature students started from the Master’s study. Since then, some of
my previous questions started to be solved. | approached the national adult higher
education policies, gaining knowledge about the purposes of establishment of adult
higher education, its function, the intended value of the adult higher education
certificate, and how adult higher education was conducted in practice. Then | felt that |

should take a look at how adult higher education was conducted in real life. | applied
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for a job as a teaching assistant in the Continuing Education Department (the
department that takes charge of adult higher education in my Master’s university) to
give a few lessons to mature students. | have to say that the mature students | taught
just came for a certificate that they needed for a job and they did not care much about
learning. | also have to say that the education of mature students was to some extent
less academic than that for traditional young students, so it was understandable why
mature students were not satisfied with the teaching. Some mature students said that
they just came to “buy” a certificate and the university just “sold” it, and the university
did not care about if they got knowledge or not from the perspective of mature students.
As | gained more knowledge and experience, | felt that there was something wrong with
Chinese adult higher education. The purpose of establishing this kind of education was
not reflected in the practical implementation. Then | started to approach materials about
the foreign adult higher education, | found that in the UK, mature students could study
together with the young traditional students and they could gain the same degree as the
young traditional students received; furthermore, mature students could apply for the
university through various different routes and this would not influence the value of
their final certificate. This information sounded inspiring to me at that time, and gave
me an international view about adult higher education. | started to think how great it
would be if I could study in the UK for my PhD degree and do research about adult
higher education between both the UK and China. After a deliberate consideration |

started to apply for universities in the UK. Luckily for me, I finally made it.

The third chapter in my understanding about adult higher education started when |
studied in the UK and gained more knowledge about adult higher education from a
global perspective. | have read a lot of literature about adult higher education in the UK,
such as governmental papers and research papers about Widening Participation,

research about mature students in university, part-time students, mature students as a
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marginalised group in higher education, and research about mature students’ experience
in higher education. With the acknowledgement of the current literature, I found out
that it was rare to see research that talked about mature students’ study experience in
both England and China from a global perspective. Apart from this literature regarding
mature students and the educational policy in the UK, | also read literature about
cultural capital and habitus and | found out that many researchers employed habitus as
a lens to explore mature students’ study experience in universities. However, it was also
rare to see research that explored how the habitus influences mature students’ study in
different educational, political and cultural situations. This rarity and lack of research
that investigated mature students’ study experience from a global perspective,
especially exploring the different situation of mature students in both England and
China by employing habitus as research lens, inspired me to fill the gap and make my

own contribution to the current research.

The description above reflects the three different steps in the building of my
understanding about adult higher education and mature students through my life
experience. In terms of my worldview, | am convinced by constructivist and trust that
“athousand people have a thousand Hamlets”. Different people have different lives and
educational backgrounds which will lead them to see the world differently. | have often
experienced that, when | say something to a person, what he or she understands and
accepts is sometimes different from the information that | wanted to pass. So | am also
convinced that knowledge and reality are built up by people in their minds, rather than
something that exists “there” objectively. So constructivist is my worldview. Regarding
my personality, I am an outgoing person and have the talent for communicating
effectively with people. People trust me and are willing to talk with me in a relaxed
manner, | can accept and analyse verbal information well and keep on asking deeper

questions to get broader information. Also, I believe that people’s opinions and
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experiences can be best conveyed and understood by language during interactive
communication. Therefore qualitative interview is a suitable method for a researcher
like me. Hence, this research is qualitative research under a constructivist worldview,

supported by interview as the data collection method.

4.3 Research Design

4.3.1 Statement of the research purpose and research questions

Mature students in higher education are still a marginalized group in the higher
education context in both England and China (James, 1995; Yu, 2006, 2010; Reay,
2003). Many research studies have presented that mature students in both England and
China are still in an unequal situation in higher education and the universities in the two
countries have not provided enough support to change this unequal situation (Tett, 2004;
Laird and Cruce , 2009; McTaggart, 2016). This research aims to investigate mature
students’ study experience in higher education in both England and China, to see what
mature students’ study experience is and what are perceived by mature students as the

institutional factors that affect their study.

There are few researchers who employ habitus as the research lens to investigate mature
students’ study experience and it is rare to see research studies which explore how
mature students’ habitus and the institutional habitus interact with each other and affect
mature students’ study experience. Moreover, there is nearly no research which
explores mature students’ study experience by employing both habitus and institutional
habitus and conducting the research in multiple institutions under different cultural and
educational contexts. This research aims to explore mature students’ study experience
from the perspective of how mature students’ habitus and the institutional habitus

interact with each other and affect mature students’ study in different cultural and
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educational contexts—England and China. Therefore the main and sub-research

questions are designed as follows:

How does institutional habitus affect mature students’ study experience from the

perspective of mature students in both England and China?

(1) How does institutional habitus affect mature students’ study experience via

institutional practices in both England and China?

(2) How does institutional habitus affect mature students’ study experience via

influencing mature students’ habitus in both England and China?

(3) How do the institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus interact with each

other and affect mature students’ study experience in both England and China?

4.3.2 Qualitative research

Since the above section has stated that this research was conducted under constructivist,
the justification and explanation of why a qualitative approach was taken will be started
with an statement from Creswell (2013) that constructivist or social constructivist is
such a perspective, and it is typically seen as an approach to qualitative research.
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) highlight Nelson et al.’s explanation of qualitative research
as the naturalistic perspective and the interpretive understanding of human experience.
They maintain that qualitative researchers believe in the socially constructed nature of
reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, the
construction of social experience, and the meaning of that. Several assumptions are
embedded in qualitative researchers’ minds: an individual’s point of view is valuable
and can be gained through interview; contextualised data is more valuable; the

description of the social world is valuable.
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According to constructivist, since an individual’s understanding of the world is gained
through his or her own experience, which is subjective, the researcher who adopts
constructivist as a philosophical worldview is willing to explore the diversity and
complexity of a certain issue, rather than a thin and constricted result. Therefore the
words or opinions of the research participants would be the primary resource for the
research (Creswell, 2012). Creswell (2013: 4) has given a definition of qualitative
research as “an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or
groups ascribe to a social or human problem”. Qualitative data is collected in the

participants’ context and their original words will be the essential foundation.

Many research studies about mature students’ experience in higher education and the
institutional factors that affect their study experience use qualitative methodology
(Baxter & Britton, 2001; Bowl, 2001; Longden, 2004; Reay, 2003; Waller, 2005; Laird
& Cruce, 2009; McTaggart, 2016). In these research studies, mature students’ own
voices are highly valued. The diversity of different mature students’ opinions is treated
as reflecting various construction of reality. These researchers believe that only through
mature students’ own words can their own construction of the world be revealed.
Further, only through the qualitative research paradigm can the unique and in-depth
meaning of their life stories be explored. Since this research aims to explore mature
students’ higher education experience, as well as discover the influential institutional
factors perceived by them, the diversity of individual perspectives is treasured. In
addition, only through profound communication between the interviewer and
interviewees can the deep meaning and value of detailed life stories be discovered. All
the subtle and various subjective feelings can only be explored and touched by

qualitative research.
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4.3.3 Case study

The justification of why case study is used as research methodology in this research
also starts with Creswell’s clear statement that “case studies are a design of inquiry
found in many fields, especially evaluation, in which the researcher develops an in-
depth analysis of a case, often a program, event, activity, process, or one or more
individuals” (Creswell, 2013: 14). Creswell also treats case study as a methodology, a
type of design in qualitative research, or an object of study, as well as a product of
inquiry (Creswell, 2012). Case study can be conducted with reference to one case or
multiple cases. Stake (1994) explains that the collective case study is the study of a
number of cases in order to inquire into a particular phenomenon. The reason why two
cases are selected together in this study is that the researcher believes that understanding
one case will lead to a better understanding of the other one; the complexities will be
better comprehended by analysing both cases, just as Stake says, “A new case without
commonality cannot be understood; yet a new case without distinction will not be
noticed” (1994: 95). Only by analysis of the merit and virtue of a counterpart, can one’s

own shortcomings and deficiency be realized and paid attention to.

England and China are selected as the two case countries in this research because of the
following reasons. Firstly, there are many differences in terms of higher education in
relation to mature students between the two countries: England is a developed capitalist
country with a long-established higher education system whereas China is a developing
socialist country with a newly-established higher education system; the higher
education systems regarding mature students are different in the two countries, as a
result of which mature students in the two countries are educated in different ways and
are awarded different types of undergraduate certificates. Secondly, there are also some
similarities in higher education in relation to mature students between the two countries:

higher education massification is taking place significantly in both countries, which
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enables more and more mature students to study in higher education and get qualified;
higher education massification also causes the surplus accumulation of graduates in the
job market in the two countries, which affects mature students’ competitiveness; as
claimed by numerous studies, mature students in both England and China are still in
disadvantaged situation, although the problems and disadvantages they encounter are
different. Besides, as two major powers in the world, England and China are
cooperating more and more closely in higher education, and the impact of this on
mature students’ situation in each country will be revealed soon, which makes it more

significant to study these two countries together.

Since in England and China, the overall contexts of the higher education systems, the
implementation of higher education for mature students, and furthermore the social and
cultural backgrounds are all different, mature students’ study experience and the factors
which they perceive as affecting their study would vary. How mature students’ study
experience is constructed and what they perceive as institutional factors that affect their
study in one country may shed light on the other. The research seeks to find both the
commonalities and particularities between the two countries, and eventually aims to get
some inspiring results regarding mature students’ study experience and their current
situation as a global issue. As a constructivist, the researcher will assist the readers to
construct their own knowledge and awareness of mature students’ study experience in
higher education in both countries and build up the researcher’s own opinion on it. The
readers will form their own conclusion from the vicarious experience offered by the

researcher’s description and analysis of the selected cases.
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4.3.4 Interview as the data collection technique and data collection procedure

4.3.4.1 The semi-structured interview

Most qualitative research studies prefer using interview as a data collection method
because of two reasons (Per&yl& 2005): by conducting interviews, researchers can get
information which they cannot access by other ways such as people’s subjective
experience and attitudes; the time distance and space distance could both be harmonized
and it is possible for the researcher to reach participants’ past events and far away
experiences. Miller and Glassner (1997) clarify that information about the social world
can be achieved through in-depth interviews. They also suggest that qualitative
interviews are a suitable way to understand other people’s comprehending of the social
world and granting these people’s point of view the culturally honoured status of reality.
The interview method is one of the most common and useful ways for people to
understand their fellow humans (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Interviews can be done face-
to-face or by telephone; the format could be structured, semi-structured, of unstructured.
The focus of interviews is on both “what” questions (the activities of everyday life) and
“how” questions (how people construct and understand their lives) (Busher and James,

2015).

Berg has explained the distinct features and advantages of the semi-structured interview:

These questions are typically asked of each interviewee in a
systematic and consistent order, but allow the interviewers sufficient
freedom to digress...Researchers thus approach the world from the

Subject’s perspective (Berg, 2004: 61).
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Glesne and Peshkin (2011) also suggest that the semi-structured interview is flexible
since questions may merge in the course of interviewing and the research could add or

replace the pre-established ones.

This research employs the semi-structured interview, which is conducted by asking
open-ended and in-depth questions. Also through the semi-structured interview the
interviewer can comprehend the multifaceted activities of the individuals in society. In
this research, the interview questions were led by a guide which was based on the
research purpose and research questions. Since this research aims to explore mature
students’ experience about higher education and their perception of what the
institutional factors that affect their study are, which may vary from person to person,
the interview questions had to be varied, due to different personal situations. Meanwhile,
the interview questions also had to vary in order to dig deeply and explore further the

mature students’ views of the institutional factors that affected their study.

4.3.4.2 The selection of the research sites

The research sites were selected in this research according to the research purpose and
research questions (Merriam, 1998). They were chosen according to a criterion-based
purposeful sampling method. Purposeful sampling is used for studying cases (e.g.,
people, organizations, events, and communities) and samples which are rich sources of

illuminative information will be selected (Patton, 2003; Palinkas et al., 2015).

In this research, two universities were selected in each case country as research sites;
therefore the research was conducted in four selected universities in England and China.
Aiming to represent the research phenomenon generally, the two research sites in each
country are different types and at different levels, which complies with Stake’s

suggestion that the balance of variety is important (Stake, 1994). Choosing universities
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from different levels also enabled wide access to mature students from wide and various
social and cultural backgrounds. Thus the diversity of the sample was more likely to be

achieved.

In the UK, regarding the Foundation Degree, pre-1992 universities and post-1992
universities have different attitudes towards organizing the Foundation Degree. In the
report to the HEFCE conducted by the Foundation Degree (FD) Support Team, the
difference in approach and attitude to FDs between the pre and post 1992 universities

was been presented as follows.

In the pre-1992 institution, the FD is located in a central unit but it
does not appear integrated into the mainstream business of the
university whereas in the post-1992 institution the FD is part of a
faculty’s sub-degree provision and subject to the same Quality

Assurance as all other provision (HEFCE, 2002: para 6.5).

Based on the different attitudes towards Foundation Degree presented by HEFCE above,
it was necessary to take both pre-1992 and post-1992 universities as UK research sites,

based on the research purpose and the research questions.

In China, universities are categorized into two groups: national universities which are
funded by and affiliated directly to the MoE and provincial universities, which are
funded by and affiliated to the local provinces (MoE, 2016). There are differences
regarding the academic level, quality of staff and facilities between the universities that
are affiliated directly to the MoE and those affiliated to the local provinces (Dow, 2010;
Ying et al., 2017). Therefore it was necessary to involve these two types of universities
in this research, as the purpose of this research is to investigate mature students’ study

experience in higher education.
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The second selection criterion was that there should be higher education programmes
designed as part-time for mature students in the university and the university accepted
mature students as part-time students. The third selection criterion is that mature
students can get qualified after finishing the higher education programme and meeting
all the graduation criteria. Eisner (1991) indicated that in selecting a site for qualitative
studies, access is a key to successful research. Since the researcher has studied in one
research site in China, her social network assisted her to complete the research in China.
On the other hand, the two research sites in England were also convenient for the

researcher to access and conduct interviews.

4.3.4.3 The selection of the interviewees

Mature students are defined by UCAS as students who are older than 21 years old
(UCAS, 2016). Therefore the mature students selected in this research are those older
than 21 years old in both England and China. Based on the contextual literature review
(Chapter 2), this research targeted mature students who were studying for a Foundation
Degree and Top-up course in England and mature students studying in “Evening

University” in China.

Since this case study involved China and England as two cases, a parallel structure was
employed in this research, which means the participants were chosen from similar
majors and departments. In England, the number of mature students majoring in
education is highest than that in any other discipline (HESA, 2004). Therefore mature

students majoring in education were targeted by this research.

Regarding the situation in China, since the minimum degree requirement for being a
primary school teacher is a full-time Bachelor degree awarded by the regular higher

education system (mature students can only study part-time in university and get a
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Bachelor degree awarded by the adult higher education system, as discussed in Chapter
2), the major of early childhood studies is the only one within the education discipline
offered as a part-time programme to mature students in the two sample universities.
Therefore the interviewees in China were chosen from the mature students who majored
in early childhood studies. In order to construct the parallel structure between the two
case countries, the interviewees in England were also chosen from mature students who
studied the same major. As such, the mature students who studied early childhood
education parttime for a Foundation Degree and Top-up course from the two sample
universities in England and mature students who studied early childhood education
part-time in “Evening University” from the two sample universities in China constitute

the sampling pool in this research.

To determine the number of interviewees, several institutional factors were considered.
The design of the interview format was for depth rather than breadth. In-depth
interviews are essential for understanding mature students’ experiences and providing
quality information to develop an interpretation of their experiences. Theories and
similar studies also provide guidance in deciding upon the number of participants. Boyd
regards two to ten participants as sufficient to reach saturation (Boyd, 2001) and
Creswell (2007) recommends long interviews with up to ten people for a
phenomenological study. According to recommendations from both Boyd (2001) and
Creswell (2007) for this research, it was planned to recruit 10 interviewees from each
university (7 interviewees were recruited in one English university, due to the lack of

volunteers).

After receiving permission from the gatekeepers (mature students’ programme
directors), these gatekeepers from the four selected universities voluntarily helped to
recruit mature students by sending emails to the mature students they took charge of.

The mature students who replied voluntarily by email were the interviewees in this
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research. The invitation emails were sent a few times in order to recruit the expected
number of mature students. All the participants willingly and voluntarily joined this
research, without any pressure put on them. The figure below gives the basis

information of these interviewees.

Table 4.1 Basic information of the interviewees

Age | Sex Marital status Year of study
/ child’s age (F: Finish)
Chinese National El 35 F Married 1
interviews | university 5-year-old daughter
E2 23 F Married 2
E3 24 F Not married 2
E4 31 F Married 2
3-year-old daughter
E5 28 F Married F
E6 29 F Not married 1
E7 26 F Married F
ES8 28 F Not married 1
E9 24 F Not married 1
E10 | 32 F Married 2
3-year-old daughter
Provincial | S1 29 F Married 3
university 3-year-old daughter
S2 25 F Married F
1-year-old daughter
S3 26 F Not married F
S4 25 F Not married 3
S5 24 F Not married 3
S6 24 F Not married 3
S7 25 F Not married 3
S8 26 F Not married F
S9 26 F Married 2
S10 | 26 F Not married 3
English Post-1992 | Y1 38 F Married/ 8-year-old son BA honors
interviews | university and 9-year-old son
Y2 | 24 F Not married BA honors
Y3 30 F Not married BA honors
Y4 | 28 F Not married BA honors
Y5 42 F Not married Foundation Degree,
1st year
Y6 22 F Not married BA honors
Y7 50 F Married Foundation Degree,
20-year-old daughter 1st year
23-year-old daughter
Pre-1992 H1 22 F Married Foundation Degree,
university 2-year-old son 2nd year
H2 52 F Married BA honors
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3 children
H3 32 F Not married BA honors
H4 | 34 F Not married BA honors
H5 44 F Married BA honors
3 children
H6 57 F Married BA honors (finished)
1 child
H7 23 M Not married BA honors
H8 24 F Married Foundation Degree,
2 children 2nd year
H9 26 F Not married BA honors (finished)
H10 | 22 F Married Foundation Degree,
2-year-old daughter 2nd year

4.3.4.4 The steps of conducting the interview

Fontana and Frey (2005) demonstrate several steps for conducting an interview which
are: accessing the setting; locating the informant; understanding the language and
cultural of the respondents; recruiting participants and presenting myself; collecting

empirical materials. This research was conducted by following these steps.

Accessing the setting. This research aimed to explore mature students’ study experience
in higher education so the first step was to know in which way mature students studied
in university and what situation and circumstances they were in, so that the researcher
could know how to get in touch with this group of people. By searching the module
information on the websites of the target universities and by reviewing the literature,
the researcher learnt that the mature students came to university only several times
during the evening so it was impossible for the researcher alone to get in touch with
mature students on campus, except during their lecture time. For this reason it was

necessary to think about other ways to get in touch with this specific student group.

Locating the informant. Since the researcher had gone through the first step, finding a
suitable informant became the key point for getting in touch with these students. The
researcher chose to start from contacting the programme directors who took charge of

the mature students. The researcher contacted the programme directors and explained
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the research purpose and details of the interview. The programme directors in the four
universities agreed to help in recruiting voluntaries. They kindly provided a lot of
programme information, which acted as precious contextual information in this
research. This kind information also contributed to understanding the language and

culture of the respondents, which was the next step.

Understanding the language and culture of the respondents. Based on the information
provided by the programme directors, the researcher obtained a better understanding of
the characteristics of this mature student cohort as well as how the higher education
system worked for mature students, which was presented in the contextual information
part (Chapter 2). In terms of language, personal information was respected and the
researcher provided a relaxing atmosphere to let the mature students talk more easily.
After getting a good understanding of the contextual information and characteristics of
the research subjects, the research moved on to the next step, recruiting participants and

presenting the researcher.

Recruiting participants and presenting the researcher. Recruiting participants is the key
part during the whole data collection procedure. As suggested by the programme
directors, the researcher wrote a formal invitation letter and then the programme
directors helped to forward it to all the mature students in the target programmes. In the
invitation letter, who the researcher was, the research purpose, how the research would
be conducted, what kinds of question would be asked, and how participants’ personal
information would be protected and made confidential were all introduced in detail, in
order to comply with the ethical rules. Then the invitation was sent out four times
altogether, to get the expected number of participants. After getting agreement for
participation from the mature students, the researcher started to conduct the formal

interviews, which formed the next step—collecting empirical materials.
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Collecting empirical materials. The interview time and location were all chosen by the
participants to meet their convenience and mostly they chose to meet somewhere on
campus. At the beginning of the meeting, the researcher started by introducing herself,
the purpose of the research, and the questions which were going to be asked. After the
participants gained a good understanding of the research information and agreed that
the interview could be recorded anonymously, the interview commenced. As these were
semi-structured interviews, the open-ended questions acted as guidance for the
interviewees to talk around certain topics. The researcher acted more as a listener than
controller and sometimes followed up the interviewee’s answer to ask something

further.

The table below shows all the questions which were used to collect interviewees’

opinions.

Table 4.2 Interview questions

Age | Gender

Basic Major and study year

information Marital status

Place of birth

Address and transport situation

Job (detail)

Pre-university | 1. Pre-university education experience (stopped at which level/age
experience and why stopped)

2. What did you do before entering university and any influence on
your study?

1. Why did you come back university to study?

2. Why did you choose this university? What are the selection
criteria?

3. What preparation did you do before apply for university? Any
support gained from other people for your application?

4. What do you think about the resources on campus?
(Library/cafe/accommodation/society/activity/organization etc.)

5. What do you think about your peers? Have you got support from
them?

6. What do you think about your teachers?
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7. What do you think about the course and teaching?

8. Is it difficult to study as a mature student? What are the
difficulties?

9. Have you ever thought about stopping and leaving?

10. Why do you still remain?

11. What do you think about your study status and attitude?

12. What do you think about studying as a mature student?

13. What is your perception of the value of your degree?

14. What do you think about finding a job as a mature student?

Particular attention has been paid by the researcher to the language and cross culture
issue during the data collection procedure. Since English is the second language of the
researcher, the researcher has practiced mock interviews with English friends before
conduct the interviews with the interviewees in this research. By conducting the mock
interviews, the researcher’s English friends have helped the researcher to correct the
interview questions in terms of grammar and make the interview questions
understandable for the English mature students. Also by conducting the mock
interviews, the English friends helped the researcher to practice oral English, which
enables the researcher to communicate fluently with the interviewees in this research.
These mock interviews also equip the researcher with the English culture and values,
which helps the researcher to understand the interviewees better and avoid offending

them.

4.4 Data analysis procedures

Data management and data analysis were integrated together for the initial production
of the research conclusion and results. Huberman and Miles have defined data
management as “operations needed for a systematic, coherent process of data collection,
storage, and retrieval” (Huberman & Miles, 1994: 428); and the description of data
analysis is “data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing verification”

(Huberman and Miles, 1984 cited in Huberman and Miles, 1994: 428). In this research,
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the procedure of data analysis includes data management and data analysis, which are

introduced in more detail below.

4.4.1 Data management

Data storage and data retrieval are the fundamental parts of data management, which
are significant for researcher to discover what data is available and useful for the
research; to use the data easily, flexibly and consistently; to record the analysis process
(Huberman & Miles, 1994). Huberman and Miles also underline the five general
storage and retrieval functions proposed by Levin in the year 1985, which are:
formatting, cross-referral, indexing, abstracting and pagination (Levin, 1985, cited in
Huberman & Miles, 1994: 45). In this research, all the data were stored anonymously
and safely. All the data were managed and employed based on the research questions
and research purpose. Nvivo was employed in this research for data storage and

management.

4.4.2 Data analysis

Anticipatory data reduction is a fundamental part of the data analysis procedure, which
is involved in the selection of conceptual framework, of research questions, of samples,
of the definition of case and of instrumentation (Huberman & Miles, 1994). The
purposive selection is significant for the research; the researcher should have a clear
idea of what kind of data is relevant to the research questions and research aim, as well

as what sort of data should be excluded.

Case analysis contains two different levels of understanding (Huberman & Miles, 1994).
The first level is descriptive, which aims to solve the problems about what is going on
and how things are proceeding, aiming to provide a reasonable explanation of the target

phenomenon. Storytelling is often as a form for answering these sorts of questions. The
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second level is the “why” questions. This kind of question intends to explain a certain
issue or support the researcher’s statement. These kinds of questions are also intended

to make description comprehensible.

Data display has a big influence on the further data analysis, since data have to be
arranged systemically to answer the research questions (Huberman & Miles, 1994). A
good data display connects the data together with the analysis, which could help the
researcher to achieve a clear picture of the research conclusions. Per&yl&(2005) states
that the first step for researcher to analyse their interview is to transfer the interviews
into written materials. By reading and rereading the interview transcripts, the researcher
tried to pin down the essential themes. Afterwards, the researcher analysed the materials

by interacting and integrating the presupposition and the theories.

The theories in a research play a meaningful role. Glister (1978 cited in Huberman &
Miles, 1994) claims that appropriate and relevant theories can be applied to interpret,
forecast, and understand a given issue; besides, theories are amendable and adjustable.
Silverstein (1988) states that there is tension between the particularity and the universal.
He claims that each specific case’s particularity should be comprehended and analysed
within the bigger picture of general principle. Creswell (2013) identifies two functions
of theories in qualitative research: theories are used as a broader explanation for
behaviour and attitudes, which also could be fulfilled by the factors and constructions
from the new research; the whole qualitative study is an inductive process of building
from the data to broad themes to a generalized model or theory. Creswell goes on to
demonstrate a step-by-step research procedure, which includes gathering detailed
information from participants; forming information into themes or categories;
developing the themes or categories into broader patterns, theories, or generalizations;
and lastly relating the research to the existing literature. Theories appeared at the

beginning of this research as a prior framework helping to design the research questions
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and interview questions; and during the data analysis stage. They also helped to guide
the researcher to analyse the data and generate the research results. In the data analysis
stage, the theories guided the researcher to code the interview material and theorize the

data.

In this research, the theories of habitus and institutional habitus were the two main
theories. At the beginning of the research, the researcher explored and studied these
theories in detail, deeply, with the aim of designing the interview guestion and using
these theories to guide the research. After conducting the qualitative interviews, the
researcher began to analyse the data by coding it into different themes, using Nvivo
software. In the interview data, mature students talked about various things which
influenced their study experience. These institutional factors were coded into different
themes, then were analysed based on the research questions and purpose, which was to
understand how these institutional factors interacted with mature students’ habitus and
hence affected mature students’ study experience. The theoretical framework below,
which was shown in Chapter 3, guided the researcher to analyse the data as well as

integrate the data and theoretical framework together for a comprehensive analysis.
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Figure 3.1 Theoretical framework

Institutional

Academic
Integration
(Morrison, 2009;
McTaggart, 2016)

Students’

Habitus P Habitus
(Reay, 1998; Students-I nS.tltllill]rl (Dumais,
Thomas. 2002 Interaction 2002: Reay,

Wardley, 2013) (Bergman et al., 2014) 2004)

Social
Integration
(Mallman and Lee, 2017;
Gilardi and Guglielmetti,
2011)

Nvivo software has been employed as the tool for data analysis in this research. After
all the interview transcripts have been imported into Nvivo software, mature students’
expressions regarding a certain aspect of their study experience have been selected as a
certain code; multiple codes regarding one certain aspect of mature students’ study
experience are categorized under a certain theme. There are hierarchies among the
codes and themes such as the mature students’ opinions about their “module
arrangement” are coded under the theme of “mature students’ perception of the
pedagogical structure” which is under the theme of “the impact of institutional practice
on mature students’ academic integration”. The qualitative data in this research is
analysed by categorizing the codes into different themes under multiple levels. The
themes which are selected to be presented in the data presentation chapter are based on
the principle that the presented themes could answer the research questions and fulfil

the research purpose.
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Regarding the language and cross culture issue, particular attention has been paid
regarding three aspects during the data analysis procedure. Firstly, the researcher’s
supervisors have helped to check if the interview transcripts match the interview audio,
which prevents the transcript errors. Secondly, the researcher’s supervisors have helped
to make sure the Chinese data is translated correctly into English by discussing with the
researcher about what the Chinese mature students express in the interviews. Thirdly,
as multiple case study, the researcher presents the English and Chinese data in parallel
from in order to make the data analysis fulfil the research purpose and make more sense

to the readers.

4.5 Validity and reliability

External validity could be extended in several ways. Numerous participants in multiple
settings could contribute to generalizability (Huberman & Miles, 1994). Besides,
multiple settings could help identify the structure that takes hold in some settings but

not in others.

Gibbs (2008) points out that qualitative validity means that the researcher checks for
the accuracy of the findings by employing certain procedures. Creswell (2013) suggests
various approaches, which this research employed to enhance the researcher’s capacity
to guarantee the accuracy of the research findings, as well as convince the readers of

that accuracy.

The first way to guarantee validity and reliability in this research was triangulation. The
data from a single resource might be partial or unilateral. Since this research only took
interviews as the data collection method, the interview was the only data resource.
However, referring to the interview question design, the researcher asked about a given

issue in various ways and avoided the interviewees noticing that. In this way, the
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researcher could triangulate the answers that obtained by asking about issues in
different ways and using these answers to build a coherent justification for the themes.
Since the themes were established based on consolidating various sources of data or
perspectives from the interviewees, this process could be claimed as adding to the

validity of the study.

Secondly, the research used a rich and thick description to convey the findings. This
description could bring the audiences to the real settings and offer the discussion a piece
of shared experience. In this research, Chapter 2 was about the different settings of adult
higher education in both England and China, which gave the audience a whole picture
of who the mature students were and what kind of study atmosphere they were in. Also,
due to the various differences of adult higher education in the two countries, the readers
need a clear and detailed description of the two different adult higher education systems.
Therefore they could comprehend how mature students construct their experience in
the two countries. Offering a rich and thick description aimed not only to add to the
validity but also to strengthen the readers’ understanding of the analysis of the research

findings.

Thirdly, the research also applied peer debriefing to increase the accuracy of the
account. The researcher located another researcher who also did qualitative research to
review and ask questions about this research. By asking and answering questions, the
shortcomings of the research could appear and also the researcher could have a precious

opportunity to absorb other people’s opinions in order to improve the research.

Qualitative reliability refers to the researcher’s methodology and approach being in
accordance with which other researchers and various projects employ (Gibbs, 2008).

Yin suggests that the qualitative researcher should record as many of the steps of the
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procedure as possible, so that others can follow his or her procedure (Yin, 2009). This

research took several recommendations from Gibbs to guarantee reliability.

First of all, the researcher transcribed the interviews carefully and double checked to
make sure there was no obvious mistake. After the transcription had been checked by
the researcher, the researcher also invited other PhD students to help to double check if
the transcription was consistent with the interview recording. Secondly, during the
process of coding, the researcher deliberated in making sure that the definition and
meaning of the codes and themes were consistent. The researcher made clear notes of
all the definitions of the codes and themes and went back to the definition at whenever
when a new code was made. The researcher also double-checked if all the items which
have been inputted under one theme agreed with each other. This process was
undertaken several times until all the coding was finished. Most importantly, the
researcher’s supervisors also helped to cross-check the codes and to find the most fitting

codes and themes.

4.6 Qualitative generalization

Gibbs (2008) indicates that since the purpose of qualitative research is to show the
diversity and complexity of the world, rather than generalizing results to other
individuals or sites outside the research context, generalization is limited in qualitative
research. The value of qualitative research is to discover particularity, rather than
making generalizability. However, when case study is conducted, especially several
cases, some broader theories could be generalized, which could shed light on other

similar contexts (Creswell, 2013).

In this research, the particularity of mature students’ study experience in higher

education in both England and China is revealed. The audience of this research could
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have a clear view of this specific situation and an understanding of this specific group
in each context. In terms of generalization, the findings and research results could shed
light on similar contexts, for example, different universities which provide higher
education for mature students. Therefore the universities could consider the research
result based on their own situation and take advantage of it. Generalization of
qualitative research means the audience uses the research result flexibly to benefit
themselves. Therefore the result does not mean to mirror any context. Since mature
students belong to a particular cohort in higher education, there are some common
features among them which could be used by the audience, according to their own

specific situation.

4.7 Ethical issues

One important distinguishing feature of social science from natural science is that
research participants in social science are human beings, so the proper ethical concerns
are essential for protecting the participants from potential harm. Fontana and Frey (2005)
summarize the three ethical rules for conducting interviews which are informed consent,

right to privacy and protection from harm.

Christians (2000) expands the rules into four guidelines, which direct inductive
majority-result research studies. The first one is called informed consent. An
individual’s autonomy has to be confirmed during the whole process of the research;
any participant has the right to know the purpose and the expected outcome of the
research. In addition, the freedom of the participants to join in the research needs to be
guaranteed, which means their voluntary participation must be based on the full
knowledge of the research. Regarding privacy and confidentiality, research participants’

identities must be protected and hidden; personal information must be concealed.
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In this research, several steps were taken to protect the participants ethically. Since this
research looks into mature students’ personal life as well as higher education experience,
to find out if there is any influence on their study experience, there might have been
something the participant did not like to recall. In terms of ethics, the researcher formed
the interview questions as open-ended and avoided sensitive vocabulary. The
researcher also phrased and formed the research questions carefully and thoughtfully to
help ensure accuracy, and comprehensibility. The researcher discussed the questions
with the research supervisors, who helped to make sure the interview questions were
appropriate to use. In addition, since English is not the researcher’s first language, the
researcher asked some local friends to proofread and double-check if the questions were
accurate and matched the research purpose. During the recruitment period, the
researcher sent an invitation latter to the gatekeepers who helped the researcher to
recruit participants. Then the gatekeepers forwarded the letter to the mature students to
ask for volunteers. In this letter, the researcher explained clearly the research object,
the value of the research, the interview questions, the length of the interview, and the
privacy and confidentiality of the data storage. By sending this informing letter, the
voluntary participants were treated as aware of the research information. Aiming to
offer convenience to the participants, the researcher asked the participants to freely
choose any time and place they preferred to have the interview. During the interview,
the researcher did not start to record the interview until permission was granted by the
participants. Most of the interviewees agreed to recording, the intention to record had
already been noted in the invitation letter. In conducting the interviews, the researcher
informed the participants that they could refuse to answer any question which they did
not want to talk about and they could stop and end the interviews at any time they
wanted to. No names of the interviewees or the names of any person in their social
network would be asked or mentioned by the researcher. In terms of privacy and
confidentiality, no names of the participants were recorded or mentioned in the data; all
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the names of interviewees were replaced by code names in the transcripts. The data
were kept safely and stored secretly with a password and participants were assured that

this information would not be shared with other people in any way.

102



Chapter 5 Individual Profiles of Four Mature Students in Both England and

China

This chapter presents individual profiles of the four mature students involved in this
study, including two Chinese mature students, one each from the two selected Chinese
universities, and two English mature students from the selected English universities.
These individual profiles of each student constitute essential data which focuses on the
people involved in this qualitative research and gives the reader an impression of what
their characteristics are as adults and how they view their study experience. Despite the
abundant data to select from, the stories from these four mature students are
representative in probing the impact of the institutional habitus on mature students’
study experience and study outcome. These profiles present the distinguishing features
of mature students in England and China, as well as illustrating the diversity of the
mature students in each country. Both the fragments and wholeness of stories are
accorded importance by Waller (2005, 2006; Waller et al., 2014), which guides this
chapter to pay attention to both mature students’ previous educational and work
experience in order to show their characteristics as adults, and their current learning
experience in higher education, which demonstrates the influence of institutional

habitus.

Each profile is an anonymized portrait—a pseudonym is employed in each profile.

Every profile is presented using the same section headings, which are as follows:
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1. Basic personal information

2. Personal life situation and study aspiration

3. Impression of studying as a mature student

4. Researcher's impressions of participant

The reason why these four mature students were selected for profiling, out of a total of
37 participants, is because each represents a distinctiveness regarding the various
aspects of the impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ study experience and
study outcome, including the access system, pedagogical structure, student-staff
relationship, sense of belonging, study achievement and other aspects. By looking at
each case profile, the reader will have a sense of what mature students’ characteristics
are and how they perceive their study experience, which will help the reader to have a
thorough understanding of how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
experience in both England and China. Since education was chosen as the discipline
which both the English and Chinese mature students study in this research, 36 out of
the total 37 interviewees were female, and for this reason the four interviewees profiled
in this chapter are all female. Since the four mature students profiled are all female,
apart from their features as adults, how gender affects their study motivation and

experience could also be seen from their profiles.
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5.1 The participants in England

5.1.1 Participant 1: Jess—higher education for the sake of self-fulfilment

Jess could be taken as an example of those mature students who return to study purely

aiming for self-realization and self-fulfilment.

5.1.1.1 Personal current life situation

Jess was a 52-year-old female mature student from university H. She had finished her
Foundation Degree, and was currently studying for a BA Honours degree. One of her
daughters lived next door to her and her other children all had left home, so she now
lived with her husband. She was a teaching assistant in a primary school. She had to
work from Tuesday to Friday and had flexible working time on Monday, so it was very

convenient for her to have lectures on Mondays.

5.1.1.2 Personal life story and study aspiration

Jess finished her schooling in 1978 with O-level grades and the CSE—certificate of
secondary education. She finished secondary school then started work. There were
several reasons why she did not continue to study for a higher level after secondary
school. First of all, she did not have the confidence and she did not think she was
capable of studying in university. Secondly, her parents just wanted her to get a job
instead of going to university. Moreover, during that time Jess’s mum gave birth to

Jess’s sister, so her mum needed Jess’s help to look after the little girl as well. Therefore
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Jess had to work and look after her sister at that time. On top of that, since there was no
one in her family who had been to university, university was not something her family
or herself considered. She thought university was not the thing for her. Her parents were
interested in her study, but they were unable to help. Also university was never

encouraged by her parents.

It was her children who brought her the interest and opportunity to work in the early
childcare area. When Jess had her own children, she was very interested in how they
developed and wanted to know more about children’s development. When her elder
daughter started to go to play group, Jess was involved as a parent helper. Then she got
more involvement and training. After her daughters went to primary school she got a
job as teaching assistant. Her progress in working as a teaching assistant in primary

school came from her interest and involvement in her own children’s development.

Several reasons encouraged Jess to return to study in university. First of all, she always
wanted to improve herself. The longer she worked in the early childhood area, the more
motivation she had to improve herself. She wanted to challenge herself and see what
she could achieve. Secondly, her confidence built up the more work she did, until she
thought she was confident enough to study in university for a Bachelor degree. The
third reason was that she finally got her own free time. She said she would feel guilty
if she spent much of her time on study instead of looking after the children, even though
she had had the idea of studying in university for quite a long time. As a mum, her most

important concern was to take a good care of the children, so her personal aspiration
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had to be put aside. Now her girls were all independent, she could at last manage her
own time. The most encouraging reason was that, since she saw her own girls could go
to college to study, she started to think she could do this as well. She was greatly
inspired by the children and she made up her mind to have a go at studying in the

university.

She just had promotion in the early childcare area within recent years, which she
thought happened too late in her life. She felt a little bit regretful that she did not get a
degree when she was young. She said she had already got a stable position in her job,
so there would not be much promotion based on her job role now, which meant no
matter whether she gets her degree or not, her salary would not change. Therefore
neither promotion nor a rise in salary were the motivation for her to return to study;

improving herself was the main reason.

5.1.1.3 Impression of studying as a mature student

Jess highly praised the courses in university. Jess said that the courses in the Foundation
Degree and the courses in the Top-up year had different focuses and goals. The courses
in the Foundation Degree were more about applicable and practical knowledge which
she could apply to her daily work whereas the courses in the Top-up year were more
theoretical, which “opened my mind”, as she said. The course in the Top-up year

enabled her to think more theoretically and more professionally. Jess said she really
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had benefited a lot from the courses and she could realize her improvement. The

academic improvement enabled her to feel more confident about herself.

Apart from the high praise of the courses, Jess also thought highly of the teachers. She
said all the teachers were full-time academic staff on campus and they were very
professional in early childhood education. Apart from the expertise, Jess said these
teachers really cared about her. When she struggled with her study, she could go to the
teachers to ask for help at any time she needed and the teachers were always patient

and caring. Jess really had a high opinion of both the courses and the teachers.

Due to her age, Jess had always felt she was too old to be present in university. She said
the students on campus were a similar age to her children and she felt quite isolated
when she was apart from her peers who were a similar age to her in her class. Besides,
she felt she just came to the course and went home, she had nearly no other involvement
in university life, as she perceived that university life was for the younger ones but not

for people her age.

5.1.1.4 Researcher's impressions of participant

Is it ever too late to realise your dream? The researcher will say no after the interview
with Jess. From Jess the researcher saw a very positive life attitude and an aspiration of
self-realization. This was a shock for the researcher, based on the cultural and social
background where she came from. When the researcher talked with Jess, she felt with

a big shock, how beautiful it was to realise a dream, no matter how old the person was.
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The researcher enjoyed talking with Jess and she could definitely feel the aspiration and
positive life attitude Jess had. Jess never felt that she was too old to study, she thought
people could study at any time they wanted to and age should not be a problem which
stopped anyone from improving. She was quite happy that she could have her personal
free time now to do what she really wanted to do. She enjoyed every small achievement

from the study and she was becoming more and more confident.

Jess represents the study attitude and experience of mature students aged more than 40
in this research. Different from the younger mature students in this research, most of
the senior mature students in this research demonstrated a positive perception of their
study experience. They perceived studying in higher education as for the sake of their
self-improvement, so they cherished each opportunity to improve and they were more
aware of their own development, rather than criticizing the unsatisfactory aspect of the

education provided by the university.

5.1.2 Participant 2: Jessie— higher education for the sake of changing life situation

Jessie is an example of a group of English mature students in this research who missed
study opportunity when they were young and realized that study was important for
changing their life situation at a mature age; therefore they came to study and get a

qualification.
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5.1.2.1 Personal current life situation

Jessie was a 22-year-old female mature student from university Y. She currently had
finished her Foundation Degree and was doing her BA Honours. She was single and

lived alone, working as a part-time senior nursery worker.

5.1.2.2 Personal life story and study aspiration

Jessie said she did not do well in her GCSE’s, then she went straight to Six Form
College and got a BTEC qualification in travel and tourism. After that she did a
Business Administration Apprenticeship at a Training Centre. Then she went to do a
childcare apprenticeship. She did her level 2 and level 3 apprenticeships and after she
was qualified she did a level 3 management qualification in childcare. Afterwards she
came to do her Foundation Degree. She said each year she had done something different,
continuously. She got an NVQ level 2 in business administration, but she did not really
like that. She worked in a shop for a while and later she gave up that job. After her
cousin had a baby she realized she really liked the baby so she thought she would be
interested in working in the childcare sector. Jessie thought doing an apprenticeship in
early childhood was a good option because it could get her qualifications and allow her

to work at the same time.

Jessie’s purpose for studying in university was to change her job and get out of the
nursery sector, because she did not agree with Ofsted and the outside bodies. She

thought she was expected to do a lot to show the government, rather than for the actual
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child. Also, she was not satisfied with the low salary. She had a big financial burden
from her family, because of which she had to find a higher paid job. However, at the
moment, she did not want to be a teacher, neither did she really know what other jobs
she wanted to do. She thought possibly she would like to work with young people, but
she did not exactly know. She had applied for a job just recently, as a youth mentor,
and she thought that looked quite interesting. She perceived that this job could be quite
well suited to her and better paid than being a teacher. This job would be part-time so

she could keep on studying for her degree alongside working.

Jessie had applied for a “proper university course” (as she called it) before she applied
for the Foundation Degree. However, since she did not have all the required UCAS
points, she could not get access to those courses. Jessie thought it would look better to
do a “proper university course” than a Foundation Degree. She perceived the
Foundation Degree that she was doing as more like an access course rather than a
“proper university course”. It was not really a full course, in her opinion, so she thought
that it would not be the best route. Another reason why she wanted to do a “proper
university course” was that she felt she was quite young, but she was classed as a mature
student. She thought if she went to university to do a “proper university course” after
Sixth Form College, she could have a bit more of a social lifestyle with the people at
her age, whereas she perceived the Foundation Degree was more for mums who went

back into education.
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5.1.2.3 Impression of studying as a mature student

Based on Jessie’s life experience and study aspiration, studying in university was
treated as a way for her to find a better job and change her financial situation. In addition,
Jessie felt she was not as successful as her friends, so she wanted to gain more
knowledge and make herself more intelligent by studying in university; therefore,

improving herself was another study motivation.

When she talked about her study experience, she pointed out that there were differences
in the teachers’ professionalism. Some teachers were very professional, but some
seemed not to know much about what was really going on in nurseries. The things
taught by these teachers could not benefit her much. In addition, some teachers, she
perceived, did not care about her much and might not even know her name. She felt she
had a frustrating experience with some of those teachers. Once, when she asked a
question to a teacher, the answer given by the teacher was, “Go back to look at the

PowerPoint”, which made her feel very annoyed and disappointed.

She was also not satisfied with the arrangement of activities and events in university
since she felt there was not much provided for mature students. As she only came to
university in the evenings and at weekends, she felt there were almost no extra-

curricular activities for her to participate in, which made her feel isolated and excluded.
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5.1.2.4 Researcher's impressions of participant

Jessie was quite a responsible and independent student. She had a very strong and
distinct personality. She had her own unique opinion on everything and did not want to
tolerate anything she did not like. She said she was rebellious when she was young. She
did not like studying and did not like school when she was younger. However, she soon
realized that education and qualification were quite important if she wanted a good job

and for potential development in the future.

During our talk she mentioned many times that she did not really know what she wanted
to do, which could also be shown from her study and work experience. She had
continuously done many different things but she still did not know what she wanted to
choose as a career. Besides, Jessie had a big financial burden from her family and she
had to pay a big amount of debt. This financial burden was a good trigger, from a
positive perspective, which pushed her to change from a rebellious girl to a hard-
working girl seeking a good job. Thus studying in university became an opportunity for
her to get a better job and earn more money, which did not simply mean getting
knowledge. She perceived the qualification would bring her to a better life situation and

support her to do the things she wanted to do.

In her eyes, the Bachelor degree meant both her self-improvement and a tool which
could assist her to find a good job. Jessie is a representative of the younger mature

students, since her perception of higher education was quite prevalent among the
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English interviewees aged 20 to 40 in this research. Jessie also perceived that as a
mature student she could not be involved in university life and she felt isolated and
excluded, which was also mentioned many times by other younger mature students in
this research. Jessie’s study experience illustrates how mature students’ study
experience is affected by both their perceptions of higher education and their study

mode as mature students.

5.2 Participants in China

5.2.1 Participant 1: Hui— higher education for the sake of further promotion

Hui represents the type of mature students in university, who have already got
professional knowledge in early childhood education and a permanent job in

kindergarten but came back to study for a qualification for the sake of future promotion.

5.2.1.1. Personal current life situation

Hui was a 23-year-old young female mature student from University S. Now she was
in her second semester of the first year. She worked in kindergarten. She was married
but had not got children. Her parents-in-law usually came to her house to help her with

housework, which enabled her to have more personal free time.
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5.2.1.2. Personal life story and study aspiration

Hui went to college after graduation from high school and studied early childhood
education for two reasons: firstly, she did not perform well in the Higher Education
Entrance Examination so she did not reach the score needed to be accepted by a
university; secondly she liked children and wanted to work as a kindergarten teacher.
She started to work in a kindergarten in 2014, directly after she graduated from college.
She retook the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination in October 2014 and

studied early childhood education as a mature student.

Since she had a college level qualification in early childhood education, she had already
got a permanent job in a kindergarten. The reason she came to university was to get a
Bachelor degree and benefit from it for job promotion in the future. It was a requirement
of her kindergarten that the teachers should have Bachelor degree or even a higher
degree; this was not a rigid obligation, but linked with wage and job promotion. There
was no possibility of achieving promotion in her kindergarten with only a college
degree. Since Hui was quite young, she said she needed a degree to enable her to have

potential promotion and development in the early childhood sector.

Hui had taken the Self-taught Examination during her college study and had passed
exams in 5 of the 13 subjects. However, eventually she could not keep on studying and
gave up this type of higher education study. In Hui’s opinion, among the three common

adult higher education study forms (Self-taught Examination, Night University and
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Online Distance Learning, see Chapter 2), the Self-taught Examination was valued the
most because the students had to study everything all by themselves, without any
teaching; the second one was Night University; and Online Distance Learning was
valued the least. Therefore the Night University become the relatively achievable and

valuable way for Hui to have a Bachelor degree.

5.2.1.3 Impression of studying as a mature student

The distinguishing feature of Hui as a mature student was that she did not spend much
effort or pay much attention to her study, which represented the situation of the majority
of Chinese mature students in this research. Since she had studied early childhood
education at college, she could pass the exams effortlessly and she perceived that she
could not learn new knowledge as she felt the teaching content in Night University
repeated what she had learnt in college. Therefore, as she said, it seemed that she just
came to the lecture mainly for the attendance-check and took the final exam. She did
not listen to the teachers most of the time and she did not study in her spare time. She

did not care much about her study.

Her evaluation of the current education in university was compared with her previous
study experience in college and she had quite a low evaluation of her study experience
in university. Compared to the teachers in her college, she felt the teachers in university
were not professional, since a big part of the teachers’ cohort were current postgraduate

students and retired teachers. She had taken many skills related courses in college (such
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as piano and dancing courses) which professionalized her to work in kindergarten but
she perceived the course taught in university as not useful; more importantly, she
perceived the teaching content as quite out-dated. She said most of the things taught in
university were the stuff she had learnt in college; therefore she felt she could not learn
much that was useful in university. She claimed that she seemed as if she was using her
personal spare time to in exchange for a degree, for which she did not expect much, due
to the quality of the lessons and teachers. She claimed that she could not use the
resources on campus, including the library and Wi-Fi and she was not allowed to

participate in university activities, which made her feel quite isolated and excluded.

Hui had a few former classmates who were studying with her in the same university
currently, so she did not have a very strong desire to expand her social network in the
university. However, she expressed a wish to get information about different
kindergartens and to learn about the working experience in kindergartens from her
classmates, whom she called a “resource”. When Hui chatted with other classmates
who were also kindergarten teachers, she liked to ask how other people did their job
and learnt from their experience, aiming to apply it to her own work. Hui perceived her
classmates’ working experience was more valuable and useful than what was taught by
the teachers in university, and she believed that she benefited more from her classmates’
working experience than from the lectures. She would also ask her friends in other
classes for exam information, which would benefit her to pass the exams more easily.
She emphasized the importance of the company of her peers, since she felt the lectures

were so boring. She said it was quite important to have friends staying together and
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chatting with each other, which could make the time in university go quickly and be

less tiresome.

5.2.1.4 Researcher's impressions of participant

Even though Hui just went to college rather than university when younger, she did not
have any regret. She loved children and her dream was to work with children; therefore
she chose to study early childhood education on her own initiative and willingly. She
enjoyed working as a kindergarten teacher very much. Besides she had an ambition for
her work as well. She loved her job and had a talent for it; also she wanted to perform

well in her job and potentially gain promotion in the future.

Since she studied early childhood education in college, she found that the things taught
in Night University overlapped with what she had already learnt, so she could not
achieve any new knowledge there. The whole point of studying Night University, for
her, was getting the qualification. She did not think she was wasting her time listening
to the repeated material because what she cared about was the “future job promotion”
rather than the study process. Therefore even if she was not satisfied with the teaching
and other aspects, she still accepted the education in university without too much

complaint.

Hui represents the majority of Chinese mature students studying in the Night University
in this research, as most of Hui’s opinions and perceptions of her study experience were

expressed by many other mature students in this research. From their perceptions, it
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could be seen that the Chinese mature students were in a disadvantaged situation, as
they perceived that they could not benefit from either their course or from university
life. However, the most significant impression to the researcher is that these Chinese
mature students accepted their disadvantaged situation as unchangeable under the wider
Chinese educational context. At the same time, they had given up expecting to benefit
from the education provided by the university, but turned their focus to learning from
each other. They perceived university peers, rather than the lectures or the lecturers, as

the main “resource” both for self-improvement and for passing the exams.

5.2.2 Participation 2: Jie— higher education for the sake of gaining a job

Jie represents the type of mature students who want to change their jobs to work in
kindergarten, therefore they come for both the professional knowledge and the

qualification.

5.2.2.1 Personal current life situation

Jie was a 31-year-old female mature student from University E. Now she was in the
second semester of the first year. Jie currently did not have a formal job and was running
a small business online, selling clothes. She was married and had a 3-year-old daughter.
Jie’s parents-in-law usually came over to take care of the child when she had lectures.
Her purpose in coming back to study was to get a Bachelor degree in early childhood
education and find a permanent job in a kindergarten. Since the age limit for applying

for a permanent position in a kindergarten is 35, according to the regulations in most
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public kindergartens in the city where Jie lives, she was really driven and working hard

to gain all the qualifications required by kindergartens before the age of 35.

5.2.2.2 Personal life story and study aspiration

Jie finished her study at college level, majoring in administrative management in the
year 2006. After her graduation she found a job as administrative staff in a company
and she worked in administrative posts in various companies until 2014. She got
married in 2008 and gave birth to her daughter in 2012. In 2014 she left her previous
job because she thought there would not be any promotion opportunity for her in that
company. After she left the administrative job she just took care of her child at home,
during which period she got the idea of working in kindergarten for the first time. She
took the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination in the October of 2014. Now

she was studying in university for the Bachelor degree in her first year.

Jie came from a rural area on the outskirt of a southern city in China. Jie’s father was a
sailor and her mum was a farmer, both were educated to middle school level. Her father
worked far away from home for the most of the year so he did not have time to pay
attention to Jie’s study. Besides he did not have any requirement or expectation of her
study either. Since her mum did not have much knowledge, she just punished Jie every
time her grades did not satisfy her, but she never helped Jie with her study or asked Jie
if she was facing any difficulty in her study. In Jie’s view, the reason why her mum

pushed her to get a good grade or good study performance was that her mum wanted to
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protect her dignity when other parents talked to her about children’s study. Due to this
upbringing, Jie was very rebellious and did not want to follow any advice from her
parents. Her mum had asked her to study early childhood education before she took the
Higher Education Entrance Examination, but she just rejected anything her mum said.
Also, because she came from a rural area, she did not know there was an Adult Higher
Education Entrance Examination which could enable her to study in university as a
mature student, until she came to an urban area to work. So in her heart she still viewed
being a teacher in kindergarten as her dream, since she liked children so much. When
she found out she could study in university as a mature student and work in a
kindergarten later, she felt that she could make her dream come true. Jie thought she
had to study all by herself at this age, rather than going to university after high school,

due to the lack of parental education when she was young.

Even though the wage in kindergarten was much less than her previous wage in
companies, Jie still had a very strong desire to work in kindergarten. Firstly, working
in kindergarten meant she could have more personal time to look after her daughter.
Even though the working time in kindergarten started at 7 am, she could finish and go
home at 4 pm, which was very convenient for her to pick her daughter up from
kindergarten or from primary school in the near future. Secondly, her life would be
more secure and stable if she could be a permanent member of staff. Since all the
companies she worked for previously were private enterprises, this meant it was

possible for her to lose her job suddenly, without warning. She hoped she could be a
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permanent member of staff in kindergarten and her wage could be higher if she worked

hard and get promotion.

5.2.2.3 Impression of studying as a mature student

When Jie talked about her study experience, she talked a lot about the lack of practical
skills in the courses. Since Jie had never studied early childhood education, she really
needed the practical skills for teaching in kindergarten, such as playing the piano and
drawing, but the university did not offer such courses or training. Since the majority of
kindergartens required these skills, it would still be difficult for Jie to find a job in
kindergarten even she graduated from the degree courses. The second thing Jie felt
dissatisfied with in the study was the lack of useful content in the lectures. She said the
teaching content was too theoretical so she could not link it to her practical work and
she could not apply what she learnt in her daily work practice. Compared to her
classmates who had already studied early childhood education in college, she felt she
had to spend more effort on passing the exams and getting qualified. She kept on
mentioning how tiring it was to study as a mature student who had no relevant
knowledge base. Therefore Jie had to ask her classmates about their working experience,
and learn from them about how to work in kindergarten, as well as gain the professional
knowledge. Jie said she could not get help from the teachers, so she had to rely on her
classmate to learn the things she needed. In her mind, her classmates were the important

“resources” for her to realize her goal.
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Besides, Jie emphasized that she felt quite inferior to traditional full-time students. Jie
perceived herself as the “eliminated one” from the Higher Education Entrance
Examination, who could not be educated equally with the traditional full-time students.
Furthermore, Jie perceived her degree was valued less in society than the full-time

degree, as people perceived full-time higher education as authentic.

5.2.2.4 Researcher's impressions of participant

Jie was very eager and desperate to find a permanent job in kindergarten, and the
researcher could feel how anxious she was, since she wanted to get everything done
before 35. Since she had never learnt anything related to early childhood education, for
example, singing, dancing, drawing and especially playing the piano, she felt it would
be very difficult for her to find a job in a kindergarten because all these skills were

required as basic skills by most of the kindergartens.

Jie was very hard-working, and probably the most hard-working student among all the
interviewees. She spent a long time to prepare before took the Adult Higher Education
Entrance Examination and she spent a long time studying nearly every day. Since she
had made up her mind to take early childhood education as her life-long career, she
studied very hard and concentrated carefully on what the teacher said in class. She had
a very strong commitment and aspiration to her study. She had never thought of
stopping studying, since studying in the university now meant changing her life for the

future.
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“Classmates” in the university meant more than pure friends, and were treated as
“resources” by Jie. Since she could not learn the skills required by kindergartens from
the courses, she had to ask her classmates for help with both knowledge and practical
skills. She also wanted her friends who were currently working in kindergarten to help
her find a job when she got the degree. Furthermore, she also expected to ask them for
help after she started to work in kindergarten as well, since she anticipated that she
would meet many problems in the real context. For this reason, she always said that her
friends in university were very important to help her in her current and future
development. Since she was involved in a group made up of 10 mature students, she
thought only one of them could become her real “friend” and perceived other people

just as a social network to rely on.

There was a positive influence on her daughter due to her study habit. Every time Jie
studied at home, her little girl would take a book and sit beside her. Jie was very happy
about this, since her whole purpose in working in kindergarten was to benefit her little
girl’s future development. Also, due to her own lack of proper parental education, Jie
was determined to try her best to give her daughter a good education and home

environment.

Jie represents a group of the Chinese mature students in this research who perceived
higher education and the qualification as a tool for them to achieve the job they wanted.
Many other people who had a similar study motivation claimed that their peers in

university were important “resources” for both their current and future life, so they
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showed a strong desire to expand their social networks and collect these “resources”.
This kind of strong desire for relying on each other also illustrates the lack of support

from the university.

5.3 Summary of the profiles of the two English and two Chinese mature

students

These two English and two Chinese mature students were selected for profiling because
the life stories of each of them reflect a synergy of different factors contributing to their
study experience in higher education as mature students. These factors, such as mature
students’ previous academic background, their study aspiration, their perceptions of
their institutional practice and their feelings about being mature students on campus
were interdependent, mutually-influented and acted on each of the mature students to
construct their study experience and outcome in distinctive ways. Some issues emerge

by looking at the two English and two Chinese profiles:

Firstly, all four mature students had job and family commitments, which gave them
limited time for their study and made them struggle with their study. As stated by all
four mature students in the two countries, they had to rush to their lectures after work,
and they had to juggle between work, family and study in order to squeeze time for
their study. Their work and family commitments cost them much energy and made them
less energetic to study or to do their assignments. In addition, the part-time nature of

their study made them feel it was difficult to ask their teachers for help. This problem

125



was more severe for the Chinese mature students as they perceived the separation
between the regular higher education system and the adult higher education system,

which made them feel they were not cared about enough by the university.

Secondly, there are both similarities and differences in why these mature students did
not study via the traditional route to higher education when they were young.
Rebelliousness was mentioned by both English and Chinese mature students, and it was
also a theme that appeared prevalently among other English and Chinese mature
students. These mature students expressed regret for their rebelliousness during their
youth and they had come back to university to study when they realized the significance
of higher education at a mature age. There are also difference in why these mature
students did not study via the traditional route to higher education at a younger age. As
shown by the two English mature students in this section and also shown by many other
English mature students in this research, the feeling that “higher education was not the
thing for me” was mentioned many times. Since there was no one in their family who
had been to university previously, many English mature students’ families showed no
expectation for them to go to university, and they did not have that aspiration either.
However, for the two Chinese mature students and nearly all the other Chinese mature
students in this research, “failing the Higher Education Entrance Examination” was the
main reason why they did not go to university via the traditional route after their high

school graduation.
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Thirdly, there are also similarities and differences regarding mature students’
motivation to study in higher education. Both the English and Chinese mature students
expressed that higher education was for the sake of a job. Some of them wanted to use
their knowledge and qualification to find a job and some of them wanted to use their
knowledge and qualification to gain further promotion. However, a difference was that
“self-realization” was mentioned by many English mature students, especially older

ones, but it was rarely seen among the Chinese mature students, regardless of age.

Fourthly, more similarities and differences could be seen in mature students’ higher
education study experience in the two countries. Both the English and Chinese mature
students felt they could not participate in the university in the same way as their younger
counterparts and they felt quite isolated in the university environment. Besides, both
the English and Chinese mature students emphasized the importance of their peers in
university but the Chinese mature students perceived their peers more like “resources”,
an idea that appeared in the majority of Chinese mature students’ narratives. The two
Chinese mature students mentioned the support and help of their extended family
(especially parents-in-law) which was also been mentioned by many other Chinese
mature students, but support from extended family was rarely mentioned by the English
mature students. Regarding the study outcome, the two selected English mature
students, as well as many other English mature students in this research, perceived they
had achieved self-fulfilment, confidence and competitiveness in the job market. On the
contrary, the two selected mature students, as well as most of the other Chinese mature

students, perceived themselves as excluded from the regular higher education system.
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They feel their degree awarded by the adult higher education system could contribute
to their further personal development to a limited extent, but the wider society still
valued them academically lower than the traditional students in the regular higher

education system, which made them feel not confident or competitive.

The two English and the two Chinese mature students’ profiles present a vivid picture
which shows how mature students’ study experience in higher education varies in
different social and educational contexts in the two countries. These four profiles
provide a picturesque understanding for readers to comprehend the data in the next

chapter.
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Chapter 6 The Impact of Institutional Habitus on Mature Students’ Study

Experience in both England and China: Presentation of Interview Data

In this chapter, the data presented concerns the way in which the institutional habitus
influences mature students’ study experience through mature students’ interaction with
the higher education context based on mature students’ perceptions. Due to the different
higher educational systems in England and China, this chapter presents mature students’
perceptions of their study experience in the two countries separately, so section 6.1
provides the data regarding the English mature students’ perceptions about their study
experience and section 6.2 presents the data regarding how the Chinese mature students
perceive their study experience. After presenting the situation in each country, there is
a short comparison which illustrates how the institutional habitus affects mature
students’ study experience in the two countries by presenting the various factors

perceived by mature students in a comparative format, which is section 6.3.

This order and structure of data presentation corresponds to the research questions and
purpose. To be more specific, there are two main sections in each country’s context
which answer the first two sub research questions of this study. The first main section
in each country’s context concerns the influence of institutional habitus on mature
students’ study experience via the institutional practice based on mature students’

perceptions. The second main section in each country’s context presents how the
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institutional habitus affects mature students’ study experience via influencing mature

students’ habitus based on mature students’ perceptions.

The comments from each mature student are followed by a line reference in order to
locate the data in each student’s background. More specifically, the reference
information includes the country they are from, name code, gender, age, marital status
and their year of study. The two Chinese universities which the Chinese mature students
come from are named E and S; the two English universities that the English mature
students come from are named H and Y. Each mature student is given a name code
which contains the letter that represents their university and a number. For example,
H4 means the fourth interviewee from university H. Therefore, a line reference like
“England, H2, female, aged 52, married, Top-up year” means this mature student is an
English mature student, from university H, the second interviewee, aged 52, married,

and she was in her Top-up year at the moment when she was interviewed.

Based on constructivism, this research holds the position that the institutional habitus
is reflected by mature students’ perceptions rather than being treated as existing
objectively (Reay et al., 2001; Reay, 2004). Mature students’ perceptions in this
research are treated as the lens of exploring the institutional habitus and how it affects
mature students’ study experience. The conceptual framework of this study helps and
guides the researcher to sort out the complexities in the interview data and shape the
discursive interview data in a constructive and systematic way. Based on the conceptual

framework, the institutional habitus is defined “as the impact of a cultural group or
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social class on an individual’s behaviour as it is mediated through an organisation”
(Reay, 1998: 521), and the habitus of mature students refers to “a system of durable,
transposable dispositions which functions as the generative basis of structured,

objectively unified practice” (Bourdieu, 1979: vii).

According to the theoretical framework, the influence of institutional habitus on mature
students operates in two ways, via institutional practice (Reay, 1998; Thomas, 2002;
Tett, 2004; Smyth & Banks, 2012) and via influencing mature students’ habitus
(Atkinson, 2011; Burke et al., 2013; Weissmann, 2013), which makes it possible to
present the data in order to reflect the research aim and argument of this study. The
themes which are selected to be presented in the data presentation chapter are based on
the principle that the presented themes could answer the research questions and fulfil
the research purpose. Furthermore, as a multiple case study, this chapter presents the
data in both England and China in a parallel form therefore the data which cannot fulfil

the parallel data presentation form will not be selected and presented in this chapter.

6.1 The impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ degree study

experience in England

This section focuses on how the institutional habitus affects the English mature students’
study experience, based on their perceptions in this research. It first presents how the
institutional habitus affects English mature students’ study experience via institutional

practice, based on mature students’ perceptions, then illustrates how the institutional
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habitus affects mature students’ study experience via influencing their habitus. The
interview data illustrates that the English mature students in this research have little
academic integration and little social integration into the university life; the majority of
them perceive that the university fails to involve them enough in university life,
academically and socially, and at the same time most of the mature students in this
sample do not feel they belong to the university and therefore contain themselves within

the society they build up together with other mature students.

6.1.1 The impact of institutional habitus via institutional practice

This section reveals how institutional habitus affects the English mature students’ study
experience via the institutional practice, based on mature students’ perceptions in this
research. The data in this section resonates with the principles of institutional habitus
theory (see chapter 3.3). As Reay et al. (2001: para.1.2) highlight, institutional habitus
is essentially a “rich internalised core from which everyday experiences emanate”; the
everyday university life reflects the institutional habitus and affects students’ study.
Interview data illustrated in this section aims to answer the first sub research question.
More specifically, the interview data shows that the institutional practice affects mature
students’ study experience in two ways. The first one is how the institutional practice
affects mature students’ academic integration, which is presented in section 6.1.1.1; the
second one is how the institutional practice affects mature students’ social integration,
which is shown in section 6.1.1.2. The interview data illustrates that the English mature

students in this research perceive that even though they could benefit from their study
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in higher education, various aspects of the institutional practice still contribute more to

their unsatisfactory study experience academically and socially.

6.1.1.1 The impact of institutional practice on mature students’ academic integration

This section focuses on how mature students perceive the impact of institutional
practice on their academic integration. Based on the interview data, the English mature
students in this research point out two main factors which affect their academic
integration: the pedagogical structure (presented in section 6.1.1.1.1) and the support
from teachers (presented in section 6.1.1.1.2). Based on mature students’ perceptions
in this research, these are the two main factors that have a negative impact on their

academic integration and contribute to their disadvantaged study experience.

6.1.1.1.1 Mature students’ perception of the pedagogical structure

One significant way in which the habitus operates is the pedagogical structure
(McTaggart, 2016; Feldman, 2016). Based on the interview data, the pedagogical
structure is perceived as a significant factor that affects mature students’ academic
integration and study experience. The most prevalent comments on the benefit from
their study experience among mature students in this research include the following
aspects: mature students could apply what they learn in the university to their work
sensoria; they feel they become more intelligent from having their courses; and they

feel more confident about themselves in both daily life and in the workplace. Mature
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students’ positive comments on their study experience could be represented by the

narrative below.

I do reflective learning at university and that was introduced to work.
And whereas other people (at work) was not really sure of how to do
it and how to get ending from it. Whereas | have already done it at
university then | was able to explain it to all those and help them do
it and it helped me. Because | do it at university and at work so it
strengthened that knowledge of it. | feel I am more smart and

confident. (England, H3, female, aged 32, single, BA Honours)

Apart from similar benefit mentioned by some mature students, the majority of mature
students in this research gave their opinions regarding the unsatisfactory aspects of the
pedagogical structure. Regarding mature students’ perceptions, three issues in terms of
the pedagogical structure were identified as the factors that contribute to their study
difficulties and unsatisfactory study experience, which are alternative module
arrangement, the perceptions of teaching and tutorial time as being inadequate, and the

distinction and gap between the Foundation Degree and BA Honours degree.

First of all, the majority of the English mature students in this research claim that the
alternative module arrangement makes their study more difficult and costs more study
effort. Mature student H1 explains how this “alternative module arrangement” works

and she also gives her opinion about this kind of module arrangement.
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Because we only have one lecture a week, it alternates what lecture
it is in each week as we do 3 modules a time. Because we only do one
lecture a week, one week will be one module, the next week is another
module. So that is when it gets confusing. Then when you are working
as well because you are trying to do it based on your work, it is
harder to link it in to each module. It gets confusing to remember
which one it was the previous week. When you are constantly
changing the module you are doing every week it is really confusing.
(England, H1, female, aged 22, married, second year of Foundation

Degree)

Mature student H9 echoes this point by saying:

It was hard because every other week it was a different lecture,
because they alternated with different modules and things, so that
was quite difficult because you would not get to the other one for a
couple of weeks. Because they used to give you, like, 3 assignments
at a time and you have got so much work to do, plus working as well,
and the dissertation as well as them, it is just it was a lot. It was hard.

(England, H9, female, aged 26, single, Top-up year)

This problem does not just happen in one university, the mature students from the other

university also point out how difficult their study is because of this kind of module
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arrangement. Mature student Y3 gives her comparison between the arrangement of their
modules and the arrangement of the traditional young students’ module in order to point

out how this module arrangement makes mature students’ study harder.

But for us we come on a Thursday and we have three lectures back
to back. Then for me personally I go away from those, work on a
Friday, have to do all my university work on the weekend because |
work Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday before | come to university
on a Thursday. Whereas | know some of the younger ones have the
three lectures spread out across the week which means that they can
then prepare and then finish their work afterwards. (England, Y3,

female, aged 30, single, Top-up year)

Mature student Y4 also points out the difficulty of doing three modules in one go, since

the module in the Top-up year is more academic already.

The Bachelor’s degree is more academic. I think for someone who is
working full time it is hard to do your work and three modules all in
one go and to get them all done. (England, Y4, female, aged 28, single,

Top-up year)

The interviews above illustrate the first issue which affects mature students’ study
experience based on their perceptions in this research. Since mature students just have

lectures once a week, plus they work full-time during the week. This type of alternative
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module arrangement really imposes more difficulties on them and makes them confused

with the content of each module.

The second issue perceived by mature students in this research as influencing their
study is the inadequate teaching and tutorial time. A large number of mature students
in this research perceive that their teaching and tutorial time is not enough and they feel
they could learn better if they had more teaching and tutorials. Mature student H8 gives

her comments about the teaching time as follows:

I do not think we get enough teaching time, but at the same time, that
is understandable because we are at work, but | feel like because we
only go to university one day a week, | just think it is condensed into
one lecture. | do not think we get enough what we need. (England,

H8, female, aged 24, married, second year of Foundation Degree)

Mature student H8 announces that she does not think that she is offered enough of what
she needs by the university. There are quite a few mature students in this research who
also point out that they do not think they get enough teaching and guidance from their
modules. Many other mature students announce that it is really not enough for them to
have a potential study result by just having one lecture a week. Apart from the
inadequate teaching time, mature students H10 and Y4 give their comments on the lack

of tutorials.

137



They do not tend to do that [tutorials] at university — you do your
lecture, then you go. We do not really have any one-to-one or
anything like that. We do not really have any group tutorials when
you get to sit down with your lecturer to discuss things. We are only
there one evening a week though. (England, H10, female, aged 22,

married, second year of Foundation Degree)

Mature student H10 claims that she not only does not have either one-to-one tutorials
or group tutorials; what mature students have is only one lecture a week. From her
comment it is possible to see she is not satisfied with this lack of tutorials and only one
lecture per week, which is all she can get from the university academically. Mature
student Y4 gives her comments on the lack of tutorials, which reveals the significance

of the tutorials to her.

I think tutorials are good. | mean they help me. I do not have that
many because it is hard to get in for the tutorials. But they are good
in a way like XXX (teacher’s name), I messaged him last week and
there were not any tutorials left that he had booked but he has fitted
me in. Some are informative, some teachers are not as informative.

(England, Y4, female, aged 28, single, Top-up year)

Mature student Y4 states both the helpfulness of the tutorial to her and the difficulties

of having tutorials. The perception from mature student Y4 also reveals that it would
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be easy to get tutorials from some teachers than others. It seems to be frustrating and

disappointing for mature students, as they do need tutorials but it is hard to get them.

The third issue argued by mature students which affects their study is the format of their
study programme. As stated in Chapter 2 which is the contextual literature review, the
mature students in this research take their Foundation Degree programme first then
continue to do their Top-up course to get the Bachelor degree. This format of their study
process, as the combination of two degree programmes, makes their study more
difficult especially in the Top-up year. The interviews from mature students Y3 and Y4

explain how the combination form of study makes her study more difficult.

The thing that I think is unfair about here is that the younger students,
the marks on all their assignments for year two and year three is what
deems their classification whereas ours has solely gone on this year
(the Top-up year). So the pressure is on us more to get the
percentages and get the classification of your degree. So if | do really
badly on one, that will lower my whole first to a two-one. Whereas
some of the younger students may be able to have a wobble on one,
because if they have done really well last year their average is better.
Because we did a Foundation Degree, only our scores from this year
count. Which is hard. (England, Y3, female, aged 30, single, Top-up

year)
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Mature student Y4 echoes this point by saying:

The Foundation Degree is done and finished. Whatever points and
credits you have got from that do not count towards your Bachelor.
It is like starting again. So in a way we have kind of got to do more
to bump up our points to get the Honours. | think it is quite hard to
do it in one year when you are a mature student and working and
have a family life. It is a lot. (England, Y4, female, aged 28, single,

Top-up year)

As mature students Y3 and Y4 state, since the Foundation Degree and the Honours
degree are two distinct programmes, they perceive that they have only one year to
complete their study at Bachelor level compared to the young traditional students, who
have three years to do that. The majority of the mature students in this research perceive
that it is very stressful and demanding to complete the study towards the Bachelor
degree just in one year, as they need to get credits in each module in order to have a

good classification in the Honours degree.

Apart from the stress and pressure caused by the distinction between the two
programmes, most of the mature students also point out that there is an academic gap
between the two separate programmes. Mature students in this research perceive that
the focuses and academic requirements in the two programmes are different, and there

is a lack of transition between the two programmes, which makes them struggle with
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the more academic-oriented teaching in the Top-up year. Mature student Y3 gives her

opinions regarding this issue as follows:

I think sometimes like this year (Top-up year) it is harder compared
to how work-based the Foundation Degree was. The group of us that
sits in our classes sometimes struggle with the academic terminology
whereas the younger students understand it because they have been
taught that in years previously and we have not. (England, Y3, female,

aged 30, single, Top-up year)

Most of the mature students in this research perceive that there is no transition or
transitional progress between the two separate courses, which makes the mature
students find it quite difficult to adjust to the teaching and digest the theories at the
beginning of the Top-up year. In addition, they perceive that they have not gained
specific guidance from the teachers or university about how to transfer to the Bachelor
degree study or how to deal with the academic-oriented workload in the Top-up year.
They have to rely on themselves and learn from their own experience. The interview

below from mature student Y7 addresses this problem.

I think it was difficult getting the hang of at first how to do the
assignments and how to set it out the structure of it. | think that what
I did find difficult. I think as times gone on you learn from your first

one so by my forth one I got a really good quite good marks so you
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learn from each model of what you think you could do better on. That
is how you progress. | did find the work hard and 1 did find the theory
behind it | could not quite get my head around it. | think I have just
had to read more and that is what | do. (England, Y7, female, aged

50, married, first year of Foundation Degree)

Based on mature students’ own words in this research, the alternative module
arrangement, the inadequate teaching and tutorial time and the gap between the
Foundation Degree and the Honours degree are three unsatisfactory aspects in terms of
the pedagogical structure. These three aspects make mature students feel that the study
is not organised reasonably by the university, which makes the study difficult to manage.
Besides, they think they have not received enough support and guidance from the
university. As a result, in their minds, they perceive themselves as in a disadvantaged
situation compared to their younger counterparts in the university context, in terms of
the pedagogical structure of their degree programmes. In addition to the pedagogical
structure, mature students in this research also perceive that the insufficient support
from their teachers also makes their study difficultly, which is presented in the

following section.

6.1.1.1.2 Mature students’ perception of the support from staff

In regard to the teachers, the English mature students in this research point out two

issues that they perceive as affecting their study, which are the teachers’ teaching
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attitude and their willingness to help. Many current research studies also highlight that
the teachers’ teaching attitude and their willingness to help are ways in which the
institutional habitus has significant impact on mature students’ study experience
(Thomas, 2002; McTaggart, 2016; Weissmann, 2013; Heagney & Benson, 2017). The
majority of the mature students in this research feel that there are some teachers who
lack an appropriate teaching attitude, which results in affecting their study interests and
the amount of knowledge that they can obtain from lectures. Based on mature students’
perceptions, teachers’ lack of willingness to help not only drives mature students to
struggle with their study when they have problems, but also makes the mature students

feel they are not valued by the teachers.

In terms of the teachers’ teaching attitude, the majority of mature students from the two
universities in this research claim that there are some teachers who just read the content
on PowerPoint rather than giving an explicit explanation of what the lecture is about.
Also, some teachers do not organise time for discussion and asking questions, which
means mature students’ questions cannot be answered in the class. The interviews

below illustrate mature students’ opinions regarding their teachers’ teaching attitude.

Some of them just read off PowerPoints and they will not expand so
like so if you do not understand something and you tell them they will
be like, “It is on the PowerPoint.” So | just have not felt that they
have been very good to be honest. Probably they prepared the
PowerPoint but they were not prepared to go off on any tangents to
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explain, they just stuck to the PowerPoint and that was it. So a lot of
us did not find them very useful to be honest. (England, Y6, female,

aged 22, single, Top-up year)

Similar to mature student Y6, many other English mature students in this research also
feel it is quite disappointing to be told “it is on the PowerPoint” when they ask their
teachers questions. They perceive that this kind of teaching attitude cannot help with
solving problems but makes them more confused instead. The interview from mature
student H2 below shows how confused she feels when the teachers do not give clear

explanation or explicit guidance.

It depends on who it is, like certain lecturers will give you more
details than others. Which is understandable as some people write
down what they [teachers] say word for word and they put it in the
assignment then they will know that they said that. But, no, they tend
to hold back sometimes and they think that they are helping you think
for yourself but it does not, it confuses you more. (England, H2,

female, aged 52, married, Top-up year)

As illustrated in the interviews, the majority of the English mature students in this
research perceive that teachers’ teaching attitude makes them more confused and causes

them to struggle with their study. In addition to the teachers’ teaching attitude, the
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mature students also claim that some teachers’ lack of willingness to help also affects

their study, which is shown in the interview below.

No actually [not all of the teachers are willing to help]. It depends.
Some are, some are not. The course director does not respond to
messages very well. She does not reply. But some of the lecturers are
very supportive. They will print out assignment guidelines with what
you should include but the others will just say, “Read your module
handbook . (England, H10, female, aged 22, married, second year

of Foundation Degree)

As mature student H5 states, some teachers are not inclined to offer help. Students
perceive that comments such as “It is on the PowerPoint” and “Read your module
handbook™ are both frustrating and disappointing. Teachers’ lack of willingness to help
drives mature students to rely on each other and get guidance from each other, which

is revealed in the following interview.

Some of them 1 think are not so great. A couple of the lecturers | feel
are very regimented in their ways, so they are not open to flexibility
or adaptations — you do it this way, you do it this way, and I do not
like that. I would rather ask my friends for help rather than the

teachers. (England, H7, male, aged 23, single, Top-up year)
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The interviews above present mature students’ perceptions regarding their teachers’
teaching attitude and their willingness to help. As illustrated in interviews, mature
students in this research feel they do not get enough guidance or support from their
teachers therefore they turn to their classmates and friends for help. The mature students’
disadvantaged situation in this research could be seen to a certain extent from this
perspective. In a later section (6.1.1.2.2), how mature students rely on each other and
support each other will be presented in more detail, after this section reveals how the
teachers’ lack of a responsible teaching attitude and willingness to help make it difficult

for mature students to get support from their teachers.

6.1.1.1.3 A brief summary

Section 6.1.1 is about how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
experience in terms of their academic integration (Thomas, 2002; Gilardi &
Guglielmetti, 2011; Smyth & Banks, 2012). Two aspects are pointed out by the mature
students as factors that influence their study experience based on mature students’ own
words, which are the pedagogical structure and the support from teachers. As perceived
by the majority of mature students in this research, the alternative module arrangement,
the inadequate teaching and tutorial time, and the gap between distinct Foundation
Degree and Honours degree are three aspects which put their study in a disadvantaged

situation.
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Apart from that, there are some teachers perceived by the majority of mature students
in this research as not having a responsible teaching attitude and lacking willingness to
help, and this makes mature students feel more confused with their study and find it
difficult to ask their teachers for help. As a result, the majority of mature students do
not ask their teachers for help and turn to their friends. Teachers’ lack of a responsible
teaching attitude and willingness to help not only cause study problems to mature
students, but also have further impact on mature students’ relationship with the teachers,
their perception of being mature students in university and their sense of belonging to
the university, which will be presented in later sections. Based on mature students’
perceptions in this research, most of the mature students feel the pedagogical structure
and the teachers’ lack of support, which are aspects of the institutional practice
generated by institutional habitus (Weissmann, 2013; Feldman, 2016 Heagney &

Benson, 2017), contribute to their study difficulties and disadvantaged situation.

6.1.1.2 The impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ social integration

Higher education can be defined as a “field”, in which there is a struggle for position.
Thus mature students not only need a learning environment that is inclusive and
accepting of difference, but they need similar social relations (Thomas, 2002;
Weissmann, 2013). Based on the interview data, the study experience in higher
education of the English mature students in this research refers to two aspects, their
academic integration, which was presented in the previous section, and their social
integration, which is illustrated in this section. According to mature students’ own
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words in this research, their opinions about their social integration in higher education
are about three aspects: how they perceive the university fails to involve them in
university life (presented in section 6.1.1.2.1), how they perceive their relationship with
the teachers (presented in section 6.1.1.2.2) and how they get support from their peers
(presented in section 6.1.1.2.3). The main opinion among the majority of the English
mature students in this research is that the university fails to involve them in university
life and they are not known much by the teachers; therefore they turn to rely on and

support each other.

6.1.1.2.1 The university fails to involve mature students socially

Many mature students in this research announce that they do not have much social
integration into university life and they perceive that one of the reasons for this situation
is that the university does not do much to involve them in university life. The first aspect
the mature students point out is that there is almost nothing available for them to
participate in when they are on campus. The interviews below show how mature

students perceive this issue.

No, | have done no social activities. Because we are on a night we do
not hear much of the societies or activities. (England, H1, female,

aged 22, married, second year of Foundation Degree)

Mature student H10 echoes this argument by saying:
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Because the Foundation Degree is based for people who are working,
and do not have time during the day to attend, so | think that a lot of
the students studying in the evening would go to evening workshops,
but there is none available to go to. | am paying a lot of money and |
am not using the whole, because there is workshops I could go to, but
they are all in the daytime and | cannot go during the day. (England,

H10, female, aged 22, married, second year of Foundation Degree)

Marandet and Wainwright (2009) claim that the mature students feel excluded from the
university because of the lack of provision that acknowledges their needs and the lack
of matching between the timetable constructed by the university and their own
timetable. From the interviews above, it is possible to see that the activities including
academic activities and social events on campus are all scheduled based on traditional
students’ timetable, which makes them unavailable for mature students. In addition,
during the time when mature students are on campus, academic and social activities
that the mature students would like to participate in are not provided. The interview
from mature student H7 vividly shows how mature students perceive the university

when they are on campus.

In the winter, we are never in university in daylight. We are only ever
at university at night time. So it is a completely different feeling — it

is quiet, there is not really any students around, whereas during the
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day, I know it is packed — there are students everywhere you look.

(England, H7, male, aged 23, single, Top-up year)

According to the words from mature student H7, the campus seen by mature students
is quite different from that seen by their younger counterparts. The majority of time
when mature students come to university is during the night and the campus is quiet,
with not many people. This timetable separates mature students and normal university
daily activities and makes mature students a distinct group who feel it is difficult to
have integration into the normal university life. Apart from the timetable, many mature
students still perceive that the university has not done enough to involve them in

university life, which could be seen from the interview below.

Quite often they (referring people on campus) hand out leaflets, and
if I have my little boy with me they do not hand me one because they
look at me and they think, “No, she is not going to come” so | do not
think there is a lot of effort to get mature students involved. We did
not get anything about the activities. (England, H8, female, aged 24,

married, second year of Foundation Degree)

As claimed by mature student H8, the university has not made much effort to involve
mature students in university life. Based on the argument from mature student H8, it is
possible to see that the university, including teachers and traditional students, has an

assumption that the mature students have no interest or need to participate in university
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life. This assumption may drive the university not to provide activities for mature
students specifically, and the university may also feel it is not necessary to involve

mature students in activities.

Because of both mature students’ timetable and the lack of effort spent by the university
to involve mature students in university life, the majority of mature students feel that

they just “come and go”, which is shown by the interview below.

I think because we are not here all the time around the campus we
are less likely to get involved in it. But because the people on my
course and | only come in once a week, we just go to the lessons and
then go home. We do not really have any social life around here.
Sometimes we go to the Student Union bar to get a drink during break
and then we go back to classes so we do not really feel like a student
as such. It is more like just come and go. (England, Y2, female, aged

24, single, Top-up year)

Based on the interview above, the majority of mature students in this research perceive
that the university contributes to their lack of integration into university life
academically and socially. The institutional habitus makes it difficult for mature
students to participate in either academic or social activities on campus in terms of the
activity timetable and purpose (Tett, 2004; Laird & Cruce, 2009; Heagney & Benson,

2017). This lack of integration into university life has it further impact on mature

151



students’ perception of being mature students on campus and their sense of belonging

to the university, which will be illustrated in more detail in a later section.

6.1.1.2.2 Mature students’ perception of the relationship with teachers

Another aspect mentioned by mature students in this research when they talk about their
integration into university life is their perceptions about their relationship with their
teachers. Many of the mature students perceive that they are not known by a certain

number of teachers in university, which is shown in the following interviews.

When | started my BA Honours degree this year, | struggled at the
beginning a lot with the heightened work and everything. And I think
because the tutors did not know me and did not know how anxious |
was, they were not able to help me. And they almost made me feel
worse about myself without meaning to, but they did. (England, Y3,

female, aged 30, single, Top-up year)

The perception of mature student Y3 reveals that being known by the teachers is quite
significant for mature students. Mature student Y4 also expresses a similar opinion by

saying:

I do not actually know whether they really know you. | do not think
they get enough time to, when you are only here one day a week. |

think it is important to be known by the teachers, because with that |
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think they do not always realise and they forget that you are a mature
student and that you work at the same time. | think that is what they
forget as in they still expect you to do the same as what any other

student does. (England, Y4, female, aged 28, single, Top-up year)

Apart from mature student Y3 and Y4, many other mature students in this research also
feel that they are not known by the teachers, and many mature students feel that,
because of this, they have more study difficulties. Many other mature students also give

their opinions about the significance of being known by the teachers, as shown below.

It is definitely important that the teachers know me, that there is a
relationship there. | think it helps to provide a better understanding
of each other and how each other works. I think it is really important.
Relationships is the main thing. | think it would help a lot more,
because, when I am struggling trying to work, when | feel like there
is some lecturer | cannot contact because they kind of will not
respond to you, whereas others that you get to talk to, you feel like
you can contact them. You have got support there. (England, H1,

female, aged 22, married, second year of Foundation Degree)

Mature student H1 emphasizes the importance of being known by the teachers by
repeating “importance” twice; many other mature students also have the same

perception, such as mature student Y2:
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I think it is important to build a relationship with the teachers,
because you have a bit more of a connection if that is the case. So |
think when you do establish a relationship it becomes easier and you
are more likely to learn better because you understand them.

(England, Y2, female, aged 24, single, Top-up year)

Mature student H9 argues that being known by the teachers shows the care from the

teachers, saying:

I think it is important to be known by the teachers. If you are not it
can give you — it could make you think, “They do not really care”. |
think it is important for them to know who everyone is. (England, H9,

female, aged 26, single, Top-up year)

The majority of mature students in this research perceive that being known by the
teachers is quite significant. Being known by the teachers means the teachers could be
aware of mature students’ study and life circumstances; therefore the teachers could
offer appropriate help and support. Even though the majority of mature students in this
research perceive that having a good relationship with the teachers is quite significant,
a lot of them perceive that they are not known by the teachers, let alone constructing a
good relationship. To a certain extent, being not known by the teachers and having a
weak relationship with teachers contributes to mature students’ disadvantaged situation

in university (Weissmann, 2013; Morrison, 2009; O’Boyle, 2015).
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The next section presents how mature students in this research perceive their peer
support in the circumstance that they cannot participate much in the university life and

many of them are not known by the teachers.

6.1.1.2.3 Mature students’ perception of peer support

Many research studies have claimed the significance of peer support for mature students’
study in higher education, which is an important way that how institutional habitus
operates (Thomas, 2002; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Burke et al., 2013). When
mature students in this study talk about their study experience in higher education, they
emphasize the significance of their peer from whom they get not only academic
guidance, but also company, understanding and encouragement. Many English mature
students in this research claim that peer support is significant for them to complete the
study, and many mature students announce that it is their peers who stop them from

dropping out.

In terms of the academic guidance, the majority of English mature students in this
research state that their peers not only help them in understanding the teaching content,
but also guide them to do the assignments. The interviews below illustrate mature

students’ perceptions in this research.

I think we all just spur each other on and kind of help each other. And
if you do not understand what the lecturer is saying somebody else

can kind of digest it and speak to you how we normally speak to each

155



other. And I think that is really important, that you have that rapport
with the other student classmates. (England, Y1, female, aged 38,

married, Top-up year)

Similar to mature student Y1, mature student Y5 says:

It like not just learning from your tutor but it learning from one
another and other people’s experiences, and sharing ideas and
practical advice you know what works for them and you know good
ways of working. So it is not just a matter of [reading a] book or
[learning] from your tutor but from people gaining on the course
through this with you this journey. (England, Y5, female, aged 42,

married, foundation year)

The interviews above reveal that the tutors are not the only people the English mature
students in this research could learn from. Their peers’ opinions, ideas and experiences
could all benefit them and help them to understand better what is taught in the modules.
Apart from these two mature students, many other mature students in this research also
claim that the academic guidance from their peers is important because sometimes it is
difficult to ask the teachers to help, which was shown in the previous section (6.1.1.2),
so they could have a better understanding about the things in lectures that they are

confused about from their peers. In addition to the academic support given by their
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peers, mature students also point out the significance of having company and sympathy

from their peers.

Regarding the importance of having the company of peers, the mature students in this

research express the following perceptions:

Having friends around you like it is all part of the like being at
university I think. It is important that there is a group of you that can
talk and close because it is not just helping you through university,
so it is having those strong bonds I think that is quite important.
(England, H1, female, aged 22, married, second year of Foundation

Degree)

Echoing what mature student H1 says, mature student H9 emphasizes the importance

of the sympathy and company of her peers.

Everything, because they know exactly what you are going through.
I did mine with XXX, and XXX (names mentioned) who works here
but she is off, so it was nice for them to know exactly you are working
and you are doing the study and they do know exactly what you are
going through, they know exactly what feelings you have towards
stuff, they have just got that overall understanding of everything, so

it is nice to have them. (England, H9, female, aged 26, single, Top-

up year)
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Encouragement, which is mentioned by nearly every mature student in this research, is
perceived as another significant contribution by their peers. The majority of mature
students in this research claim that they have often felt unable to carry on their study
and it is their peers who encouraged them to fight together and conquer the difficulties
together. The following interviews illustrate how important the encouragement of their

peers is for mature students in this research.

Everything, absolutely everything. XXX (name mentioned) herself
would, they just know absolutely everything, what you are going
through, so they can give you the emotional support, the physical,
they can pick you up when you are at your lowesz, “Come on, get up,
let us get on”. They can help you with the academic side and they can
give you everything. (England, H9, female, aged 26, single, Top-up

year)

Mature student Y1 describes a very vivid experience which shows how at one time she

thought she could not finish and how her peers encouraged her to carry on:

When | first started the BA. One of the lecturers went off sick, so it
was really difficult. We had different lecturers coming in, we missed
a couple, and for me, | got to start writing my assignment and |
thought “Oh my goodness, what am I writing?” We did not have a

clue what we were doing. And I thought “Do you know what? Do I
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really need to be here? Can I really do this?” And then we all got
together, my social group here and said “We can do this.” We kind
of all just spurred each other on and just did it really. That was a low
point really with the lecturer going off sick. It was not very good but
we have got through it and we all passed it. (England, Y1, female,

aged 38, married, Top-up year)

In addition to the majority of the mature students in this research pointing out the
significance of being encouraged by peers, many of them also claim that peer support
decreases the likelihood of dropping out, and some mature students announce that peer
support did actually stop them from dropping out when they had nearly made the
decision to do so. The interview below illustrates how peer support contributes to

decrease the risk of dropping out.

So | think there would have been a higher likelihood of me dropping
out if I did not have my close friends with me, because we all pushed
each other, and we all competed against each other. In assignments,
we would all fight the higher mark, or we would all just pushed each
other. We would go to the library together, or we would stick together
in lectures, or during group tasks we would group together. So, I
think 1 would have struggled without them. (England, H7, male, aged

23, single, Top-up year)
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Mature student H1 is one of the mature students who actually wanted to drop out in this
research. Mature student H1 uses her experience to show how her peers helped her to

carry on her study.

| very nearly wanted to drop out, like, I messaged my friend, like,
“That is it, | am giving in, I am not doing it anymore.” And she was
like, “No, we can do it, we can preserve.” And | did, | passed. We
tend to try and help each other. Like if we are struggling, we will try.
It tends to be that we’ll all struggle on different things so we will all
try to help each other on things. Like one person is better at one thing
than another, so we will try and help each other like that. (England,

H1, female, aged 22, married, second year of Foundation Degree)

As revealed in the interviews above, the mature students in this research encourage each
other and support each them to overcome the difficulties and carry on their study. As
revealed in mature students’ own words, they fight together as a group and rely on each
other academically and mentally. As shown in the previous sections, mature students
in this research feel it is not easy for them to build a good relationship with their teachers
or get enough support from their teachers, so that peer support become more important

to them.
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6.1.1.2.4 A brief summary

This section is about how mature students in this research perceive their social
integration into university life. Three aspects have been mentioned by the mature
students, which are their perceptions about how the university involves them in

university life, their relationship with their teachers and peer support.

Based on previous research studies (Thomas, 2002; Smyth & Banks, 2012; Burke et al.,
2013; Heagney & Benson, 2017), the institutional habitus affects mature students’
study experience from both academic and social perspectives, which influences mature
students’ academic and social integration in higher education. Regarding their
perceptions about how the university involves them in university life, the majority of
mature students in this research perceive that the university has not done enough to
involve them in university life. Based on mature students’ experience and perceptions,
not only has the university not provided activities suitable to their timetable on campus
to participate in; but also the university assumes that they do not have an interest or
need to participate in university life. In terms of the relationship with teachers, most
mature students in this research perceive that it is difficult to build a good relationship
with teachers because they perceive that they are not known by many teachers, even
though most mature students in this research perceive that it is important to have a good

relationship with the teachers.
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According to the perceptions expressed in this research, peer support is significant for
them, as a source of not only academic guidance but also moral support, which
maintains them in university. Many mature students in this research claim that the
encouragement of their peers is important for their continuation in study, especially

those who have actually considered dropping out.

6.1.2 The impact of institutional habitus via affecting mature students’ habitus

This section is about how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
experience via influencing mature students’ habitus. The interview data illustrated in
this section aims to answer the second sub research question. The data in this section
resonates with the principles of institutional habitus theory (see section 3.4). Bourdieu
defines habitus as “a system of durable, transposable dispositions which functions as
the generative basis of structured, objectively unified practices” (Bourdieu, 1979: vii).
As claimed by Reay (1998), the institutional habitus operates in two ways, via the
institutional practice and via affecting students’ habitus. Burke’s research illustrates
how the institutional habitus affects students’ habitus. His research claims that the
institutional habitus can directly shape individuals’ habitus as well as their behaviour,
which illustrates that within a specified field the institutional habitus and students’
habitus could interact with each other and students’ study would be affected by both of
them (Burke et al., 2013). Atkinson (2011) claims that once students enter universities
they encounter every aspect of the institutional habitus then they generate a degree of

match—clash, harmonisation, adaptation, resistance as well as a whole array of
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emotions (e.g. anxiety), practices (e.g. setting extra homework) and interactions (e.g.

making demands of teachers).

More specifically, three themes according to mature students’ own words are presented:
mature students’ perception of being mature students on campus (section 6.1.2.1), their
sense of belonging (section 6.1.2.2), and their expectations of university life (section
6.1.2.3). The interview data illustrates that the majority of English mature students in
this research perceive that the university atmosphere and university life are still alien to
them so they exclude themselves from university life and contain themselves within the
social group that they build up with their peers. The interview data below illustrates
participants’ perceptions regarding these three aspects under the influence of the

institutional habitus.

6.1.2.1 Mature students’ perception of being mature students in university

This section presents how mature students perceive the experience of being mature
students in university. The range of age among the English mature students in this
research is from the early twenties to late fifties. Many younger mature students,
especially those in their twenties to thirties do not feel they are “mature”, even though
they know their programme focuses on mature students so they do not have a particular
feeling of being “mature students” on campus. However, the majority of mature

students from the forties to fifties claim that they feel they are old and should not be
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present in university. The interviews below illustrate these mature students’ perceptions

regarding being mature students on campus.

I always thought I was too old. I always thought no, that is for
youngsters. Occasionally, when | am trying to write an essay, and
looking at things like “no | cannot do this . Occasionally, | will look
at some of the students and think you are the same age as my children.
I had not studied for a good, well twenty odd years, and it was scary
to think that | am doing this and | am old. And will people laugh at
me, will people look at me as if “you should noz be here ? | think that
was mainly because | would feel awkward walking into a class of
younger people who I do not know. (England, H5, female, aged 44,

married, Top-up year)

Mature student Y5 who is in her early forties also has the feeling that she “shouldn't

really be here”, saying:

I think there does not seem to be many older people here so | do feel
strange when | go like into cafeteria on my own or into library on my
own so | do feel a bit | should not really be here sort of in a way. |
am not a very confident person so it is barriers. (England, Y5, female,

aged 42, married, foundation year)
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Many other mature students mention that it is awkward or not comfortable to stay with
the younger students, but mature student Y7 uses “intimidating” to show how she feels

on campus, which is shown in the following interview.

Sometimes when | stay with the younger ones, you know cause you
are an adult and like maybe you think ooh what are you doing here
back at university? | just go | just do my work and go to the library
you know. You just want to be treated like everybody else, do not you?
It a bit intimidating sometimes. (England, Y7, female, aged 50,

married, first year of Foundation Degree)

Apart from feeling too old, many mature students in this research also feel that other
people cannot understand their difficulties and efforts. For example, mature student H9

expresses her opinion by saying:

I think they (refers to students and teachers in university) still do
involve you in everything. Sometimes | think people look at it like you
are not really doing it, but they do not realize how hard it is when
you are working. They think, “She is not really at university, she is
only there one day a week” but then the amount of work you do is the
equivalent of doing full time because you have got three assignments
on at a time, semi-dissertation towards the end. (England, H9, female,

aged 26, single, Top-up year)
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The perceptions above reveal that some English mature students in this research feel
uncomfortable being with younger students on campus and they tend to question
whether they should really be here. Some mature students perceive that people still have
wrong perceptions towards them, as people tend to assume that it is easy to study as a
mature student. How the mature students in this research feel about being mature
students on campus reveals that they feel there are still perceptions among people that
mature students are not the right people to be present in the university scenario and their

study is quite easy (Atkinson, 2011; Reay, 2004).

6.1.2.2 Mature students’ perception of their sense of belonging

Thomas (2002) points out that mature students’ higher education experience is the
interaction between institutional habitus and their own habitus. More specifically,
whether the institutional habitus is compatible with mature students’ habitus or not
would make the mature students feel “fish in water” or “fish out of water”, which is
also described by Reay (2015) as “a feel for the game”. Reay (2003) underscores that
it is higher education’s inability to deal with diversity and differences, which makes
mature students feel they do not fit in; hence, they feel that they lack of a sense of
belonging to the university. When mature students in this study talk about their study
experience in university, the majority of them do not think they have much sense of
belonging to the university. They claim they do not participate in university life as they
have quite limited time on campus. The interviews below shows how mature students
perceive their sense of belonging.
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I think it is difficult for mature students to involve into university life.
I am not part of any club or anything, so | do not really know anything
else about the university. Sometimes I thought, “You know what? |
do not care about that lifestyle — I would rather focus on my career
and my qualification”. Back then, | did feel a little bit isolated.

(England, H7, male, aged 23, single, Top-up year)

Mature student H5 and many other mature students in this research have the same

feeling, which could be seen from the interview below:

I do not feel much I belong to the university because | only come on
an evening for my classes. |1 do not have anything to do with the
university during the day. So | feel like I am part of my course, | do
not necessarily feel like | am part of the whole campus. (England, H5,

female, aged 44, married, Top-up year)

Mature student Y7 also echoes this opinion by saying:

I do not (have sense of belonging) maybe because you only come once
a week. I think if you were here every day you would do. I think | do
not feel like a student, I only feel like I am doing a course. (England,

Y7, female, aged 50, married, first year of Foundation Degree)

167



The interviews above reveal that the English mature students in this research do not
have much sense of belonging to the university, and many other mature students feel
the same. Their explanation of their lack of sense of belonging is that they have limited
time on campus and they do not participate in university life apart from their modules.
As illustrated in section 6.1.1, the institutional habitus of the university contributes to
mature students’ insufficient integration into university life academically and socially,
via the institutional practice. As mature students in this research say, since they do not
have much involvement in the university life, they do not feel they belong to the
university much. As Tett (2004) claims, since the institutional habitus is shaped by the
traditional students regarding attitude, practice and institutional structures, the non-
dominant group of students feel the university is alien to them and they class themselves
as “others”, which then makes them feel they do not belong to the university. The
atmosphere and various aspects of the university life—as the externalization of the
institutional habitus—makes the mature students feel isolated and excluded, which
affects their desire to have academic and social integration into university life, and also
drives them to exclude themselves from university life (Lehmann, 2012; Mallman and

Lee, 2017).

As this section is about how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
experience via influencing mature students’ habitus, the next section is going to present

mature students’ expectation of participation the university life.
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6.1.2.3 Mature students’ expectation of social life in university

This section presents mature students’ expectation and perception of involvement in
university life. As illustrated in section 6.1.1, the institutional habitus of the university
contributes to mature students’ insufficient integration into university life academically
and socially via the institutional practice. However, as illustrated in the theoretical
framework in this research, the institutional habitus affects mature students’ not only
via the institutional practice but also via influencing mature students’ habitus (Reay,
1998; Thomas, 2002). Many research studies have demonstrated that the institutional
habitus affects mature students’ expectation of university life; hence, it affects mature
students’ study experience and outcome (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Dumais, 2002;
Burton et al., 2011; Heagney & Benson, 2017). How mature students think about
participating in activities on campus in this research is significant. The interviews below
demonstrate that the majority of mature students in this research have little interest in
or expectation of social involvement on campus. The mature student H10 express her

perception by saying:

I do not experience the full use of the university, I still do not know
my way round. Even though I am young, | feel too old for that. | am
quite settled down, so | do not feel I need to experience the full
university life. I am really busy anyway. | am not bothered about the
university life. I just use what I need. (England, H10, female, aged 22,

married, second year of Foundation Degree)
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Apart from mature student, H10, many other mature students in this research also claim
that they do not care much about being involved in university life, such as mature

student H7:

I am not bothered about the university lifestyle. 1 want to gain
experience, knowledge, background and a degree, and so far, | have
achieved three out of those four. (England, H7, male, aged 23, single,

Top-up year)

Many other mature students in this research claim that they not only do not have much
interest in involvement in university life, but also they do not have much need of

university life. The mature student H5 expresses her perception by saying:

I do not need the university life type of thing. | need the qualification;
I need the education. | think it may be important for the younger
students because a lot of them are a long way from home and you
need that extended family and friendship. Whereas my home is here,
my family are here and my friends who | am on the course with, some
of them I actually work with, so I have got that anyway, outside of the

university. (England, H5, female, aged 44, married, Top-up year)

The perception of mature student H5 illustrates two main reasons why mature students
do not expect much involvement in university life. The first one is that their main goal

of participating in higher education is to obtain the degree and education; the second
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reason is that they already have their own social network outside the university, so they
do not have a strong requirement to build a social network on campus, as their younger
counterparts do. Many mature students in this research claim that instead of getting
involved with other students in university, they prefer to stay with their peers who are

in the same situation as themselves. The mature student H8 gives her opinion by saying:

I do not think I need it (university life). I think as well because | have
had children, I am more mature than a normal 24 year old will be,
so | do not think I would have a lot in common with a younger student
who had no responsibilities, whereas on my course, there are people
with children, there are people my age that have more in common
with me. (England, H8, female, aged 24, married, second year of

Foundation Degree)

Mature student Y3 echoes this perception:

I think because I live here and | am from around here, | do not need
to build up social networks do not you. | do not need that because I
have that already around me in XXX (name of a place mentioned).
And in terms of my course that | am doing, the people that | have met
on the course, we communicate outside of university anyway to help
each other so we have kind of created our own little society. (England,

Y3, female, aged 30, single, Top-up year)
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The perceptions of participants in this research reveal that mature students do not have
much interest in or expectation of university life, since many of them claim that their
priority in study is the education and degree. Apart from this main goal, the majority of
mature students in this research also perceive that the university life does not fit them
as mature students, since they perceive those activities are particularly for younger
students. In contrast, they prefer to stay with their peers who have more in common
with themselves. As a result, mature students exclude and isolate themselves from the
traditional university life, which they perceive as not fitting them and build up their
own society to support each other. Weissmann (2013) points out this interaction
between institutional habitus and non-dominant students’ habitus from another
perspective, that the practices generated by the institutional habitus reinforce the non-
dominant groups of students to reproduce their habitus, as they feel are not supposed or
welcome to be involved in the academic and social life of the dominant group of
students. The mature students’ self-exclusion reveals that the institutional habitus
affects mature students’ habitus and makes them feel they do not fit in, so they have

less expectation on participating in university life.

6.1.2.4 A brief summary

This section presents how the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study
experience via influencing their habitus in three ways, based on the interview data:
mature students’ perception of being mature students in university, their sense of
belonging, and their expectation of social life in university. The interview data
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demonstrates that most of the mature students in this research feel the university life
and atmosphere are alien to them since they perceive them as designed for their younger
counterparts and not appropriate for themselves as mature students. Therefore they
exclude themselves from involvement in university life and stay together to build their
own society. This section illustrates that under the entire atmosphere of the university,
mature students’ habitus is not only affected by the institutional habitus of the university,
but also interacts with the institutional habitus. Their actions not only reflect the
influence of the institutional habitus but also their response to the institutional habitus.
As they feel alien and not fitted to the university atmosphere, they choose to exclude

themselves and isolate themselves from mainstream university life.

As shown in this section, mature students’ self-exclusion from university life reveals
that the mature students participating in this research are still in a disadvantaged
situation. The majority of mature students in their forties and fifties feel uncomfortable
on campus, and most of the mature students in this research feel they do not have much
of sense of belonging, regardless of their ages. Based on these two feelings, the mature
students in this research tend to stay away from the university life which they perceive

as not appropriate for them and constrain themselves in their own-built society.
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6.2 The impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ degree study

experience in China

This section focuses on how the institutional habitus affects the Chinese mature
students’ study experience based on their perceptions expressed in this research. The
interview data illustrates that because of the distinct Chinese adult higher education
system, which is parallel to the regular higher education system, even though the
Chinese mature students in this research have their lectures in universities, they
perceive that they are not entitled or allowed to benefit, academically and socially, in
the same way as their younger counterparts and they feel they are excluded and unequal.
In contrast to their English counterparts, the exclusion, segregation and inequality that
the Chinese mature students in this research suffer from is not limited within the
university context; they suffer from exclusion, segregation and inequality in society
outside the university because of the value of their degree as well. The Chinese mature
students suffer from both inequality inside the university context and extended

inequality in society after they graduate.

Due to the higher education massification, regular higher education flourishes and there
is a large number of graduates with Bachelor degrees in Chinese society, which causes
adult higher education—the creation of a specific historical period for the purpose of
compensating for the insufficiently developed regular higher education—to lose its
value (Chen et al., 2017; Chen, 2016). Based on the Chinese mature students’

perceptions in this research, there is a vicious circle constructed by the reputation of the
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adult higher education system in society and the quality of education provided by adult
higher education. As perceived by the Chinese mature students in this research, the
unsatisfactory education provided by adult higher education creates a negative
reputation in society, and this negative reputation in turn decreases expectations of adult
higher education to improve the quality of the education provided. Therefore, mature
students become the victims of this vicious circle, and they suffer from exclusion and

inequality both inside the university context and in society.

There are two sub sections to demonstrate how the Chinese mature students in this
research perceive their excluded and unequal situation, both inside the university
context and in society. The first sub section reveals how mature students in this research
perceive their excluded and unequal situation from the perspective of how their habitus
operates. The second sub section illustrates the mature students’ perceptions about how
the institutional habitus contributes to their excluded and unequal situation by the

institutional practice.

6.2.1 The impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ broader exclusion and

unequal situation via affecting their habitus

This section is about how the institutional habitus affects the Chinese mature students’
study experience via influencing mature students’ habitus. Interview data illustrated in
this section aims to answer the second sub research question. As claimed by Edgerton

et al. (2013), the habitus at individual level is “the set of learned preferences or
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dispositions (styles of thought and action) by which a person orients to the social world.
It is the internalized interpretive framework through which one perceives the social
world and one’s place within it, and correspondingly calibrates one’s aspirations and
appreciation related actions/ practice” (Edgerton et al., 2013: 305). The data in this
section resonates with the principles of institutional habitus theory (see section 3.4).
The data reveals that the Chinese mature students’ habitus operates in four dimensions:
mature students’ perception of the value of their degree (section 6.2.1.1), their
perceptions of being mature students (section 6.2.1.2), their study aspiration (section
6.2.1.4), and their perceptions of their sense of belonging (section 6.2.1.4). All these
four dimensions of mature students’ habitus are affected by the institutional habitus and
via the interaction between mature students and the university. The interview data
illustrates that the majority of the Chinese mature students in this research perceive the
value of their degree as lower than that of the degree of their younger counterparts; they
feel inferior to their younger counterparts and they do not have much sense of belonging
to the university. All these issues construct their negative study experience and they
feel they are excluded and unequal within the university and in society. The interviews

below show mature students’ perceptions regarding these four issues.

6.2.1.1 Mature students’ perceptions of the value of their study

This section presents how the Chinese mature students in this research perceive the
value of their study. Due to the different educational focus and practice of the regular

higher education system and the adult higher education system (shown in Chapter 2),
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the majority of mature students in this study perceive that the degrees awarded by the
two distinct systems are evaluated differently by society, which affects their perception
of the value of their degree. The interviews below show how the Chinese mature

students in this research perceive the value of their degree.

The degree awarded by the adult higher education system is different
from the degree given via the full-time regular higher education
system. The full-time higher education is formal and authentic; the
adult higher education is kind of further education. The degree is less
academic and the requirement for awarding it is not that restrict.
Within the early childhood education area this diploma is recognized;
but there are so many jobs that only approve the full-time degree and
it is impossible for you to get a good job by owning the diploma from
the adult higher education system. (China, E10, female, aged 32,

married, second year of degree study)

Mature student E2 echoes that by saying:

The qualification we are awarded has “part-time adult higher

’

education” written on it, whereas ‘‘full-time higher education” 1S
written on the full-time students’ qualification. When people
especially employers see the diploma, they can tell the difference and

know our degree is not authentic or formal. Based on this unequal
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educational system, what we have is further education, like a training,
work-based training. (China, E2, female, aged 23, married, second

year of degree study)

Apart from mature students E10 and E2, nearly all of the Chinese mature students in
this research have the same perception that the value of their degree is different from
that of the degree awarded to their full-time younger counterparts. Many mature
students also talk about how the society, especially employers, evaluate the value of

their degree, which is shown in the interview below:

When we go to a job interview, the employer would differentiate the
applicants who got the degree from the adult higher education route
from those who have the full BA Honours’ degree from the full-time
regular higher education system. We know we are not competitive
with the full-time students and we feel inferior about ourselves. But
to study as mature students is the only way we could choose since we
cannot study full-time. We are the victims of the higher education

system. (China, E9, female, aged 24, single, first year of degree study)

The interview above illustrates that employers evaluate mature students’ degree
differently from their younger counterparts’ degree, and treat the two groups of students
unequally. Mature students perceive they are inferior to the full-time younger students

academically and they are not able to compete with them. Most of the mature students
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in this research perceive that it is the dual higher education systems that construct such
a difference and make them the victims. In terms of the differences in the isolated and
excluded situation of mature students in both England and China, the mature students
in England are isolated in the university but the discrimination against mature students
in China also happens in society, including in the employment market and in social
situations (Chen, 2015; Zhao, 2016). The next section shows how mature students in
this research perceive being mature students in university, which illustrates mature

students’ lack of confidence and their sense of inferiority.

6.2.1.2 Mature students’ perception of being mature students

Students’ perception of their position in higher education is an important aspect which
shows how the institutional habitus affects their habitus and hence engenders their self-
perception (Lehmann, 2007, 2012; Weissmann, 2013). The majority of the Chinese
mature students in this research have a negative feeling about being mature students in
university. Many of them feel they are “at a lower level” than the full-time mature
students, and a lot of them call themselves the “ones eliminated from the regular higher
education system”. The sense of inferiority is mentioned by most of the Chinese mature
students in this research. The interviews below demonstrate the Chinese mature

students’ perceptions of being mature students in this research.

We think we are different from the traditional young students.

Obviously we are at a lower level than them from the academic
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perspective. We feel inferior to them. Sometimes we can meet these
students on campus when we have courses on Sunday, what they talk
about, what they think about, what they care about are really
different from us. They are students with much more knowledge, we
are just obsolete and eliminated from the regular higher education
system. But we cannot take the higher education entrance exam again
to study as full-time students, we can only study in this way. (China,

E3, female, aged 24, single, second year of degree study)

Mature student E5 gives a similar opinion by saying:

Being a mature student on campus in this era means you are
eliminated from the Higher Education Entrance Examination, which
means you cannot study well enough to become a full-time student at
Bachelor level; it means your previous academic performance was
so bad. We admire those young traditional students so much. We feel
self-abasement and self-inferiority. We do not feel confident about
ourselves because adult higher education does not have a good
reputation among the society. (China, E5, female, aged 28, married,

graduated)

Due to the low recognition and bad reputation of adult higher education in society,

perceived by the Chinese mature students in this research, most of these students do not
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have confidence in their degree on themselves. As many mature students express, since
they cannot take the Higher Education Entrance Examination again to study as full-
time students in regular higher education because of their full-time job and family
commitments, studying as mature students is their only way to improve their
qualifications. As presented in the data, the Chinese mature students in this research
perceive that the Chinese dual higher education systems generate discrimination and
segregation between the regular higher education system and the adult higher education
system, on top of which, the institutional habitus of the university engenders this lack
of confidence and sense of inferiority among the Chinese mature students in this

research.

Many mature students in this research explain how the unsatisfactory state of adult
higher education was built up in China. Among them, the mature student E9 gives her

explanation as follows:

| think there is a vicious circle in the adult higher education system.
The quality of teaching given by adult higher education is quite low
which is known by the society and us students, so the society and
employers do not think highly of our degree. Because the adult higher
education has an unsatisfactory reputation in society, it does not have
motivation to produce good education. | just feel there is a vicious

circle which drives both the reputation and quality of adult higher
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education to get worse and worse. (China, E9, female, aged 24, single,

first year of degree study)

Like mature student E9, many other mature students in this research also perceive that
the performance and the reputation of the adult higher education cause each other to
deteriorate. As result, mature students become the victims since they cannot have either
a good learning experience during the study process or a degree which is recognized

equally by the society and employers.

As shown in the previous section (6.2.1.1), the Chinese mature students could benefit
from their degree to a limited extent, as their degree is recognized and accepted in the
early childhood education sector, but the wider society still value their degree lower
than the full-time degree. The interview data in this section illustrates that most of the
Chinese mature students in this research have negative perceptions and feelings about
being mature students in university. The institutional habitus stimulates and increases
their sense of inferiority. The discrimination and lower recognition of the value of their
degree in society, especially by employers, trigger their negative feeling about being
mature students, especially their sense of inferiority. The Chinese mature students’
unequal and disadvantaged situation is not limited within the higher education context;
it also happens in society and the job market more broadly, which is different from the
exclusion suffered by their English counterparts (Zhao, 2016; Chen et al., 2017). This
negative feelings of being mature students also affects their expectations of study and

university life, which is demonstrated in the section below.
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6.2.1.3 Mature students’ expectation or aspiration for their study

The study aspiration and expectation, as a significant aspect of students’ habitus, has
been claimed in many research studies to have substantial influence on students’ study
experience and outcome (Nash, 2002; Edgerton et al., 2013). The interview data shows
that most of the Chinese mature students in this research do not have much expectation
or aspiration for their study. The reasons for this situation concern two aspects: firstly,
most of these mature students feel they cannot learn much that is useful or new from
their teachers and lectures; secondly, they also feel the unsatisfactory reputation of their
qualification in society decreases their passion for study. The interviews below

demonstrate these mature students’ perceptions.

I just want my qualification. | expected to learn more at the beginning
of my study but I just got disappointed by the teachers and lectures
so | do not expect much now. (China, S7, female, aged 25, single,

third year of degree study)

Like mature student S7, most of the Chinese mature students in this research claim that
the teachers and lectures disappoint them and weaken their expectation and passion for
their study. As shown in the previous sections, most of the Chinese mature students in
this research are not satisfied with the teachers and lectures as they feel they cannot

benefit much. On the other hand, the unsatisfactory reputation and value of their degree

183



also stimulates them to have less expectation of their study, which could be seen from

the mature student’s words below.

The degree has bad reputation among the society. No matter how
much | strive or how much effort I spend, my degree is still looked
down on by other people, so it is pointless to have aspiration for my
study, (China, S9, female, aged 26, married, second year of degree

study)

Based on this feeling about being mature students in university, the majority of the
Chinese mature students in this research claim that they do not have much expectation
of their study, since the value of the degree is perceived as not competitive by both
themselves and the society. Apart from mature students’ lack of study aspiration, most
of the Chinese mature students also do not have much expectation of their university
life. Since they perceive they are not entitled to participate in the university life, they
feel there is no point in having expectations of university life. The interview below
illustrates the prevalent perception among the Chinese mature students in this research,

that they do not have expectations of university life.

I have no expectation of my university life because | know | am not
able to have that. Studying as mature students means you cannot have
the traditional university life. But as | feel embarrassed to stay with

the traditional students | would not get involved with them even if |
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could have the university life. | just come for the lectures and expect
nothing else. (China, E2, female, aged 23, married, second year of

degree study)

Like mature student E2, most of the mature students in this research claim that because
of the lower-recognized value of their degree and the unequal way the university treats
them, they do not have expectations of university life, since they perceive they are not
entitled to have it at the first place. As shown in the interview data, under the influence
of the institutional habitus, especially via the institutional practice (Reay, 1998;
Weissmann, 2013; Heagney & Benson, 2017), most of the Chinese mature students in
this research do not have much expectation of either their study or their university life.
The next section illustrates how mature students in this research perceive their sense of
belonging in the university context, under the feeling of being mature students in

university.

6.2.1.4 Mature students’ perception of sense of belonging

One significant way in which the habitus operates is in the way people perceive their
place in a specific field in relation to other people and the venue (Lehmann, 2007),
which affects students’ sense of belonging and other further behaviours (Mallman &
Lee, 2017; Lehmann, 2007; Reay, 2003, 2015). In this research, when the Chinese

mature students talk about their sense of belonging to the university, the majority of
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them claim that they do not feel they belong to the university; instead, they feel quite

excluded and isolated, which can be seen from the interview below.

I do not have a sense of belonging and I do not feel | am a student in
the university either. Because | cannot use anything on campus nor
can | take part in any activity. I only come once a week and only for
two or three hours. | just feel the university is a training institute
rather than a university. | know there is a difference between the
adult higher education system and the regular higher education
system in the university. (China, E7, female, aged 26, married,

graduated)

Mature student E5 echoes this perception by saying:

I do not have a sense of belonging since | know nothing about the
university. There is nothing we can participate in and we have
nothing to use. There is only one classroom we can use among the
entire university. We are excluded from the university as we are the
students in the adult higher education system. We do not know the
teachers and the teachers do not know us. We have no involvement
in the university life. (China, E5, female, aged 28, married,

graduated)
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In addition to mature students E7 and E5, most of the mature students in this research
perceive that they do not have much sense of belonging. The interviews above illustrate
that mature students’ excluded and isolated feeling is constructed by their lack of
academic and social integration into university life. Mature student S8 also gives her

perception of her lack of sense of belonging by saying:

I do not feel I belong to the university. The university is the place for
regular higher education rather than for the adult higher education
that we have. We are outsiders here. | have a sense of neglect rather
than a sense of belonging. The university does not treat us in the same
way as it treats the full-time traditional students. We are just taught
physically in this place. (China, S8, female, aged 26, single,

graduated)

As mentioned before, most of the Chinese mature students in this research perceive that
the university is the venue of regular higher education and the domain of traditional
younger students; and they perceive themselves as outsiders in the university. Even
though many Chinese universities organise adult higher education programmes, the
mature students in this research still perceive that the universities’ main duty and
responsibility is regular higher education and less attention and care are paid to adult
higher education. Based on the Chinese mature students’ perceptions, various aspects
of the institutional habitus, such as their relationship with teachers and their

accessibility of the resources, imply that the mature students are treated unequally from
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the full-time traditional students and they are not thought highly of by the university.
This incompatibility and separation between the two systems in one university scenario
makes mature students have a very ambivalent and complex self-recognition. Most of
them perceive that they are not entitled to have equivalent academic and social
integration into the university with their younger counterparts, and they feel that they
are more like outsiders in the university, even though they study in the university
physically. Mallman and Lee (2017) highlight that the atmosphere and various aspects
of the university life—as the externalization of the institutional habitus—compel
mature students to feel isolated and excluded, which affects their desire to have
academic and social integration into university life, as well as their learning experience
and outcome. Mature students’ perceptions of their sense of belonging, in this research,
demonstrate that the institutional habitus of the Chinese university is in favour of the
traditional students and the separation of the two higher education systems excludes
mature students from involvement in university life, which is perceived as being

dominated by traditional students.

6.2.1.5 A brief summary

The sections above presents how the institutional habitus has an impact on the Chinese
mature students’ study experience via affecting their habitus in this research. Based on
the interview data, most of the Chinese mature students in this research point out four

aspects of how their habitus operates under the influence of the institutional habitus:
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their perceptions of the value of their degree, their feelings about being mature students,

their study aspiration and expectation, and their sense of belonging to the university.

Most of the Chinese mature students in this research perceive the value of their degree
to be lower compared to the degree awarded to full-time traditional students, which is
caused by the unsatisfactory teaching quality perceived by these mature students and
the lower evaluation of their degree in society. Besides, the Chinese mature students in
this research perceive that there is a vicious circle between the unsatisfactory education
provided by the adult higher education system and its poor reputation in society, as each
undermines the other. The poor reputation of adult higher education causes most of the
mature students in this research to have a sense of inferiority and lack of confidence.
Since they perceive their academic and social integration into university life is
constrained by the university, most of them feel they have a sense of neglect rather than

a sense of belonging.

All these aspects presented above illustrate how the institutional habitus affects mature
students’ study via influencing their habitus. Compared to their English counterparts,
the Chinese mature students in this research suffer from exclusion and inequality not
only within the university context, but also in society more broadly, including the job
market. Since the two higher education systems and the two types of degree are valued
differently in society, the mature students in this research perceive that they are
differentiated by society from full-time traditional students. The exclusion and

discrimination they suffer from extends outside the university context to the society.
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They are treated unequally not only within the university context but also in society,
which gives them a sense of inferiority and lack of confidence, not only while they

study in university but also in the society after they graduate.

6.2.2 The impact of institutional habitus on mature students’ excluded situation via the

institutional practice

As the Chinese mature students in this research perceive that there is a vicious circle
between the unsatisfactory education provided by the adult higher education system
and its poor reputation in society, this section reveals how the institutional habitus
affects the Chinese mature students’ study experience via the institutional practice,
based on the perceptions expressed in this research. The interview data illustrates that
the Chinese mature students in this research perceive that they are excluded from
university life, academically and socially, as they target traditional younger students
who belong to the regular higher education system, while the mature students perceive
that they belong to the parallel adult higher education system. Based on the Chinese
mature students’ perceptions, they feel that they are not entitled to and are prevented
from participating in university life, including participation in activities and the usage
of resources on campus. The Chinese mature students perceive they are not allowed to

participate in university life on equal terms to their younger counterparts.

Consistent with the argument of Laird and Cruce (2009) that it is the institutional

habitus that prevents mature students from engaging with faculty by its institutional
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practice, McTaggart (2016) reveals that the practice generated by institutions barriers
mature students’ study and causes exclusion from both academic and social integration.
The interview data illustrated in this section answers the first sub research question.
More specifically, the interview data shows that the institutional practice affects the
Chinese mature students’ study experience in two ways. The first one is how the
institutional practice prevents the Chinese mature students from academic integration,
which is presented in section 6.2.2.1; the second one is how the institutional practice
prevents the Chinese mature students from social integration, which is shown in section

6.2.2.2.

6.2.2.1 The impact of institutional practice on mature students’ academic integration

This section focuses on how the Chinese mature students perceive the impact of
institutional practice on their academic integration. Based on the interview data, the
Chinese mature students in this research point out four main factors which affect their
academic integration: the university’s attitude towards supporting them (presented in
section 6.2.1.1.1), their limited access to the resources on campus (presented in section
6.2.1.1.2), the pedagogical structure (presented in section 6.2.1.1.3), and the support
from teachers (presented in section 6.2.1.1.2). Based on mature students’ perceptions,
because of the segregation between the regular higher education system and adult
higher education system, the university prioritizes the full-time traditional students and
takes serving them as its main duty, which causes the mature students be neglected.

This neglect is revealed by the four aspects that mature students pointed out above,

191



which prevent mature students from having satisfying academic integration and

contribute to their disadvantaged and unequal situation in the university.

Compared to the English mature students’ situation, while the pedagogical structure
and the teachers’ support are also criticized by the Chinese mature students, the way
these factors function and how they affect mature students’ academic integration are
different. The sections below illustrate in detail mature students’ perceptions regarding

how these factors affect their study.

6.2.2.1.1 Mature students’ perceptions of university’s attitude of supporting their study

Sissel et al. (2001: 18) commented, “Because higher education has been anchored in its
historical traditions of residential, selective education and because it is based in
perceptions of a privileged place and role for young adult leadership development, this
environment embraces full-time, residential youth. Little space, voice, and value are
given to other groups and in particular those who are the most different from young
students: adult learners”. Their research demonstrates how the university’s attitude and
disposition ties mature students into an unequal situation in higher education. Based on
the Chinese mature students’ perceptions in this research, because of the independence
and distinctiveness of the adult higher education system, as well as its separation from
the regular higher education system, the university has different attitudes towards the
two systems, which causes it to pay different attention and devotion to the two systems

(Ji, 2013; Liu, 2016; Ma et al., 2014). The Chinese mature students in this research
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perceive that the university prioritizes regular higher education and pays more attention
to it, which is interpreted by the mature students as the root of their neglect and
dissatisfaction. Besides, the mature students in this research also claim that the
university’s neglectful attitude is the fundamental reason for other aspects of its
disappointing performance, such as their limited access to resources, the perceived

problematic pedagogical structure and the perceived lack of support from the staff.

Based on the Chinese mature students’ perceptions of the value of their degree and their
feeling about being mature students, most of the Chinese mature students in this
research perceive that the university does not think highly of them and does not want
to spend effort on improving their study experience. The majority of participants
perceive that their unsatisfactory study experience is the result of the university’s
neglect and lack of willingness to spend effort on their study. The interviews below

demonstrate mature students’ perception regarding this issue in this research.

The university prioritizes the full-time traditional students rather
than us. Those full-time students are the dominant and authentic
students in university and the university does not think highly of us.
The university does not care about us or want to spend much effort

on us. (China, S7, female, aged 25, single, third year of degree study)

Mature student S8 echoes this argument by saying:
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The university takes serving the full-time students as its main job and
it does not consider much about us. We can feel the neglect. But we
can understand that since we are just taught in the university
physically and the university is the domain of regular higher

education system. (China, S8, female, aged 26, single, graduated)

Like the two mature students above, many other mature students in this research also
perceive that the university pays more attention and expands more effort on the full-
time students’ study rather than theirs. Mature student E8 gives her perception about

the deeper reason for this situation by saying:

| think because the university is part of and funded by the regular
higher education system, the full-time traditional students are the
main objects to serve. Organizing the adult higher education is just
their subsidiary job, so they will not give the equal attention or effort
to us. So the university does not want to spend much effort on
improving the quality of education for us. (China, E8, female, aged

28, single, first year of degree study)

As perceived by mature student E8, organizing adult higher education is not the main
job of the university, which decreases the university’s willingness to spend more effort
on improving the quality of adult higher education and inclination to spend more effort

on improving mature students’ study experience. The university’s attitude towards
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organizing adult higher education is perceived by the majority of the Chinese mature
students in this research as the deep reason for its unsatisfactory performance, including
mature students unequal and limited access to the resources on campus, which is shown

in the section below.

6.2.2.1.2 Mature students’ perception of access to the facilities on campus

Poromaa’s research (2017) states that materiality is an important key to understand the
formation of institutional habitus: the materiality sets the scene for pedagogical
outcomes and developments. Institutions such as universities with a habitus rich in
buildings, architecture, equipment, and embodied cultural capital tend to cultivate a
pedagogy that benefits from these materialities. The majority of Chinese mature
students in this research perceive that even though they have their lectures on the
university campus, because they are mature students belonging to the adult higher
education system, they are not allowed to use the resources on campus equally with
their traditional counterparts, since they perceive that the resources on campus belong
to the regular higher education for the purpose of serving the traditional students. There
are several aspects showing how mature student cannot benefit the same from the

resources on campus.

Mature students firstly mention that they had no idea about what they could use on

campus at the beginning of their study, which is shown by the interview below.
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In the opening ceremony, they told us that we have a handbook about
all the things in university but we do not really read it. Apart from
that nobody really told us about what we can use on campus. When
we come we just go directly to the classroom and we have no idea
about anything else. (China, E5, female, aged 28, married,

graduated)

Secondly, most of the mature students in this research believe that that they are not
entitled to use the facilities on campus because they are mature students belonging to
the adult higher education system. Mature student E1 gives her own experience as

follows:

I am not entitled to use the facilities which are provided for full-time
traditional students such as that we can enter the library but we can
only read books insides and we are not allowed to borrow books and
take them out. Our student card is different from the full-time
traditional students’ so we cannot use our student card to pay for the
food in the canteen. We cannott use the Wi-Fi on campus; we cannot
use the university website either, because we cannot get access to the
internet by using our student number. Because of our mature students’
identity. (China, E1, female, aged 35, married, first year of degree

study)
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Mature student E7 gives a similar perception, saying:

I cannot use the facilities on campus because | am a mature student.
The university provides the resources for the full-time traditional
students, not us. | just come to my lecture using the classroom,

nothing else. (China, E7, female, age of 26, married, graduated)

The interviews above reveal that most of the Chinese mature students in this research
perceive that their access to facilities is very limited. Based on mature students’ own
words, being classed as mature students is the reason that they are not entitled to get
full access to the facilities and resources in the university. As perceived by mature
students, although they study in university with their younger traditional counterparts,
they still belong to the adult higher education system; therefore they cannot benefit
from the resources equally with their younger counterparts, since the facilities on
campus are perceived as provided for the traditional students as part of the higher

education system.

As Poromaa’s research (2017) states, materiality (including facilities and equipment) is
an important key to understand the formation of institutional habitus, which sets the
scene for pedagogical outcomes and developments. Based on Chinese mature students’
perceptions in this research, this limited access to study resources severely constrains

their study interest and has a negative impact on their study experience, which also
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reveals how the institutional habitus contributes to the disadvantaged and unequal

situation for mature students in the Chinese context.

6.2.2.1.3 Mature students’ perception of the pedagogical structure

As viewed by the most of the Chinese mature students in this research, the pedagogical
structure designed by the adult higher education system is unsatisfactory and has a
negative impact on their study experience. There are three aspects which are criticized
by the majority of the Chinese mature students in this research: the unbalanced module
allocation in each semester, the inadequate teaching time, and the outdated teaching
content. These three aspects lead nearly all the mature students in this research to

perceive the education given by adult higher education as of low quality.

Firstly, most of the Chinese mature students in this research feel the distribution of
modules in each semester is unbalanced, as the university arranges too many modules
in some semesters and few modules in others. This imbalance in module arrangement
causes more pressure to mature students during the fully packed semesters and they

find it difficult to manage their study, which could be seen from the interview below.

There is an improper arrangement regarding the module allocation.
There was just one module last semester but there are five modules
this semester. This unstable module arrangement really causes us a

big pressure and burden because we could be too busy to handle the
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exams when there are five modules. (China, E2, female, aged 23,

married, second year of degree study)

Most mature students in this research feel that the number of modules during the fully
packed semesters is excessive. They claim that they need to spend too much time on
the lectures, which makes them feel exhausted and drained. The interviews below

illustrate how much time these mature students have to spend each week.

The time for the modules is not very convenient for us since we have
our full-time job. We have modules on Tuesday night and Thursday
night from 6 pm to 9 pm and we have a module on Sunday for a whole
day, which is too much. (China, E4, female, aged 31, married,

second year of degree study)

Mature student E5 echoes this by saying:

Many of my classmates just get sick because there are 5 modules in
this semester, which is horrible. We rush to the university when we
finish work and it is nearly 10 pm when we arrive home. We have to
go to work at 7 am the next morning. We do not have our own time
for rest on weekends since we have lectures at weekends again. The
modules are just too many. (China, E5, female, aged 28, married,

graduated)
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Another problematic issue raised by mature students is the contradiction between the
overwhelming module time and the inadequate teaching time in each module. The
majority of mature students in this research mention that since they have to get a certain
number of credits to be qualified, the university arranges numerous modules for them,

which leads to each module having limited teaching time.

The university only arranged three days for completing one module,
within which the last half day is for the exam. So we only have two
and a half days for finishing one module. What can the teachers teach
and what can we learn during such a short time? So the teachers just
pour tons of information to us and cannot go into detail of the
knowledge. What we really can learn and digest is really limited.

(China, S2, female, aged 25, married, graduated)

Mature student S4 gives a similar opinion, saying:

The degree award is based on our credits so we have to get a certain
number of credits, which means we have to have a certain number of
modules during the limited time. The university just arranges a big
volume of modules but each module just has a few lectures. Some
modules only have two lectures, then we have exams. We really

cannot learn much from the limited lectures. It is pointless to only get
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massive amount of credits with low quality lectures. (China, S4,

female, aged 25, single, third year of degree study)

What is said by mature students above reflects the problem and contradiction between
the amount of excessive modules and the inadequate teaching time. Many mature
students in this research argue that they feel it would be more reasonable if the
university could increase the credits for each module, allocate more teaching time for
each module and cut the number of modules, so they could have more teaching time for
each module, rather than rushing to finish an overwhelming number of modules without
a deep understanding of any of them. As a significant aspect of the institutional habitus,
the module arrangement reflects that mature students’ special situation and their own
benefit have not been taken into good account by the universities (Thomas, 2002). The
mature students’ own words in this research reflect that the module arrangement
imposes more difficulties on their study and has a negative impact on their attainment

of knowledge.

Thirdly, apart from the module arrangement and inadequate teaching time, the majority
of Chinese mature students in this research perceive that the curricula and teaching
content are outdated. Since the majority of the Chinese interviewees work in
kindergartens and they have already studied early childhood education in their higher
vocational college before coming to study in university, their primary perception of the
university curricula is that they repeat what they were taught in college; therefore they

feel the modules are not useful and they cannot learn much that is new.
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Nearly all the things taught in university | have learnt before when |
was in senior vocational college for three years. The textbooks used
in university are the same as the textbooks we used in college; the
subjects are similar. They just teach everything | have learnt before.
But for me personally, | really cannot benefit much. (China, S10,

female, ages 26, single, third year of degree study)

Mature student E5 echoes this argument, saying:

The teaching content is the same as the stuff taught in my college
study so many years ago. The modules are just repeated and the
teaching content is nearly no different from the college level. More
important, there is no updated content, nearly nothing new. (China,

E5, female, aged 28, married, graduated)

Apart from the repeated teaching content, mature students complain about another
feature of the curricula, which is that the theory taught in lectures is not applicable to

practice so cannot be applied to the real work.

The modules in university are not applicable. The class management
and activity organization they taught cannot be applied in nursery.
After | have been studying here for two years | do not think | have

improved. (China, E7, female, aged 26, married, graduated)
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Mature student S1 makes a similar comment, saying:

I think many things the teacher taught in class are not correct; in
other words, the things they taught are impossible to apply in the real
world. Some teaching methods and activity organizing skills taught
in the university really cannot be applied in the real world and they
are also outdated. (China, S1, female, aged 29, married, third year

of degree study)

The unbalanced module distribution, the inadequate teaching time in each module and
the outdated teaching content perceived by the majority of the Chinese mature students
in this research cause most of them to have an unsatisfactory study experience and low
evaluation of the higher education given by the adult higher education system. These
three aspects of institutional practice generated by the institutional habitus makes
mature students feel that the study is not organised reasonably by the university, which
makes the study difficult to manage. The majority of the Chinese mature students in
this research cite these three problematic issues to demonstrate their disadvantaged and
unequal situation in the university. In addition to the pedagogical structure, mature
students in this research also perceive that the teachers’ lack of expertise and sufficient

support also make their study difficult, which is presented in the following section.
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6.2.2.1.4 Mature students’ perception of the support from the staff

Recent research studies (Tett et al., 2012; Mallman and Lee, 2017; Heagney & Benson,
2017) announce that mature students are still in a disadvantaged and excluded situation
in the higher education context because not only do they lack the dialogue with staff,
since feedback from teachers is the only way of communication from the teachers to
the mature students; but also the feedback from their teachers lacks care and orientation.
Regarding the teachers, most of the Chinese mature students in this research are
dissatisfied about three issues. The first one is that there are many part-time teachers
and current postgraduate students giving lectures, who are perceived by mature students
as unprofessional; secondly, the teachers do not have a diligent teaching attitude but
use attendance-check to force mature students to come to the lectures; thirdly, most
teachers are perceived as not willing to interact with or support mature students. These
three issues regarding the teachers strengthen mature students’ perception of their

disadvantaged and unequal situation in university.

Firstly, in terms of teachers’ expertise, the majority of mature students in this research
claim that nearly all their lectures are given by part-time teachers or current
postgraduate students, whom they perceive as not professional and lacking in expertise.

The interviews below illustrate mature students’ perception regarding this issue.

The teachers’ age and educational levels are so different. Some

teachers are nearly or already retired; some are current Masters’
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students on campus. | think most of the teachers are not professional
and we have nearly no teachers who are full-time academic staff on
campus. (China, E10, female, aged 32, married, second year degree

study)

Mature student S10 gives a similar opinion, saying:

| think the teachers are not full-time teachers in the university
because they do not know much about the university. The university
just hired them somewhere outside university. Some old teachers are
really boring. They do not know the new situation of kindergartens
and they just teach things which are really outdated. (China, S10,

female, aged 26, single, third year of degree study)

Most of the mature students in this research are not convinced of or satisfied with the
teachers’ expertise and capacity. Many of them feel disappointed by being taught by
postgraduate students and retired teachers. Some mature students claim that they lost
most of their interest in study when they first met these unexpected teachers. The lack
of professional academic staff, which is a significant part of the institutional habitus,
reveals again how the institutional habitus maintains and strengthens the disadvantaged
and unequal situation of the Chinese mature students in this research (Thomas, 2002;

Tett, 2004; Weissmann, 2013; Feldman, 2016).
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Secondly, apart from the teachers’ teaching competency and expertise, most of the
Chinese mature students in this research are disappointed with the teachers’ teaching
attitude as well. Most of the mature students mention that “muddling along” is the
prevalent status among the majority of the teachers and the teachers do not pay much
attention to either the mature students or their teaching. The majority of mature students
in this research point out that there are some teachers do not teach carefully or diligently

in class, which is shown in the following interviews.

Just one third of the teachers have a good attitude. The other teachers
just muddle along. The teachers just talk randomly in class, they do
not care if what they say is wrong or not. They know we don ot want
to listen to them so the teachers just tell us we can do anything as
long as we do not talk. (China, S10, female, aged 26, single, third

year of degree study)

Mature student S9 echoes this by saying:

Sometimes they just talk to themselves randomly far away from the
content in the book, which is quite boring. There is nearly no teacher
who would like to interact with us; they just read the PowerPoint or
book. They do not care if we are sleeping or eating in our place as

long as the sound we make does not cover their own voice. They just
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muddle along. (China, S9, female, aged 26, married, second year of

degree study)

The majority of Chinese mature students in this research perceive that many of their
teachers do not care about their study or pay attention to the teaching. Most of the
teachers are perceived as not having done enough preparation for their lectures and not
teaching diligently and carefully. Most of the mature students perceive that teachers’
“muddle along” attitude affects the teaching quality and their learning interest, which
makes them unable to learn much from the lectures. In addition to teachers’ “muddling
along” attitude, most of the mature students in this research claim that teachers’ class
management is also problematic. Most of the mature students claim that they have no
interest to come to the lectures because of the low-quality teaching but they are forced
to come by the attendance-check. The interview below illustrates how the attendance-

check works:

I think the university just uses the attendance-check to force us to
come to university rather than making the modules attractive. Since
the teachers do not teach diligently and the teaching content is
outdated, we have no interest to come to the lectures and we just want
to take the final exams. But the university claim that we cannot take
the exam if we skip more than a third of the lectures of each module

so the teachers check the attendance rigorously. We are forced to
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come by the attendance-check. (China, E5, female, aged 28, married,

graduated)

Many other mature students in this research also claim that if there were no attendance-
check, they would not come to the lectures, since they perceive they cannot learn much
that is useful from the lectures and the lectures are not attractive to them. Mature student
E8 gives her opinion regarding the difficulties caused by the attendance-check by

saying:

The study is not difficult but the attendance-check is so tiring. Some
teachers check the attendance at the beginning of each lesson so we
cannot be late, otherwise we will be recorded as “absent”, since the
member of staff who checks the attendance leaves as soon as she
finishes the check. But I finish my work very late and | rush to the
university, | try my best but I am unable to not be late. If | am late
and the member of staff has finished checking attendance, | will be
very disappointed and angry. We are adults, we have so many “have-
to-do” things. I wish the system could be more flexible. (China, ES8,

female, aged 28, single, first year of degree study)

Based on mature students’ own words, most of the mature students in this research
criticize this unsatisfactory situation whereby adult higher education does not use useful

and appealing modules to attract mature students to come to university, but uses the
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attendance-check to push them to come instead. The majority of mature students in this
research also complain about the problems and difficulties caused by this attendance-

check which is perceived as not appropriate for mature students.

Thirdly, the majority of Chinese mature students in this research announce that teachers’
willingness to offer support is quite significant for their study, but they feel that most
of the teachers do not have much willingness to offer help or care to them, which is

shown by the interviews below.

The teachers do not care if | understand what they say or not, neither
do they care about if their teaching is useful for us. When we ask them
questions their attitude is not supportive and they just tell us it is all
in the PowerPoint, indifferently. If we have problems we just ask each
other for help rather than the teachers, because the teachers do not
want to help. (China, E2, female, aged 23, married, second year of

degree study)

Mature student E4 echoes this by saying:

There is just one teacher, a postgraduate student, who asked if we
understand or not. Apart from her there is no one who cares about if
we have problems or not. The teachers have no interaction or

communication with us. We can realize that they do not want to have
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much to do with us from their attitude. (China, E4, female, aged 31,

married, second year of degree study)

Apart from teachers’ lack of willingness to offer support, mature students point out that
it is also difficult to ask the administrative staff for help. Although mature students are
taught in university, their study and other administrative issues are managed by the
adult higher education system. Most of the mature students in this research declare that
the administrative management is problematic and confusing, which makes their study
even harder. The interviews below illustrate mature students’ perception of the

administrative staff.

The management of adult higher education in university is confusing
and messy. It seems like there are no specific people take charge of
us. There is nobody to inform us when a lesson has been rearranged
or cancelled. If we have a problem we do not know who to ask.

(China, E7, female, aged 26, single, graduated)

Mature student S6 gives her comment on the counsellor in her class by saying:

We have a counsellor but we do not think she is full-time staff in
university. When we ask her a question she never knows [the answer].
She always tells me she has to ask somebody else and sometimes there
is just no reply from her. The whole system is just messy. (China, S6,

female, aged 24, single, third year of degree study)
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The words above show that these participants perceive the administrative management
within the adult higher education system as not clear. Although the universities that
recruit mature students set up a distinct college called either “Open College” or
“Continuing College” or “Distance Learning College” which is established for
managing mature students’ academic and administrative affairs (Li, 2008; Lin, 2018),
mature students still feel they cannot find the right administrative staff to ask for help.
Specifically, many mature students in this research announce that information delivery
is disorganised, especially when there is a change in module time or something about

the exams, which gives them many unexpected troubles.

As an essential aspect of the institutional habitus, the teachers play a vital role in mature
students’ study experience (Thomas, 2002; Tett, 2004; Morrison, 2009; Weissmann,
2013). As perceived by the majority of Chinese mature students in this research, most
of their teachers fail to deliver a good education and offer good support to them in
various aspects. This situation reflects how the institutional habitus has a negative
impact on mature students and maintains them in disadvantaged situation in the Chinese

context.

6.2.2.1.5 A brief summary

Section 6.2.2 above reveals how the institutional habitus maintains and strengthens the
Chinese mature students’ disadvantaged and unequal situation by affecting their

academic integration in higher education (Thomas, 2002; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011).

211



The pedagogical structure, the support from staff and access to facilities all reveal how
mature students’ benefit and interest have been neglected and overlooked by the

university.

As claimed by the majority of mature students in this research, the modules they have
are neither new nor useful for them, so they cannot benefit much; they are forced to
come to the lectures by the rigorous attendance-check rather being attracted by high-
quality modules; these modules, moreover, are perceived as given by unprofessional
teachers with an uncaring attitude, which decreases the value of the module as well as
mature students’ learning interest. The teachers are perceived as not giving much
attention or effort to preparation and teaching the modules, as well as not having much
willingness to offer support and help to the mature students, which affects mature
students’ study by putting them in an isolated situation. This isolation is also confirmed
and underlined by their constrained access to the facilities and resources on campus,
since most of the mature students in this research claim that they are not entitled to
benefit from the facilities and resources on university campus in the same way as their
younger counterparts. All these aspects draw a vivid picture of what an unequal and
disadvantaged situation the institutional habitus creates for mature students in China,
which is perceived by most of the mature students in this research as the result of the

university’s attitude towards organizing adult higher education.

The next section will illustrate how the institutional habitus affects another aspect of

mature students’ study experience—their social integration.
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6.2.2.2 The impact of institutional practice on mature students’ social integration

Mallman and Lee (2017) highlight mature students’ excluded situation as an
international phenomenon, describing their feeling of being “out of the loop” and
“alienated” from university culture, which is caused by the barriers in university that
prevent mature students’ academic and social participation into university life. While
the previous section showed how the Chinese mature students in this research perceive
their academic integration in university, this section illustrates how they perceive their
social integration in higher education. According to mature students’ own words, their
opinions about their social integration in higher education are about three aspects: how
they perceive the university fails to involve them in university life (presented in section
6.2.1.2.1), how they perceive their relationship with the teachers (presented in section
6.2.1.2.2) and how they get support from their peers (presented in section 6.2.1.2.3).
The main opinion among the majority of the mature students in this research is that,
due to the distinct adult higher education system, they perceive that they are not entitled
to participate in the university life, and they have no interaction with their teachers, so

they have to rely on their peers and support each other.

6.2.2.2.1 Mature students’ perception of participation in university life

Laird and Cruce (2009) claim that the developmental gains during the undergraduate
study are always linked to participation in educationally purposeful activities, but it is

the institutional habitus that prevents part-time and mature students from engaging with
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staff, since these activities have long been associated with traditional students. Most of
the Chinese mature students in this research announce that they do not have much social
integration into university life and they perceive that one of the reasons for this situation
is that they are neither informed about nor allowed to participate in academic or social
activities. The Chinese mature students in this research perceive that they are not
entitled to take part in activities for the same reasons that they are not entitled to use
the facilities and resources on campus: since they belong to the adult higher education
and all the resources and facilities in university are perceived as provided for the
younger traditional students rather than themselves. The interviews below illustrate

mature students’ perceptions regarding their participation in activities.

Nobody has told us if there is any activity we can participate in. We
have nothing apart from our lectures. On the other hand, we do not
think we are able to participate either because we are mature
students. We do not think the university sees us as its students, neither
does it want to serve us. (China, E2, female, aged 23, married, second

year of degree study)

Mature student E6 echoes that by saying:

We feel that the university treats us mature students differently from
the traditional young students. We feel that we are excluded from the

activities. Nobody tells us what we can participate in and there is no
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way for us to get the information either. (Chinese, E6, female, aged

29, single, first year of degree study)

From the Chinese mature students’ own words above, it is possible to see that both the
university and adult higher education system are responsible for mature students’
exclusion from participating in academic and social activities. Linking back to the
previous section, the incompatibility between the adult higher education and the regular
higher education system in the university context is responsible for these mature
students’ limited academic and social integration. The majority of the Chinese mature
students in this research perceive they are not treated equally to their younger
counterparts, since they belong to different higher education systems. The
incompatibility between the two systems has a negative impact on not only mature

students’ academic integration but also their social integration.

Many research studies have underscored the significance of participation in activities
on campus, which could offer mature students a sense of belonging and their study
continuity and study outcome (Lundberg, 2003; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Erb &
Drysdale, 2017). However, the Chinese mature students’ situation in this research
illustrate that the institutional habitus puts them in a disadvantaged and unequal
situation, where they are not entitled or invited to benefit from these activities, which

affects their social integration on campus.
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6.2.2.2.2 Mature students’ perception of the relationship with teachers

The relationship between students and teachers has significant influence on students’
study involvement and experience, as well as their self-confidence and study motivation
(Busher et al.,, 2015; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Swain & Hammond, 2011).
However, most of the Chinese mature students in this research claim that their teachers

barely interact with them or care about them.

The first thing mentioned by the majority of mature students in this research when they
talk about the relationship between their teachers is that there is nearly no interaction
between themselves and their teachers, since they feel they do not know the teachers
and they feel that they are not known by the teachers either. The interviews below
illustrate how mature students perceive their relationship with their teachers in this

research.

The teachers do not know who | am. The teachers just leave after the
lesson so there is no time for them to get in touch with us. And I think
they may suppose that we do not need to talk or ask them for help. 1
have never talked to my teachers. If I have questions | would like to
ask my classmates for help. (China, E10, female, aged 32, married,

second year of degree study)

Mature student S10 echoes that, saying:
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I know the teachers but the teachers do not know who | am. There are
too many people, more than 80, in my class and | do not think the
teachers would like to know who we are. They do not care about me
personally or my study. I think they feel we do not need their help or
care either since we are adults. (China, S10, female, aged 26, single,

third year of degree study)

Since, as mature student S10 mentions, there are more than 80 students in each class, it
is difficult for the teachers to know many of them. Moreover, most of the mature
students in this research perceive that the teachers have an assumption that the mature
students do not need their help, so the teachers feel they do not need to pay much
attention to the mature students. The majority of Chinese mature students in this
research perceive that the teachers are not willing to get to know them, talk to them or
ask about their situation; they perceive there is nearly no interaction between them and

the teachers.

The teachers, as a significant element of the institutional habitus, have significant
impact on mature students’ study (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Heagney & Benson,
2017). The lack of willingness to build a promising relationship with mature students
reveals that the teachers lack a sense of responsibility for their students, which shows
mature students’ unequal and disadvantaged situation in university, based on the
perceptions expressed in this research. In addition, as Tett’s research (2004) has shown,

the staff and the institution tend to have an assumption that the mature students just
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come to get qualified, so they may not need more support or help, which also happens
in the Chinese context and maintains mature students in this research in a disadvantaged

and unequal situation.

6.2.2.2.3 Mature students’ perception of peer involvement on campus

Most of the Chinese mature students in this research perceive that their peers contribute
a lot to their study. They benefit from their peers both academically and emotionally.
Since the majority of mature students in this research claim that they cannot benefit
from the academic and social activities on campus, and most of their teachers are
perceived as not willing to care about them, their peers are perceived as the only people

they can rely on.

Regarding academic support, since most of the mature students in this research perceive
that they are not able to get enough support from their teachers, they claim that their

peers have contributed a lot to their study.

My classmates help me a lot. If I miss out a lesson they will lend their
notes to me. If | have problems about exams they can tell me what the
teachers say about the review scope. And if the lesson’s time is
changed, they could remind me. They all help me a lot. (China, E1,

female, aged 35, married, first year of degree study)

Mature student E8 echoes this argument by saying:
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I have a friend in another class, we help each other with study, since
for the same module we have different teachers, and these two
teachers give different review scope, which is confusing. So wo tell
each other what the teacher says about review scope so | can have a
more accurate review scope to memorize, which could enable me to
get a higher score in the exam. (China, E8, female, aged 28, single,

first year of degree study)

Most of the Chinese mature students in this study claim that the support they need most
is help for them to get higher scores in the exams. Different from the English context,
the Chinese mature students need to take exams for each module, so they support each
other to review and memorize the content on which the exam questions are based.
Therefore, support for passing the exams from their peers was highly regarded by the

majority of mature students in this research and seen as the support they need most.

Apart from the academic support and help, the majority of mature students in this
research also get encouragement and moral support from their peers, which is perceived

as quite significant for their completion of their study.

Having each other’s company is quite important. Since the study
itself is already so stressful and boring, having these friends around
me can make me feel happy and relaxed. We can talk about our work

and some personal issues, which is very nice. | think the company
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they give me and sharing about their work experience is very
important. | can benefit more from their work experience than the
teaching. (China, E1, female, aged 35, married, first year of degree

study)

Mature student S1 emphasizes the significance of the company of her peers by saying:

There are some friends | know from my college time in my class now.
We have not met for many years until we started studying in
university. | feel every Sunday is our party time. We stay together all
day. We talk with each other in class if the teaching is useless and
not helpful. Their work experience is more useful than what the
teachers say. Meeting each other is so enjoyable and we really like
to come to university because we want to see each other. (China, S1,

female, aged 29, married, third year of degree study)

Since most of the Chinese mature students in this research have a relatively low
evaluation of the teaching content and the teachers’ expertise, as shown in the previous
sections, they suppose that they would find it more difficult and tough to keep on
coming to the university if they did not have the company of their peers. Indeed, most
of them are more attracted by talking with their peers than by the course or the teachers.
The majority of mature students feel that they can get not only joyful time together as

a break from their work and family commitment, but also the benefit of each other’s
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working experience, which is perceived as more useful and helpful than the teachers’
teaching. According to mature students’ own words above, since they cannot participate
in the academic or social activities in university, nor can they construct a potential
relationship with their teachers, their peer involvement is the only way for them to have

social integration in the university context.

Based on mature students’ perceptions reported above, their peer support reflects and
compensates for the insufficient support from the teachers and the institutions, as
sometimes the mature students cannot find the staff to ask for help and they perceive
the staff as not interested to help voluntarily. Even though many research studies have
underlined the significance of peer support (Lundberg, 2003; Gilardi & Guglielmetti,
2011), in the Chinese context, the peer support is treated by mature students as their
sole source of help, which reflects the disadvantaged situation caused by the

institutional habitus.

6.2.2.2.4 A brief summary

This section reveals how the institutional habitus affects the Chinese mature students’
social integration in university in this research. As mature students belong to the adult
higher education system, they perceive that the activities on campus are organised by
the regular higher education system to benefit the traditional students. Even though
mature students are taught on the university campus with their younger counterparts,

most of the them in this research perceive that they are not allowed to benefit from the
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activities on campus equally with their younger counterparts, since the institutional
habitus is shaped by the traditional students who are the dominant group on campus
(McDonough, 1997; Sissel et al., 2001; Weissmann, 2013; Heagney & Benson, 2017).
Because of the incompatibility between the two higher education systems, the
university is perceived as building up actual barriers to exclude and prevent mature
students from involving in university in the same way as their full-time younger
counterparts. Due to both the class size and the biased assumption from the teachers
that the mature students do not need more support, most of the mature students in this
research perceive that they are not known by the teachers and do not have a good
relationship with them. Most of the Chinese mature students in this research highlight
the significant support and help of their peers, both academically and emotionally,
which reflects and compensates for the inadequate support from the staff and institution.
All these aspects underscored by mature students reveal how the institutional habitus
creates and exacerbates the Chinese mature students’ disadvantaged situation in higher

education by affecting their social integration.

6.3 Summary

This chapter presents the interview data of this research, demonstrating how the
different institutional habitus in both England and China affects mature students’ study

experience via both the institutional practice and affecting mature students’ habitus.
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Viathe institutional practice, the institutional habitus affects mature students’ academic
integration by the pedagogical structure, support from staff and access to educational
resources on campus. The institutional habitus affects mature students’ social
integration by activities on campus, peer involvement and the student-staff relationship.
Via affecting mature students’ habitus, the institutional habitus affects mature students’
perception of the value of their degree, their feelings about being mature students on
campus, their sense of belonging to the university, and their study expectation.
Regarding the various aspects above, even though the institutional habitus in the two
countries operates and functions differently, both of them contribute to mature students’
disadvantaged and unequal situation in higher education in the two countries, based on

mature students’ perceptions expressed in this research.

In England, although mature students in this research perceive that they are entitled to
participate in the university life equally with their younger counterparts, the
institutional habitus still makes the university alien to them via the institutional practice
and via affecting mature students’ habitus; hence, they exclude themselves from
engaging in university life and contain themselves in the society they built up together
with peers. In contrast, due to the dual higher education systems in the same university
context in China, there is separation and distinction between the regular higher
education system and the adult higher education system. The incompatibility between
the two higher education systems is perceived as building up actual barriers to exclude
and prevent mature students from involving in university in the same way as their full-

time younger counterparts, which makes the Chinese mature students feel excluded and
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isolated from the university. Besides, the segregation between the two higher education
system and the institutional practice leads to mature students’ isolated and unequal
situation being extended out of the university context to society, as they perceive they

are treated unequally by the society, especially in the job market.

Mature students’ study experience in the two countries in this research reveals that both
the English mature students and the Chinese mature students in the two countries are in
a disadvantaged and unequal situation in higher education, which is a result of the
institutional habitus of the university, which is still marked by the traditional students.
However, the exclusion and disadvantages that the English mature students in this
research suffer from are mainly in the university; while for the Chinese students, the
exclusion and inequality are extended out of the university to the wider society. The
next section will present the conclusion of this study and give a more theoretical

explanation of the data in this research.
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Chapter 7 Discussion: Mature students’ exclusion in higher education—

institutional habitus and student habitus

In the preceding chapters this study has outlined a particular framework of mature
students in both England and China in relation to the interaction between the
institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus. This chapter will discuss the main

ideas and identify the study’s key issues.

The major findings of this study suggest the appropriateness of the metaphor of “dance
to the dominants’ tune and filter out those unable to keep time” (McDonough, 1997:
107), which reflects the incompatibility between institutional habitus and mature
students’ habitus in both England and China. This incompatibility between institutional
habitus and mature students’ habitus affects mature students’ academic and social
integration, resulting in their unequal and disadvantaged situation in higher education
in the two countries. Because the different higher education systems in the two
countries treat mature students in different ways, this research defines the exclusion
that the English mature students suffer from as “soft” exclusion, whereas the exclusion
that the Chinese mature students suffer from is “hard” exclusion; but both the English
and Chinese mature students generate self-exclusion from the alien university

atmosphere.
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The institutional habitus affects mature students’ study experience in two dimensions:
via the institutional practices and via affecting mature students’ habitus. Via
institutional practice, as perceived by mature students in the two countries, both the
pedagogical structure and the institutional structure are marked by the full-time
traditional students, which affects mature students’ academic and social integration into
the university life, due to their characteristics as adults and the pattern of their part-time
programme. In this situation, mature students in the two countries perceive that they
have experienced exclusion and segregation created by the university. Via affecting
mature students’ habitus, the institutional practice causes mature students to have
negative perceptions and experiences regarding their feelings about being mature
students, their expectations of university life and their sense of belonging to the
university. These negative perceptions and experiences causes mature students in the

two countries to generate their own self-exclusion from involvement in university life.

Due to the different higher education systems in England and China, the ways in which
the institutional practice generates exclusion and segregation perceived by mature
students, and the way mature students exclude themselves from university life are
presented in different ways. In England, mature students perceive that they are entitled
to be fully involved in university life academically and socially, equally with their
younger full-time counterparts; but because they feel the university life is alien to them
and does not fit them, they are not willing to have much academic and social integration
apart from their lectures. In contrast, in China, due to the dual higher education system,

even though the mature students have their higher education physically in the regular
226



higher education domain—the university, they have limited involvement in university
life academically and socially because they belong to the parallel adult higher education
system, which is independent and segregated from the regular higher education system.
Furthermore, since the Chinese mature students feel inferior and not confident about
themselves, they choose to avoid involvement in a university life that is dominated
academically and socially by traditional younger students. In contrast to the English
mature students, the exclusion and inequality that the Chinese mature students suffer
from extends outside the university context to the wider society because of the lower
perceived value of their degree and the education provided by the adult higher education
system. Even though the ways in which universities generate exclusion among mature
students and the way mature students construct their own self-exclusion different in the
two countries, the universities in both countries still “dance to the dominants’ tune and

filter out those unable to keep time” (McDonough, 1997, 107).

The institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus interact with each other via
mature students’ interaction with their institutions and both the institutional habitus and
mature students habitus affect mature students’ academic and social integration in
university. The institutional habitus plays out in the pedagogical structure and the
institutional structure. Mature students perceive that both the pedagogical structure and
the institutional structure exclude them from integrating into the university
academically and socially (Busher et al., 2015). On the other hand, mature students’
habitus plays out in mature students’ feeling about being mature students on campus,

their expectations of university life and their sense of belonging to the university, which
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drive the mature students to exclude themselves from integrating into university life
academically and socially. Mature students’ interaction with their institutions is the
medium via which the mature students’ habitus encounters the institutional habitus. The
incompatibility between the institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus causes
both the English and Chinese mature students’ isolated and disadvantaged situation in

higher education.

The following sections will provide a more detailed discussion of the issues

surrounding this conclusion.
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7.1 Institutional habitus: “dance to the dominants’ tune”

The first sub conclusion in this research is that the institutional habitus in both England
and China is still marked by and in favour of the dominant group—the traditional young
students (Weissmann, 2013; Wardley et al., 2013; McTaggart, 2016; Feldman, 2016),
and maintains mature students as a non-dominant group in a disadvantaged and unequal
situation via the institutional practices, which affect mature students’ academic
integration and social integration. According to the data, the institutional habitus plays
out via the institutional practices in two dimensions: the pedagogical structure and the
institutional structure. The sub-sections below give more detailed discussion regarding

this conclusion about the different situations in England and China respectively.

7.1.1 The institutional habitus in English higher education system creates a “soft”

exclusion of mature students

The Widening Participation strategy, especially the Foundation Degree programme in
England targets different groups of people who cannot engage with higher education in
the traditional way such as the A-levels, with the aim of helping mature students to
enter higher education through alternative routes (HEFCE, 2000). Based on this
purpose, the Foundation Degree programme offers approachable and affordable
entrance requirements, flexible delivery modes, and Top-up courses leading mature
students to an Honours degree. This programme seems as though it is designed for the
sake of mature students’ access and the convenience of their study in higher education.
However, when this agenda is put into practice, as perceived by the mature students in
this research, the education provided by the university still makes them feel excluded
and many educational practices are viewed as not considering mature students’
characteristics appropriately. The institutional practices generated by the institution are

perceived as designed based on the institution’s preference and its perceptions of what
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would please mature students, rather than an understanding of what mature students’
actually need or what mature students could benefit from. This unsatisfactory
institutional practice by the university reflects that the institutional habitus of the
university is still not in favour of mature students or inclined to understand mature

students’ characteristics and requirements.

Since this research takes place in China and England as two cases to explore mature
students’ study experience form a global perspective, as a comparison to the Chinese
situation, the exclusion described by the mature students in England is described as
“soft exclusion”. “Soft exclusion” in this research means that the institutional practice
generated by the university in England seems to be aimed at facilitating mature students’
study and not to require much of their personal time to be on campus, but such
institutional practices mean mature students experience exclusion and lack of
integration into the university. “Soft” exclusion also implies that the English mature
students do not doubt that they are allowed to be involved in university equally with
their full-time counterparts; but they feel the university is alien and not in favour of

them so they feel they are excluded and segregated.

Regarding academic integration, the English mature students in this research perceive
that the pedagogical structure of both the Foundation Degree and the Top-up courses
poses study difficulties to them. First of all, they claim that there is no transition
between the two programmes, as they feel the Foundation Degree is more work-based
whereas the Top-up courses are too academic and theoretical. Due to this lack of
transition, the English mature students perceive that they suffer unexpected academic
pressure in the Top-up course, especially because of the pressure caused by the
insufficient programme length of the Top-up course. McTaggart (2016) notes that the
practices generated by institutions, especially poor planning of workload, present

barriers to mature students’ study. Thirdly, the English mature students in this research
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perceive that the pedagogical structure fails to provide enough academic support and
guidance, as they claim that they do not have enough teaching time and tutorial time in
each module. In practice, the so-called “flexible study” time advocated by the
government and university contributes to mature students’ lack of academic integration

and isolation.

Regarding social integration, the English mature students in this research perceive that
the institutional structure fails to involve them in the university life and makes them
feel isolated. As a result, they have to build up their own society and rely on each other.
Firstly, mature students only come to university during evenings or weekends, but they
perceive that there is little activity organised during these times. On the contrary, during
the time when the majority of activities take place on campus, mature students are at
work, so it is impossible for them to even think about participating in those activities.
Mature students also perceive that the university has an assumption that the mature
students have less interest or need for participating in university life. They perceive
there is hardly any activity organised for mature students and there is no organization
formed for this student cohort. As many research studies indicate, the institutions
prioritizing traditional young students is demonstrated by how the timetable of
activities is scheduled based on traditional students’ preference (Tett, 2004). Secondly,
the English mature students in this research remark upon some teachers’ lack of
willingness to care about their study or to take initiative to ask if they need help or not.
As many research studies have suggested, support from staff and the relationship with
staff are two essential aspects of the institutional habitus which have significant value
for mature students’ study experience and outcome (Morrison, 2009; McTaggart, 2016;
Heagney and Benson, 2017). However, the majority of the English mature students in
this research perceive that many of their teachers fail to make contribution to their

academic and social integration into the university life. Thirdly, due to mature students’
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lack of involvement with their teachers and with the university as a whole, they “stick
together”, build up their own society and support each other. They perceive that the
university fails to involve them; therefore their social integration on campus is limited

to the society which they build up with their peers.

Institutional factors, attitudes and dispositions contribute significantly to how staff and
students behave towards non-traditional students, thus actively contributing to the
externalisation of an institutional habitus that excludes the non-traditional from its
priority (Weissmann, 2013). As a consequence, even if universities are open to students
from non-dominant groups, the institutional habitus of most universities is still marked
by an emphasis on traditional students and the non-traditional students still suffer from

a problematic deviation from the norm.

In conclusion, how the institutional habitus of university in England is not in favour of
mature students could be summarized by using the argument from Gilardi and
Guglielmetti (2011): there is a paradoxical effect among universities now; on the one
hand, they encourage non-traditional students, especially mature students, to enter
university, but on the other hand, they seem not concerned to understand them or
change for them, which results in the institutional system being designed for the sake
of traditional students and in their favour. As described by this research, the “soft”
exclusion suffered by the English mature students signifies that, unlike their Chinese
counterparts (discussed in the next section), the English mature students are not
prevented or debarred from involvement in university life; but it is the institutional
habitus embodied in the university that does not work in their favour; hence the

institutional practices contribute to their exclusion rather than integration.
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7.1.2 The Chinese adult higher education system creates a “hard” exclusion of mature

students

Thomas announces that “Institutional habitus should be understood as more than the
culture of the educational institution; it refers to relational issues and priorities, which
are deeply embedded, and sub-consciously informing practices” (Thomas, 2002: 431).
Unlike the unitary higher education system in England, the adult higher education
system in China is an independent system, in parallel to the regular higher education
system. Not dissimilar to many adult education systems in “Western” countries, adult
higher education in China has long been recognised as a means for upskilling the work
force and for promoting the expansion of higher education (He, 2004; Liu, 2006).
Primarily regarded as professional skills development, an adult higher education degree
is less academically-oriented and thus the entrance requirement of adult higher
education is perceived as easier than that of the regular higher education system (Bai,
2007; Ji, 2013) The goal and target of the adult higher education system is not to provide
education with the same academic focus as the regular higher education system (Xie
and Tan, 2014). However, the adult higher education is authorized to award a Bachelor
degree to mature students, although the degree awarded by the adult higher education
system is different from the Bachelor degree awarded by the regular higher education

system (Yu, 2006).

After the higher education expansion, more and more universities organise adult higher
education and award Bachelor degrees to mature students, but in the university context,
the regular higher education system and the adult higher education system operate and
function separately and distinctly. Because mature students belong to the adult higher
education system, they are managed separately from the traditional students by the
university. The situation in which two higher education systems operate separately in

one university context causes increasingly serious contradiction and conflict between
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four aspects in the Chinese higher education arena—mature students, university,
regular higher education system and adult higher education system. The contradiction
and conflict between these four aspects is reflected in the institutional practice
generated by the institutional habitus. The institutional practices including pedagogical
structure and institutional structure build up a “hard” exclusion for mature students in
the university. In comparison to the “soft exclusion” that the English mature students
suffer from, this research defines the exclusion that the Chinese mature students in this
research suffer from as “hard” exclusion, which means actual barriers are built up by
the university to segregate and exclude these mature students from participating in
university life on the same footing as their full-time counterparts, due to the

incompatibility between the regular and adult higher education systems.

Regarding academic integration, the Chinese mature students in this research perceive
that the university arranges regular higher education and adult higher education
separately for traditional full-time students and part-time mature students in the one
university context. Unlike the situation in England, the two types of higher education
are organised by different higher education systems and based on different principles,
which causes distinction and segregation between the two student cohorts (Li, 2008;
Zhang, 2017). As perceived by these Chinese mature students, three types of the
institutional practices reflect their segregation and unequal situation, as well as the way

institutional habitus is not in favour of them.

Firstly, the Chinese mature students in this research perceive that the pedagogical
structure of adult higher education provides education with lower professionalism and
applicability. These mature students point out that the unbalanced course arrangement
and the out-dated teaching content decrease the quality of the education and mature
students’ benefit from it. The Chinese mature students in this research also highlight

the lack of expertise and willingness to help among their teachers and how this situation
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makes their education lack practicability. As significant institutional practices, the
expertise of teachers and their willingness to provide support reflect the institutional
habitus (Morrison, 2009; McTaggart, 2016; Heagney & Benson, 2017). Secondly, the
segregation between the two higher education systems builds up a barrier preventing
mature students from accessing the facilities and resources on campus equally with their
traditional counterparts. As a significant aspect of institutional habitus, the materiality
sets the scene for pedagogical outcomes and developments and has unavoidable impact
on students’ study outcomes (Poromaa, 2017). This limited usage of resources reveals
the division between the two systems in the same university context and the unequal
status of mature students as the non-dominant group. Thirdly, based on mature students’
perceptions in this research, all the segregation and inequality they suffer from are
rooted in the university’s attitude towards the two different types of higher education.
Mature students perceive that arranging regular higher education is the main duty and
priority of the university; arranging adult higher education is an extended function of
the university which is performed for the sake of serving the society and gaining
financial benefit (Zhao, 2016). The university is perceived as showing no willingness
to improve the quality of adult higher education, let alone investing in it. The Chinese
mature students’ academic experience presented in this research reveals the existence
of the phenomenon that the institutional habitus excludes the mature students (Thomas,
2002), prevents them from engaging with the institution (Laird & Cruce, 2009) and
treats them as “others” by creating a distinct pedagogical structure (Tett, 2004; Smyth
& Banks, 2012).

Regarding social integration, the mature students in this research perceive that they
experience “hard” exclusion, which is caused by the segregation between the two higher
education systems. Firstly, the institutional structure is perceived as providing no

channel for mature students to obtain information about activities or events on campus.
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This lack of information functions as a silent rejection which mature students perceive
as an indicator that the activities and events are provided for traditional students and
they are not allowed to participate in. Secondly, mature students perceive that there are
hardly any activities or student organizations provided them. Thirdly, these mature
students also claim that they have hardly any interaction with the teachers and they
cannot approach their teachers outside the lecture time. This situation excludes these
mature student from integrating into the university and isolates them, which forces them

to rely on each other as a marginalized cohort on campus.

The lack of academic and social integration drives the Chinese mature students to build
up their own society and rely on their peers. As mentioned frequently in the student
profiles and interview data, these mature students refer to their peers as “resources”,
because they perceive they can benefit more from their peers’ work experience than the
lectures and the peers are the only people from whom they can get support regarding

both their study and job.

The situation of these Chinese mature students illustrates that the institutional habitus
is perceived as not in favour of them but as treating them as a side-lined group. Unlike
the English situation, due to the dual higher education systems in China, the institutional
practices generated by the institutional habitus construct a “hard” exclusion of the
mature students, which sets up actual barriers that segregate and exclude these mature
students from participating in university life equally with their full-time counterparts.
This “hard” exclusion and isolation reflects that the institutional habitus does not treat
the mature students equally but maintains their excluded and isolated situation (Tett,
2004; Weissmann, 2013; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; O’Boyle, 2015). The lack of
cooperation and integration between the regular higher education system and the adult

higher education system in the university context contributes to mature students’
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disadvantaged situation and makes them the victims of the incompatibility between the

two systems.

7.2 Mature students’ habitus: filtering themselves out from the “dominants’

tune”

As analysed above, mature students’ perceptions reveal that the institutional habitus is
responsible for their unsatisfactory academic and social integration due to the
institutional practices including pedagogical structure and the institutional structure in
this research in both England and China. However, the institutional practices are not
the only way in which the institutional habitus affects mature students’ academic and
social integration into the university in the two countries; this research indicates that
the institutional habitus also affects mature students’ habitus by making them exclude

themselves from the university life.

As “a system of durable, transposable dispositions” the habitus generates “unified
practices” (Bourdieu, 1979: vii) including one’s thoughts, expectations, attitudes,
aspirations, and actions (Bourdieu, 1979, 1986). The second sub conclusion in this
research is that, the institutional habitus affects mature students’ study experience via
influencing their habitus, including their feelings about being mature students on
campus, their sense of belonging and their expectations of university life in the two
countries, whereby they feel alien to the university and exclude themselves from
participating in university life. Both the English and the Chinese mature students in this
research claim that they do not feel comfortable to be on campus or involved with the
younger traditional students; since they do not have much academic and social
integration, they do not have much sense of belonging to the university as either. Most

of the mature students in both England and China do not have much expectation of their
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university life, although the reasons behind this are different. Under the influence of
the institutional habitus, mature students’ habitus reinforces and reasserts itself then
keeps on excluding students themselves from academic and social integration
(Lehmann, 2007). The self-exclusion and segregation of the mature students
interviewed in this research also reveals their unequal and disadvantaged situation in

university in both England and China.

The sub-sections below will give more detail to the discussion surrounding this

conclusion regarding situations in England and China, respectively.

7.2.1 The English mature students: self-exclusion to the unsuitable university life

As presented in the previous sections, unlike the Chinese mature students, the English
mature students perceive that they are not prevented from participating in the university
activities and events. However, they perceive that the university presents itself as the
domain of traditional students and it is alien to them, so they choose to exclude
themselves from participating much in the university. Since the habitus is a complex
internalized core from which everyday experiences emanate (Reay, 2004), how the
English mature students’ habitus contributes to their self-exclusion could be seen from

the following aspects.

Firstly, the English mature students in this research have a complex feeling about being
mature students on campus. Apart from a few younger mature students (aged from 22
to 24) who do not class themselves as mature students, the majority of the English
mature students in this research have negative feelings about being mature students
because they feel they are old and it is awkward and embarrassing for them to be present
with the younger students together on campus. Most of the English mature students

perceive that the younger students are the dominant group on campus and many of them
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tend to doubt whether they should be present in university (Tett, 2004; Lehmann, 2007;
Reay, 2003, 2015). This sense of feeling awkward being out-of-place makes these
mature students tend to avoid getting involved with their younger counterparts and to
stay with the people like themselves (Dumais, 2002; Reay, 2003). At the same time,
many English mature students in this research perceive that people still have wrong
perceptions towards them, as people tend to assume that it is easy to study as mature
students. Therefore most of the English mature students in this research prefer to spend
time with their classmates as they perceive that they are in a similar life situation and
they can understand each other. The majority of the English mature students in this
research tend to exclude themselves from involvement with their younger counterparts;

instead, they build their own society and constrain themselves within it.

Secondly, most of the English mature students in this research perceive that they do not
have much sense of belonging to the university. They report that they do not get
involved in university life since they have quite limited time on campus. Also, as shown
in the prior sections, the institutional practices including the pedagogical structure and
the institutional structure restrict mature students’ academic and social integration into
university life. Mature students’ limited and constrained involvement with the
university makes them feel less connected or bonded with the university, which then
causes them to have less sense of belonging to the university. This lack of a sense of
belonging drives these mature students to exclude themselves from the alien university

atmosphere.

Thirdly, the majority of the English mature students in this research claim that they do
not have much expectation of or interest in participating in university life. The
educational expectation of the majority of these mature students is to acquire a degree
and knowledge; university life is not part of their study goal. Therefore, they tend to

confine their attention and effort to their study only and have less interest in the
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university life. As claimed by the mature students in this research, also because of their
family and job commitments, most of them focus more on the completion of their
assignments and modules rather than spending more effort on their study. Mature
students’ educational expectation constrains their academic and social integration into
university life. In addition, mature students’ study expectation is also influenced by
their perceptions of university life. As presented previously, most of the English mature
students in this research perceive that the activities in university focus more on the
traditional students rather than being appropriate for themselves; therefore they have
less expectation of those activities, as they feel they cannot benefit much from them.
Mature students’ self-exclusion reveals how the English mature students’ habitus is

affected by the institutional habitus and generates their action of self-exclusion.

7.2.2 The Chinese mature students: self-exclusion and self-inferiority to the perceived

“authentic” regular higher education

Compared to the English mature students who are not comfortable becoming involved
in university life, most of the Chinese mature students in this research perceive that
their academic and social integration into university life is restricted by the university
and they also tend to exclude themselves from participating with their younger
counterparts because of their sense of inferiority. Influenced by the institutional habitus,
the Chinese mature students’ habitus shapes their perceptions and hence their action,

which is presented in the following ways (Reay, 2004).

Firstly, in terms of being mature students on campus, the perception of themselves as
“eliminated ones from the regular higher education system” and “at a lower level” is
the primary theme among the Chinese mature students in this research. As mature
students perceive their degree is less valued by society, especially the job market, they
feel they are less competitive than their younger counterparts. These mature students
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also have the perception that society views them as people who are not able to study in
the “authentic” regular higher education and they are the “failures” of the education
competition. Students’ perception of their position in higher education is an important
aspect which shows how the institutional habitus affects their habitus and hence
engenders their self-perception (Lehmann, 2007, 2012; Weissmann, 2013). Because
these mature students have been given these “labels”, their perceptions of being mature
students are quite negative, including lack of confidence, a sense of inferiority, and a

sense of discrimination.

Secondly, regarding study aspiration, the Chinese mature students in this research have
reduced study aspiration for two reasons: most of them feel they cannot learn much
useful or new from their teachers and lectures; they also feel that the low reputation of
their qualification in society decreases their passion for study. Under the influence of
the institutional habitus, mature students’ study experience and outcomes are both
affected by their study aspiration, which is a significant aspect of their habitus (Nash,
2002; Edgerton et al., 2013). Thirdly, regarding the sense of belonging to the university,
these mature students feel they do not have a sense of belonging; instead, they feel
excluded and isolated because of their lack of academic and social integration into the
university. As presented in the previous section, these Chinese mature students perceive
that they have experienced “hard” exclusion from the university and this “hard”
exclusion makes them feel that the university treats them as outsiders so they exclude
themselves from becoming involved in the university as a response (Mallman & Lee,

2017; Lehmann, 2007).

As pointed out by Bourdieu, habitus must function and be interpreted in a certain field
since habitus can generate various practices in different fields (Bourdieu, 1990Db). In the
Chinese university context in this research, “hard” exclusion—the institutional

practices generated by the institutional habitus—shapes these mature students’ thoughts,
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expectations, attitudes, aspirations, and actions (Bourdieu, 1974, 1986). Their feeling
about being mature students on campus and their perception of their place in the
university generates their actions in the way they interact with the university life by
functioning as habitus. The evidence of this research indicates that the institutional
habitus of the university affects the Chinese mature students’ habitus, including their
feeling about being mature students, their study aspiration, and their sense of belonging
to the university. Consequently, under the influence of the institutional habitus, the
Chinese mature students’ habitus reinforces and reasserts itself then keeps on excluding

them from involvement in the alien university life (Lehmann, 2007).

7.3 Comparison between the “soft” exclusion and “hard” exclusion in

England and China

This research claims that due to the different higher education systems, the institutional
habitus of the English university and the Chinese university function in different ways,
which causes the English mature students and the Chinese mature students to suffer
from different types of exclusion in university—“soft” exclusion and “hard” exclusion.
Even though the ways in which the exclusion is presented in the two countries are
different, the two types of exclusion cause the same consequence on mature students’
habitus, which is that both the English and Chinese mature students generate self-
exclusion as a response to the exclusion conducted by the university. Based on the
theoretical analysis in the previous sections, this section compares the English mature
students’ study experience and the Chinese mature students’ study experience from a

wider perspective.

In the English context, because of the unitary higher education system, the mature

students perceive that they just study in a different programme and achieve their degree
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via a different part-time route; there is no difference between the degree they are
awarded and the degree awarded to their full-time counterparts. They perceive
themselves as more competitive than their younger counterparts in job market because
they have both the same degree and work experience. They perceive the exclusion they
suffer from in university as more about the university’ failure to provide sufficient
support and involve them in university life based on their characteristics as mature
students, because higher education has been anchored in its historical traditions of
serving full-time, residential youth (Sissel et al., 2001). Nevertheless, they do not doubt
that they are allowed to be involved in university and have access to the educational
resources equally with their younger counterparts. Their self-exclusion is more about
their feeling not comfortable or attracted to fit into the university life. The institutional
habitus of the English university presents itself as still marked by the younger
traditional students but it does not cause the English mature students to suffer from

further discrimination in the wider society, as Chinese mature students do.

This research also claims that the incompatibility between mature students’ habitus and
the institutional habitus in the English context also illustrates the deficiency of the
Widening Participation policy when it is put into practice. From the policy level, the
initiative and primary goal of the Widening Participation policy is to provide equal
access to higher education to people from various academic backgrounds, but it has not
provided enough support for people from less advantaged academic backgrounds to
integrate into the academic study in university. Furthermore, this policy aims to
facilitate mature students’ study by providing flexible study modes, but it fails to
provide flexible study assistance to compensate for the lack of support caused by mature
students’ limited time on campus. The Widening Participation programme design is
grounded on an inappropriate assumption about what would please and attract mature

students, but it fails to provide what mature students actually need during their daily
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study practice. As a specific programme of the Widening Participation strategy, the
Foundation Degree programme shows its deficiency regarding the two aspects above,

which means its practice cannot fulfil its goal.

From the institutional level, this research claims that the universities have not
contributed enough to embrace mature students in the university and to fulfil the
ambition of the Widening Participation policy. The university has not contributed
enough to provide better academic and social integration for mature students.
Specifically, as illustrated in this research, the university has not arranged specific
academic support or social activities for mature students, to promote their better

academic and social integration, based on their requirements and characteristics.

On the contrary, the dual higher education system in China not only causes “hard”
exclusion to the Chinese mature students within the university circumstance, but also
causes them to suffer from discrimination in the wider society. As perceived by the
Chinese mature students in this research, the university segregates them from their
younger counterparts in the university context by the different pedagogical structure,
and the institutional structure. The “hard” exclusion presents itself in various ways
which lead these mature students to feel that they are treated differently by the
university and they encounter barriers to their academic and social integration into
university life. Furthermore, because of the unsatisfactory reputation of the adult higher
education system and its nature as continuing education, these Chinese mature students
perceive that they suffer from exclusion and discrimination in the wider society as well.
They perceive that their degree awarded by the adult higher education system is less
valued or recognized by the society, especially in the job market, which makes them

feel they are less competitive than their full-time younger counterparts.
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Compared to the English mature students in this research, the Chinese mature students
perceive they suffer from outright exclusion and discrimination both in the university
context and in the wider society. However, they could choose to exclude themselves
from participating in university life and isolate themselves in the university context, but

they are forced to bear the discrimination and bias in the wider society.

In the higher education massification era, the Chinese mature students’ disadvantaged
situation has deteriorated. More and more regular higher education graduates are
flowing into the job market, causing the devaluation of the Bachelor degree (Mok, 2015,
2016), which means the less-valued degree awarded by the adult higher education
encounters more discrimination. As illustrated in this research, both the government

and the university exacerbate mature students’ disadvantaged situation.

On the governmental level, the Central Party Committee and the State Council in China
have issued a series of policies to support the development of regular higher education
academically and financially, such as the “211 Project”, the “985 Project”, the “Key
Discipline Innovation Platform”, the “Key Discipline Project” and the new “Double
World-Class Project” in the year 2015. On the contrary, the government encourages the
development of adult higher education by treating it as a form of continuing education
and informal learning (Liu, 2016; Lu, 2014), but the government rarely invests in adult
higher education, academically or financially (Qin, 2016; Wang, 2016). The
developmental direction of adult higher education announced by the government places
the value of the degree awarded by the adult higher education system in an ambiguous
and embarrassing situation. On the one hand, the degree awarded by the adult higher
education system is authorized as a Bachelor degree; on the other hand, the degree is
seen as less academic and with lower value than the degree awarded by the regular
higher education system, by both the government and society. At the university level,

this research claims that there is a vicious circle constructed by the reputation of the
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adult higher education system in society and the quality of education it provides. The
unsatisfactory education provided by adult higher education gives it a negative
reputation in society, and this negative reputation in turn decreases expectations of adult
higher education system to improving the quality of the education it provides.
Consequently, mature students become the victims of this vicious circle, and they suffer

from the exclusion and inequality both inside the university and in society.

Even though the mature students in England and China suffer from different types of
exclusion, they are still in an unequal and disadvantaged situation. At the same time,
their response to their disadvantaged situation is similar, which is to exclude themselves
from the university life dominated by the full-time students and rely on each other.
Therefore, McDonough’s argument, “dance to the dominants’ tune and filter out those
unable to keep time” (1997: 107) could be used to summarize the situation in both

countries.

7.4 Summary

This chapter has presented a synthesis of the major conclusions and arguments drawn

out from this study.

This research suggests that along with the development of higher education
massification globally (Mok, 2016), mature students in both England and China are still
in a disadvantaged situation in higher education, which reflects that the institutional
habitus is still in favour of traditional students and maintains mature students as an
excluded cohort. Compared to the English mature students, the exclusion that the
Chinese mature students suffer from not only exists inside the university, but also
extends to the wider society after they graduate. The exclusion generated by the

institutional habitus is internalised by mature students and affects their habitus, which
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then externalizes to reproduce the action whereby the mature students exclude
themselves from integrating into university life, academically and socially. Mature
students’ study experience in this research reflects the interaction between the
institutional habitus and mature students’ habitus and how the institutional habitus
works together with mature students’ habitus, contributing to mature students’ unequal
and disadvantaged situation in higher education by limiting their academic and social

integration.
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Chapter 8 Coda

This study has now come to the concluding stage. This chapter presents a summary of
the main argument of this research, with concluding statements. Statements about the
limitation of this work, the contribution of this research and the implication of this

research are all presented in this chapter.

8.1 A summary of the main argument of the study

This study began in Chapter 2 providing contextual information about the different
higher education systems in relation to mature students in both England and China,
including the access system, the study patterns, and the inequalities that the mature
students suffered from. In England, various alternative pathways for mature students to
get access to university were introduced, then the Foundation Degree programme as
one form of the alternative pathways was introduced in more detail, since English
mature students who study in this alternative path were a focus of this research. In
addition, the two parallel higher education systems in China, the regular higher
education system and the adult higher education system, were explained, and then it
was shown in more detail how the adult higher education system functions for mature
students. After presenting how the higher education systems worked in the two
countries, the inequalities that the mature students suffered from were also illustrated

in this chapter.

Chapter 3 contained a literature review of the concepts, theories and relevant research
studies linked with this study, beginning with the way habitus and institutional habitus
operated and functioned in higher education context. Because of the small amount of
research studies that explored mature students’ study experience employing the theories

of habitus and institutional habitus, research that investigated what institutional factors
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influencing mature students’ study experience via mature students’ interaction with
their institutions were also investigated, aiming to develop the theoretical framework
of this research, which was shown in Figure 3.1. Methodology issues were discussed in
Chapter 4, where it was shown how the methodology was designed for this research in
order to carry out data collection and data analysis. As a constructivism qualitative
research, the semi-structured interview was employed as the data collection approach
because it explored mature students’ subjective feelings and experiences about their
study. The interviews were guided by the theoretical framework and the themes that

emerged from the piloting.

Chapter 5 and 6 incorporated the data collected in this study. More specifically, chapter
5 presented eight individual profiles of the mature students in this study, four from
England and four from China. Each profile introduced the mature student’s current life
situation, study aspiration, impression of studying as a mature student, and the
researcher’s impression of the mature student. Chapter 6 provided a description of
interview data based on the emergent themes, organised by the Nvivo analysis used in
this research. Two main themes were outlined in this chapter from the perspective of
how the institutional habitus affected mature students’ study experience, which were
how the institutional habitus affected mature students’ study experience via its
institutional practices and via affecting mature students’ habitus. These two themes
particularly answered the two sub research questions of this research. Through the data
presented in this chapter, it emerged that mature students in both England and China
were in a disadvantaged and unequal situation which was contributed by the
institutional habitus; although, because the higher education systems in the two
countries functioned differently, the disadvantages and inequalities that the mature

students suffered from in the two countries were different. Chapter 7 drew out a
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synthesised discussion, which gave rise to the conclusion of the whole thesis. Chapter

8 is the summary of this study.

8.2 A summary of the conclusion of the study

The major findings of this study suggest the appropriateness of the metaphor of “dance
to the dominants’ tune and filter out those unable to keep time” (McDonough, 1997:
107), which reflects the incompatibility between institutional habitus and mature
students’ habitus in both England and China. This incompatibility between institutional
habitus and mature students’ habitus affects mature students’ academic and social
integration, resulting in mature students’ unequal and disadvantaged situation in the
higher education arena in the two countries. Because the different higher education
systems in the two countries treat mature students in different ways, this research
defines the exclusion that the English mature students suffer from as “soft” exclusion,
whereas the exclusion that the Chinese mature students suffer from is “hard” exclusion,
in which actual barriers are built up by the university; but both the English and Chinese
mature students generate self-exclusion from the alien university atmosphere as a

response to the exclusion constructed by their universities.

More specifically, mature students in the two countries suffer exclusion and segregation
from the university, which is manifested in their disadvantaged academic and social
integration in the university. Due to the different higher education systems in England
and China, “soft” exclusion and “hard” exclusion operate in different ways, and the
ways mature students exclude themselves from university life are presented in different
ways. In England, mature students perceive that they are entitled to be fully involved
in university life academically and socially equally with their younger full-time
counterparts; but because they feel the university life is alien to them and does not fit

them, they are not willing to have much academic and social integration apart from
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their lectures. They exclude themselves from involvement in university life but they
perceive they are more competitive than their younger counterparts in the job market,
as they perceive their Bachelor degrees to be the same as those of traditional fulltime
students, and they have job experience in addition. On the contrary, the exclusion
constructed by the Chinese university’ habitus acts as “hard” exclusion for mature
students. Because of the dual Chinese higher education system, the incompatibility
between the regular higher education system and the adult higher education system in
the same university context generates actual barriers to mature students’ involvement
in university equally with their full-time younger counterparts and affects their
academic and social integration. This actual exclusion and isolation makes mature
students exclude themselves from involvement in university and contributes to their
lack of a sense of belonging. Furthermore, since the degree awarded by the adult higher
education system is less valued by the society, which views mature students as the
“failures of the regular higher education”, the Chinese mature students’ habitus

generates a sense of inferiority and lack of confidence.

This research suggests that along with the development of higher education
massification, mature students in both England and China are still in a disadvantaged
situation in higher education, which reflects that the institutional habitus is still in
favour of traditional students and maintains mature students as an excluded cohort.
Compared to the English mature students, the exclusion and inequality that the Chinese
mature students suffer from extends outside the university context to the society
because of the lower perceived value of their degree and the education provided by the
adult higher education system. The exclusion provided by the institutional habitus is
internalised by mature students and affects their habitus, which then externalizes to
reproduce the tendency of mature students to exclude themselves from integrating into

university life, academically and socially. Mature students’ study experience in this
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research reflects the interactive mechanism between the institutional habitus and mature
students’ habitus and demonstrates how the institutional habitus works together with
mature students’ habitus, contributing to mature students’ unequal and disadvantaged

situation in higher education by limiting their academic and social integration.

8.3 The limitations of the study

All studies have limitations, and this study is no exception. The first limitation to be
addressed is the four universities in both England and China for the data collection.
Each specific university has its particular situation and characteristics; hence the mature
students’ study experience presented in this study only can represent their own study
experience and subjective feelings generated in that specific context. Besides, since two
English universities were selected in England and the two Chinese universities were
selected in one city, future research studies could be carried out on in a larger scale and

collect data from broader samples.

Another limitation is the challenges of conducting a study involving issues of
intercultural communication and understanding. Since the researcher’s first language is
Chinese, it is unavoidable that she may have failed to make the English interviewees
understand the interview questions clearly, which could limit the quality of the data. In
addition, because the researcher has not experienced English undergraduate education
herself, the interview questions might not reach the core of the existing problems.
Similarly, since the researcher’ undergraduate study and degree were from the regular
higher education system, she might be unable to comprehend Chinese mature students’
experience fully. All the researcher’s personal experience, knowledge, and perspectives
on the problem affect the quantity and quality of the qualitative data collected for this

research.
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The third limitation is in the analysis of the data. Since the theory and the theoretical
framework is based on European research studies, the operation and the concretization
of the habitus and the institutional habitus in these theories may be different from the
way the habitus and institutional habitus actually work in the Chinese context.
Therefore, the research data is analysed based on the theoretical framework and the
conclusion is interpreted from the lens of the theory and current research studies. This
reflects the challenge to retain the consistency of the study in terms of the intercultural
understanding in the research design, data collection and the bridging of theory with

the data.

8.4 The contribution of the study

The contribution of the study is twofold:

(1) This study contributes to the theory relating to mature students’ experience in higher

education. It does this in two ways:

- by offering an interpretation of the mechanism by which the institutional habitus
interacts with mature students’ habitus and generates both exclusion and mature
students’ self-exclusion. The institutional habitus affects mature students’ study via
institutional practices and by affecting mature students’ habitus. Through mature
students’ interaction with the university, the institutional practices affect their academic
and social integration, separating and excluding them from the traditional fulltime
students. The institutional habitus makes the mature students feel the university is alien
to them, and contributes to their sense of isolation and lack of a sense of belonging.
Consequently, mature students’ habitus generates their own isolation and exclusion

from the involvement in university.
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- by contributing to an understanding of the extent to which the higher education system
can play a role in mature students’ study experience. As a multi-case study from a global
perspective, it shows how the English and Chinese mature students’ different study
experiences are constructed in relation to the different higher education systems in the
two countries. The exclusion generated by the unitary English higher education system
is described as “soft” exclusion, which means the university does not prevent mature
students from participating in university but makes them feel the university is alien to
them and make them feel it is difficult to participate. In comparison to this “soft”
exclusion, the exclusion constructed by the Chinese university is defined as “hard”
exclusion in this research, which emphasises that the incompatibility between the
regular higher education system and the adult higher education system creates actual
barriers to Chinese mature students’ involvement in university. Although the different
higher education systems generate exclusion for mature students in different ways in
the two countries, the same response to the exclusion could be seen from mature
students’ action, which is that the mature students in the two countries generate self-
exclusion from involvement in the university. By presenting the convergence and
divergence of mature students’ study experience in the two countries, the study reveals
how the higher education systems affect mature students’ study experience and the

result of the influence.

(2) This study contributes to an understanding of a particular type of higher education
system in China—the adult higher education system as a parallel system to the regular
higher education system. In comparison to how the unitary higher education system in
England works for mature students by providing alternative pathways into higher
education, the adult higher education system in China is independent and distinct from
the regular higher education system, and has the authority for arranging higher

education for the Chinese mature students, including recruiting, educating, and
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awarding the degree. By looking at how the English higher education system works for
the mature student cohort, the drawbacks and the inappropriateness of the Chinese adult
higher education system, especially in the higher education massification era, can be

illustrated explicitly.

8.5 The implications of the study

Based on the constructivist view, readers may draw their own conclusion and
understanding of this study when they read it. In terms of the researcher’s stance, some
issues emerged which have implications for the policy and practices of education
provision for mature students in both England and China, from a global perspective.
The researcher perceives that how the English system deals with the mature students
could shed light on the Chinese adult higher education system, even though the English
situation has to be improved as well. Therefore, this section presents the implications
for the Chinese adult higher education system first, then draws out the implications for

the English higher education system in relation to mature students.

From the Chinese perspective, in the era of higher education massification, the meaning
and value of the adult higher education need a further and deeper consideration. The
essence of the adult higher education in the era of higher education massification, as
declared by the Chinese government and many researchers, is further education, which
is practice-oriented, aiming to provide the opportunity for people to have further
development and update their knowledge as part of a life-long learning strategy.
Whereas the adult higher education system is also authorized to provide undergraduate
education and award a Bachelor degree, the degree awarded by the adult higher
education is perceived by the society as having less academic value and as lower than

the degree awarded by the regular higher education system. Based on this situation, a
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number of questions regarding the equality of higher education in China need to be

considered deeply.

The first question that needs to be considered is, since the society perceives the
Bachelor’s degrees awarded by the regular higher education system and those awarded
by the adult higher education system as having different academic value, should this
academic and students’ stratification continue to exist in the future, in order to keep the
education provided by the adult higher education system and by the regular higher
education system at different academic levels, or should the quality of the education
provided by the adult higher education system be improved and the degree awarded by
the adult higher education system have the same value as the degree awarded by the

regular higher education system?

The consideration of the two developmental directions of the adult higher education
system leads to the following further questions. If the future developmental direction
of the adult higher education system is to retain the academic and students’ stratification,
and to provide more practice-oriented education rather than academic-oriented
education, compared to the regular higher education system, should adult higher
education still be authorized to award a so-called “Bachelor’s degree” or should the
adult higher education system award another type of qualification, instead of the
Bachelor degree? On the other hand, if the future developmental direction of the adult
higher education system is to improve its educational quality and make the Bachelor’s
degree it awards have the same academic value as the Bachelor’s degree awarded by
the regular higher education system, should its current relatively lower entrance
requirement also be changed to be more strict? At the same time, should its graduation
and awarding requirements be changed to be more rigorous? Then if the entrance
requirements, graduation and awarding requirements of the adult higher education all

become similar to those of the regular higher education system, what will be the
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distinguishing feature of the adult higher education? In the era of higher education
massification, what role should adult higher education system play in terms of degree
awarding, and how can educational equity for both adult and traditional students be

guaranteed?

Based on the questions above, another vital question regarding mature students’
educational equity arises. As shown in the data presentation chapter, the majority of
mature students in this research failed the Higher Education Entrance Examination
when they were young, so they could not study in university via the traditional route.
They perceive that it is nearly impossible for them to take the Higher Education
Entrance Examination again, let alone pass it, when they become adults and have job
and family commitments. Consequently, studying as mature students in the adult higher
education system is the only available way for adults to promote their academic level
and improve themselves in China, since regular higher education system does not
provide higher education at Bachelor level in a par-time form (Li, 2008). However,
based on the discussion above, if the adult higher education system retains academic
and students’ stratification, and mature students still can only be awarded the less
academically-oriented and less-valued Bachelor’s degree, does it mean that once people
fail the Higher Education Entrance Examination there is no way for them to achieve the
so-called “authentic degree” recognized by the society? If it becomes no longer possible
for people to achieve the so-called “authentic degree” recognized by the society after
failing the Higher Education Entrance Examination when they are young, is there any
room for discussing higher educational equity? Conversely, if adults could be offered
an alternative reachable way to get the so-called “authentic degree” recognized by the
society after having failed the Higher Education Entrance Examination when they are

young, then how can traditional students’ right and equity be guaranteed?
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The questions above are the fundamental questions in relation to the root of the Chinese
higher education systems. In the era of higher education massification, how to protect
mature students’ benefit and how to guarantee overall higher education equity is a
serious question which needs to be considered thoroughly. Since the scope of this
research is limited and this research does not involve a comparison between Chinese
mature students and traditional students, this research is not able to answer these
questions. However, for the researcher herself and for other research studies, as well as
government officials, these questions are unavoidable and are becoming more and more

vital in Chinese society.

When research looks at how the English higher education system deals with mature
students’ education at undergraduate level, there are some useful experiences which

could shed light on the overall Chinese higher education systems.

Instead of arranging a parallel system specifically for mature students, the unitary
English higher education system provides various alternative pathways for non-
traditional students, including mature students, to get access to university and get
qualified. The English mature students in this research perceive that the academic level
and the amount of modules they have are the same as their younger counterparts have.
They also perceive that the academic standard they have to meet in order to get qualified
is also the same as their younger counterparts. This strategy implies that even though
the English mature students come into university through an alternative pathway and
study part-time, they study at the same academic level as the traditional students, and
have to meet the same academic standard in order to get qualified with the Bachelor’s
degree. The English mature students in this research perceive that the entrance
requirement may be easier than the traditional way such as A-level, but the requirement
for getting qualified is the same. This English strategy could shed light on the Chinese

situation. Instead of arranging a parallel adult higher education system for managing
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mature students’ study, the regular higher education system could recruit mature
students by an alternative pathway, and the mature students would have to meet the
same academic standard as the traditional students in order to get qualified. In this way,
the educational resources invested particularly in the adult higher education system
could be saved and then invested in the university to enable mature students to share
the same educational resources as their younger counterparts. Once the Chinese mature
students are offered the opportunity to have education at the same level as the traditional
students, as well as the opportunity to be awarded a Bachelor’s degree with the same
academic value as that awarded to traditional students, it would be depend on the
individual mature student if they could attain the degree or not rather than the overall
higher education systems that prevents mature students from being qualified with the
same Bachelor degree as the traditional students. Simultaneously, the exclusion that the
Chinese mature students suffer from inside and outside the university would be changed.
However, taking into account the limited educational resources in China, as well as the
competitiveness of higher education, more research needs to be done in order to find

out if this strategy could be put into practice in China.

Regarding the areas that the English universities could improve, the researcher of this
study has two suggestions as follows. Firstly, more opportunities of participating in
university life academically and socially should be made more reachable for mature
students. This is because the majority of mature students in this research claim that the
workshops and activities that they want to participate in are all organised in the daytime,
based on the traditional students’ schedule, which prevents them from having a
promising integration into university life, even though they want to participate. This
would also be an effective way to enhance mature students’ sense of belonging to the
university and enhance the feeling that they are not isolated in the university. Secondly,

there is a need to improve the relationship between mature students and their teachers.
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As perceived by the English mature students in this research, the teachers may assume
that the mature students do need their care or support, so the teachers tend to “hold back”
and interact less with the mature students. However, the mature students actually need
attention, care and support from their teachers, which could contribute to their study as

well as enhance their sense of belonging.
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Appendix |: Records of field work on daily basis
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Fieldwork in China (20th November 2015—30 December 2015)

Date Fieldwork Research dairy

20t Approached University E and met the gatekeeper

21 Contacted the volunteers regarding the time of interview

2ond Interviewed student E1

231 Interviewed student E2 and E3

24th Interviewed student E4 Improved interview methods
25t Interviewed student E5

26 Interviewed student E6

27t Interviewed student E7

28th Interviewed student E8

29t Interviewed student E9 and E10

30t Managed and organised the interview data Feedback and planed for the further interview
1 Took a break

2nd

3rd Approached University S and met the gatekeeper

4t Contacted the volunteers regarding the time of interview

5t Interviewed student S1

6 Interviewed student S2

7th Interviewed student S3

gth No interview arranged Feedback from previous interviews
gth No interview arranged

10t Interviewed student S4

11t Interviewed student S5

12 Interviewed student S6

13 No interview arranged
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147

No interview arranged

15t Interviewed student S7

16 Interviewed student S8

17 Interviewed student S9

18t Interviewed student S10

19t Took a break

20th

2 1 st

2ond Managed and organised the data

23rd

24t Set plan for transcription

25t Finished the first interview transcription Got an idea of the time for finishing one
26 transcription
27th

2 8th

29th

30t Planed for the further interview transcription schedule
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Fieldwork in England (20th January 2016—30 February 2016)

Date Fieldwork Research dairy

20t Approached University Y and met the gatekeeper

21 Contacted the volunteers regarding the time of interview

2ond Interviewed student Y1 and Y2

231 Interviewed student Y3

24th Interviewed student Y4 Improved interview methods
25t Interviewed student Y5

26 Interviewed student Y6

27t Interviewed student Y7

28th Managed and organised the interview data Feedback and planed for the further interview
29th

30th

3 1 st

1 Took a break

2nd

31 Approached University H and met the gatekeeper

4th Contacted the volunteers regarding the time of interview

5th Interviewed student H1

6'h Interviewed student H2

7t Interviewed student H3

gth No interview arranged Feedback from previous interviews
gth No interview arranged

10t Interviewed student H4

110 Interviewed student HS

12t Interviewed student H6
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13th

No interview arranged

14 No interview arranged

15t Interviewed student H7

161 Interviewed student H8

17t Interviewed student H9

18t Took a break

1 9th

20th

2 1 st

22nd Interviewed student H10

231 Managed and organised the data

24t Set plan for transcription

25t Finished the first interview transcription Got an idea of the time for finishing one
26 transcription
27th

28th

29t Planed for the further interview transcription schedule
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Appendix II: An overview of profiles for participants in this study

Age | Sex Marital status Year of study
/ child’s age (F: Finish)
Chinese National El 35 F married / 1
interviews | university 5-year-old daughter
E2 23 F married 2
E3 24 F Not married 2
E4 31 F married / 2
3-year-old daughter
E5 28 F married F
E6 29 F Not married 1
E7 26 F married F
ES8 28 F Not married 1
E9 24 F Not married 1
E10 | 32 F married / 2
3-year-old daughter
Provincial S1 29 F married / 3
university 3-year-old daughter
S2 25 F married / F
1-year-old daughter
S3 26 F Not married F
S4 25 F Not married 3
S5 24 F Not married 3
S6 24 F Not married 3
S7 25 F Not married 3
S8 26 F Not married F
S9 26 F married 2
S10 | 26 F Not married 3
English Post-1992 | Y1 38 F Married/ 8-year-old son BA honors
interviews | university and 9-year-old-son
Y2 | 24 F Not married BA honors
Y3 30 F Not married BA honors
Y4 | 28 F Not married BA honors
Y5 42 F Not married Foundation Degree,
1st year
Y6 22 F Not married BA honors
Y7 | 50 F Married Foundation Degree,
20-year-old 1st year
23-year-old
Pre-1992 Hl 22 F Married Foundation Degree,
university 2-year-old 2nd year
H2 52 F Married BA honors
3 children
H3 32 F Not married BA honors
H4 34 F Not married BA honors
H5 44 F Married BA honors
3 children
H6 57 F Married BA honors (finished)
1 child
H7 23 M Not married BA honors
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H8 | 24 Married Foundation Degree,
2 children 2nd year

H9 26 Not married BA honors (finished)

H10 | 22 Married Foundation Degree,
2-year-old daughter 2nd year
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Appendix Ill: An example of research dairy in this research
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Appendix IV: An example of interview transcripts

Appendix

Interview: E4

Date: 24th November 2015

Place of interview: Costa Cafe

Duration: 01:22:45

Could you introduce yourself?

A R4S 3L, AL Bilg, HETAFABIL. ROBEFE=2F. AERN
K—4ELR, FHMHE .. PR 20 /348, BRI, X2k
XA R . WK AERIR L, TEEEH, K& 2006 FEk, KL
ZJE—HMATE, BMNEFEAETRREZJGA VAT BE ), 2014 T
FFFURFAT, 20144510 ARSI &%, Yo 50T 808 1E AR A& S (1 HR
Ao A 2006 3| 2014 £—EMATBUEHE, PlaE IANATF, R ADEEA
AEE TIMAAER BAZTE, T w2 ROy IR A B T 2 8] FRA0 A o

I am 31 and was born in Shanghai. Now | am doing liberal professions. I am married
and have a 3-year-old daughter. | am a first year undergraduate student, studying early

childhood studies. It takes me 20 minutes by subway to come to university, very
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convenient. That is why | choose to study in this university. | finished my study at
college level at the year 2006, majored in administrative management. After | graduated
from college | engaged in administrative work from 2006 till 2014. | have changed a
few companies. | left the last company because there was no promotion opportunity. |
decided to switch career to work with children from last year due to the birth of my
baby. | started to work in nursery from the second half of year 2014. | participated in
Adult Higher Entrance Examination at the October 2014. | decided to choose the

preschool education at my lifelong career.

Q. M 06 $1] 14 47T BUE BN AE L g Jifing 2

Have you ever thought about work for preschool education when you work as

administrative?

A HSEEE RN, AT ERE AR RA RN, POVRER EE T,
M i m AR R XA Qe A HI0E T, HR NG R BRI E W
REMZ TR, Ja RIS LIV, AL SR B AR g, A
RN U, R AL R, B e B, ROYEILE E S 4 #
RIER AT BEAT IR 10 H B ATIXAAG T EEMARY, EESH AT TR
HHORRK.

il

Honestly, | have not planned for it. | have thought about it sometimes but I thought it
was impossible due to my age. Since | was not young, there would not be any advantage

for me to be work for preschool education. But I do love children from deep of my heart.
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Some of my friends were working in nurseries; during our chat they told me that there
were still opportunities to be a teacher in nursery for me. They said that | still could
take the examination since there was no age limit for working in nursery among the
country. Meanwhile, for the people like me who had their own babies, it was also

beneficial to play our strength.

Q. VRRA AMHE AL T K2 AL ?

When did you have the idea of being a kindergarten teacher?

A HSORAE 13424, e 7o — B LM, B TRA, REEikS
I T, BERBUERIZA L. 20 8/ 084F45 4%, 11442, 129 EFE.

| had that idea at the beginning of year 2013. After a thought in detail, 1 did feel that |
really what to be a kindergarten teacher. | was married in year 2008 and gave birth to

my baby at year 2012.

Q. N4 12 FAEFF 14 FHREREL? Wl /RG24 5 528 %)
Jiii R 2

Why did you choose to take the exam at year 2014 since you had your baby at year
20127 So you did not think about being a kindergarten teacher from the time you got

marriage until you had baby?
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A o PUOMARIHgAT TAR, P22 B #GR AT EUR AR, ATEU TIEmt 2
EHMEHIRE, FHOFHRE, BRABINEER LS, REINEET
KL, Tl mt— BRI L. BN 14 SEIEMBI AN 2w 24 R

i H AR S E W6, Prelsis 7R, A NEREERZ T, EER
PREZTAE i,

4

No, have not thought about it during that period since I had job then. | had been working
as administrative until | was pregnant. Working as administrative you have to manage
a lot of things, a lot of different things, | could not think about study at all. I could not
stop working to study so I did not have that idea. Since | left my previous job at the
beginning of year 2014 and | was also looking after my baby, | had that idea. I do love

children personally and love to be with children.

Q. AR BEAFVRASAT B B (0 AR 22 36 X R A 4l A A A 52 2

Do you think your previous administrative job has any influence on you for working as

a kindergarten teacher?

A. G, A, POSITBOXAS TAEX R TAR R 40 S0 B2 EOR 1, ik
WIE LW LTI, B LA XA LB TAEI B, BUa & &1
HIEF R A . TAEME S EREANRTL. WTREB N AT BUE M N Z, &
MR A, RVER BB .
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Yes, there is, my previous job has beneficial for my job as a kindergarten teacher.
Because administrative has a very high requirement for working in great detail, if now
I am looking after children, I already have the habit of working in detail; there is no
problem for me to take care of children. There is no relevance about the content of the
job. Working as administrative you have to get in touch with or cooperate with many

different kinds of people, so your personality could be changed during this progress.

Q. Mt A EH KA ?

Why do you come back university to study?

A. IO E B AEb 7, RERAT BT BN T Aamb], 0 i 0 A e
THRA IR, X ELE M8 T A #Z AR . BRI EEAT RN LIT
a1, BN E RFPALE ARG AW, HERRICKAMAE, mkik.
A E RFERESGE, JrE—2. BUOSBRIZA ARSI R N SLh AR,
ARF T LLERABAT A A — T .

Because | decided to do this job, change my career, | have to start from zero. | think
on-line learning is very informal and have bad effect on my future job promotion. I
think I have to learn from zero since | want to switch career. University E has a very
good reputation on education area, | hope I could be educated here so | came and studied.
On the other hand also because University E is close to my home and it is convenient
to come here. The students here all working in kindergarten as teachers, 1 would like to

have a talk with them to get some information as well.
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Q. #JLIE X R RT B - 1 2R ?

Is there any requirement for you to be a teacher in nursery?

AR EER, B 14 F 0 H G RS 7 — K L, MIE R, AR
2 T HESEMFEHEE N, AMEC T R RO A A ) B R L 1S 7
XA — VI BT O, AEAR TS I B A B T s 2 — i, &
WAFZ TR T, BARZ T R RS S NR T3 KRB A KL, At iR
FRUUER Tt RS, SRS 7 ER Y, RO ARZEERN, 9T
WAFZ TR Rt — RV, HEERNRZ NE TR, EHRZ
FREABANZTHEE, W ERAREE N X DS, IEE 7. W, W
IFEACHE 1, B 18 M\ HA GBS I EIH S ElH W, RRFRFE+HH
IS I T, B 15 FEIHMEN R, BET UL Z AT RA R
AT B FRAE 5L 200 IS5 BT BE A UE R B R R 1, U 3] EAS B
(F—Ah) 4RE, ETHTFFEL 5, 20131/ A 47 3] 2015 £ =H
M HGEAE A FATEL AR IR T IS BUH AR,
2013 £ )\ H #UMBIHAEHE W, 2014 F+H M pes, F2 15 mig#4E. 15 1
VU BER) 52, BT B TARSE AR 1, BRI R T H AR .

Yes, the requirement for degree. | have worked in an early learning centre in the April
2015 and | just stopped it. | have worked in that early learning centre for a half year. |
stop because | think there is some management problems in that early learning centre.
In my opinion, anything the school does should for the sake of children, but they

prioritize the money more than the children. | thought if the child was sick, he should
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stay at home and have enough rest; otherwise he would affect other children, so | told
the parents to let their child stay at home. But the manager thought that they could earn
the money if the child comes. As result, many of the children in my class were affected.
And they also did many other things which showed they did not care about the children
so | decided to leave because | cannot adjust this atmosphere. | took the written
examination of the teacher certificate in the August 2013 then I took the Adult Higher
Education Entrance Examination in the October at the same year. | started to work in
the early learning centre in the April 2015. | worked as administrative before that. | had
finished the two exams before | worked in early learning centre. | stopped working in
the early learning centre at November 2015, so | have worked there for almost a half

year. | still have not found a new job now.

Q. PRI IR A EE K ?

Any requirement for you to work in the early learning centre?

A, FER A BT ER, ARE B LB KA T, SR 1 AR B X
AT, IRIHEAR AR AN R H AR BT R, A BAEXASEOT T % 2 b/l g
XA R BRI L T, bR mAR G R, BEEL T, R R KPR
T FR) A AN AR X, Jfi PR REIR 1

There was no requirement when | apply for it, they thought | am friendly and nice and
| told them I did like to work with children. Also at the same time, the early learning

centre just opened not long, | thought maybe it could be more helpful and advantage
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for me to work there and they satisfied with me then | started work there. But just

because | did not like the way they did things so | decided to left after a half year.

Q. F-HOHS e A HUM B A AIEAT 22K 1 ?

Any requirement of the teacher certificate for working in the early learning centre?

A. A, UONIRCLE ZAE L) LI A FER, B ARG Wl 300 B A% U A1 2 D 1 3K
LA 2E %)) LA 3T 2Rk 1 o

No, they did not ask for. | took the two examination only because | would work in

nurseries in the future.

Q. N AfR 15 F A Hagit ) Ll M 2 1k 5 00e ?

Why did not you go directly to work in nursery instead of working in that early learning

centre?

A. IR Z 2 J340) ) LEE AR A2 BRI, w2 e BAREEBE R o BN 2T

PAREIE A EH], FUMSIER 72 = D051, £, % i

e, H=fnRiEil, KeLBWAEEEANE 7, EH eIk

A, A RSN A R AEE B BN BRI . R 15 35 i 5= 21 U
294



UARAIE, REFERREFR LUl o P Ik R Homt 2 g k4l ) Ul 4T A Y
RIONIAE E REZZZIXADAR RERE R Z, U BB 4R = DO A—
PR A JA TIAE b B 2 B A2 B0 = RS O, H R BUR R =% 2 HT,
IR E R RIX = 2] FRFBA A T

Because most of the public nurseries have the requirement of the two certificated. I had
not got my teacher certificate at that time. There were three parts of the teacher
certificate: one is the written examination, second is the interview, third is the mandarin.
| have already passed the written exam and the mandarin, only the interview is left.
Hopefully I could get my teacher certificate at the end of this year then | can find a
nursery to work at the beginning of next year. | worked in the early learning centre just
wanted to prepare for my future working in nursery. What |1 am learning now in
University E cannot help me to work in nursery because the content focuses on the
children aged from 3-6, but the children are before 3 years old in the early learning

centre.

Q. AT 5 frg oAl S X 2

Other reason for coming back to study?

A. T B L R R 261, w2t g LI — g 2 — AR

Most of all is the necessary condition for working in nursery in the future, which is the

Bachelor degree.
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Q. Rtk

University dream?

A. ZETAE, HIARZ R RATEE 7, WA, sebs EARIE AT .
EH AR AOBEPE A B B OR S A A B B R D, RO RS XA (115 R
IRAEA T HUE . FEANBRESFFN, RIERA LR, AT AT
P %5, BMRHE T o AT SRR RO B A AT AT AT B % 7, 5
FHIXFE AT A2 2 % 5, A AT L BB % 7 UARE W IIX 4 55 713k 4 b, AR
WER SR, o 3T E=E S, R R E B4 K
RLIWAE—LE, SARW. IR EERAMREN T, W
TAEARIRFEE, BRI NNT, ARUCAE 2T — AR 1 A4
(K1, XS T B FBE R UL ARANGRE AR B 2 BT ik TAR N, AT BUE #IXA
TAER®Z T, REHWLLE B AR RATEE AL, LA R
5, EGEAITE, IRHEAEARBATTRE L8, w2 R IR AZRXMERA
FATFRELLIR L3t

| had the desire to study in university before, but just leave it aside because of my busy
work and lack of time. | did have thought about it actually. But the necessary condition
for working in nursery is the main reason for me to come back and study, otherwise it
is impossible to work in nursery. My family is very supportive, | live with my parents
in law now, they could help me look after my daughter otherwise it is too difficult. They
think that my daughter could be influenced and inspired because | am studying now.

They always tell my daughter that you see you mum studies so hard so you should learn
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from your mum and study hard. Therefore my daughter always takes a book and when
| read a book she will also take a book to read. There is some positive influence on
children. Also my family want me to have a stable job because my previous jobs were
not very stable which are all private companies and easy to lose my job. If | lose my
job that would be a big factor that affects the stability of the whole family then 1 would
have to find a new job. Administrative is too broad and all the people can do it not only
those graduate from that major, which is not so professional. But being a nursery
teacher is much more professional which cannot be done by the people from other job

area. If you do not have the certificate it is impossible for you to have the job.

Q. MARBELNFLH) LB AN Z HirEL ?

How will your salary change if you work in nursery?

A THNDT

Less than working in company as administrative.

Q. b VA AR ZEE K ?

Why do you still would like to work in nursery?
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A BATHZHIBUE T, B T, BAEEINPT 2, ERAF
AT BRI, ATECRBEIAS 7 KB, (HZhfa] DT, Al f7] 5 & EBE, R BN
SCR AT A DY S BB, IR L LB IR R, B, HUE b
YT, WIHRA AR, WRARATBOEAE - BN AR A A 1A, B
FENZT S8 U A2 BB AN, IR i ) 8 R AR AR B — i, 22 AR
s LBRUSI, /L st 1 LR th ik -2, RaEgEk,
Joitt KRG .

| get 8000 after tax when I work as administrative. But based on my information, the
salary is only around 2000 outside the establishment (Bianzhi), but there is both
advantage and disadvantage. As administrative you do not have time to look after your
family but the time is more convenient to work as teacher in nursery like they go to
work early in the morning and finish work early in the afternoon as well usually at 4pm
when my daughter will also finish school. Now she is little but when she goes to primary
school I would not have time to support her study if I still work as administrative. You
know it is also competitive among children as well. I could look after her more if | work
in nursery as a teacher. Referring to the salary, I think it will get better if I could get a

place in the establishment. Just take it slow and first of all is get into that system.

Q. IRZ A SCHFRIG ?

Your husband supportive?
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AL ARSCRFIL, Al 52 BR 102D 1 W SR A o iRt > 170, A5 WA 24 Bk
Ak B A, A sE A3 %) L iX A TAR ARG 1

Actually not really supportive, he thinks | earn less so contribute to the family less. |
would like me to do some challenging jobs and he thinks the job in nursery is too simple

for me.

Q. IRATTH AL R A AEE N 2 Al 2 fg e 2

Can he understand you?

A. IR, ABIEER AR . — PR R AR, BRI aa A XA VA 1
It R AN SRR, (HIXEETER—4FE TR, ROL2) 7%, Ra XHEEREA
FIRAS, —EHAEER T HEE, eI, A RER EE AFIME 4
EURWE, SR BEILASNIRES, At o 2 IEARIB, WP LR WIR L AN )

We have talked about that and now he is trying to understand. At the beginning he was
not supportive just when I first had that thought. But until now it is almost one year and
| have taken so many examinations and am continuing spending effort on this way, he
slowly gets used to it and accepts it. Sometime when | watch the video to learn hoe
other people give lesson I will dance a little bit and he will correct me to tell me which

is good which is not.
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Q. A FAh Ak AR | A 12245 f1 J BT e 2

Any other reason for you to come back to study?

A. ORI, RIBIEIEIRE ARG BCE L+, BRI il 2 2 ARl
(K1, A2 #EiL, MERERS T, PLZER=IHER, o H AR L
NEREFMN, &G LIN0E, BRI A A A5 e, AR i LB R
Wi, B A RIS E B AR AL 5 3e 45 AR A PERS, A i H 5 se 48K
Eok T, NBRRARW, #mMERM, B/ NMTAR &, MmMHNMZT, Rl
AT — DS MR BBER — F. ARGIEZATESIANFNZ T BRI EXR
11, AR NUARAS B — SRR E IR, ICEE S M4 #,  IRTIRA L84 #
AR, E 2 AR B I B TAT 30, BIAE R EEA 134T,
JHiaR B REAEAW], A1 FN R 8 i — A, SEE 2 ML)
I AR

When | was in high school, my mum suggested me to learn either early childhood
learning or nursing but | was so rebellious then so I did not choose any. Also because |
thought too much at time mument, | thought nursing has to change shifts and 1 would
get in touch with so many patients which was so scary. Referring to the work with
children, I thought it was meaningless to spend time with children. All of these thought
because | was too rebellious at that age. When | started to work 1 do realized that the
society is too complex for example the relationship between people. The children are
more pure and easy to get along with. Also you will have a positive mental attitude to
stay with children. Before | got married, every time | saw children | did feel that I liked

them so much. Also many people said that | have a baby-face and | was suitable to be
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a teacher so they said why did not | become a teacher in nursery. | had thought about
as well but actually I did not have time to put it into action. Now | have already entered
this area, started to study in University E, which | treated as a fulfilment of my dream

of becoming a teacher when | was young.

Q. At AR AN IR A2 AR ?

Why do you take it as a dream?

A. BROAFEAT 2 w2 (IR B B ghm,  PURsticale 7, Ba L
SAGAITIXAAT A 7, — T4 =5 A AR 28, B S R TR LR 1R
A8 1 A DX AN IS R IR A, bR E i, (HR B 35 A RE B A
KNG, PRI A AL AE SR B R — B IR, RIS R A XAz, 3K
ANFHIE SRR T BLE I B I W] DL Il b AT PGl R X
AN, ARSI BT X RE R, BRAAFIEN . A 08 FL5F,

6 FAK B2 R EMINZ 1, 7 RE R R RO IR AT, ARSI R
EARRRANERE, MEZ AR, SRR #UE H i A RE AT P
RN B ik, ARIRZ 2], B R F I 7wl %36, &
A R 2 #L A 1

Because | think since I did not choose to study the early childhood learning during the
Higher Education Entrance Examination maybe | would not have the opportunity to
become a teacher in the future. I did not want to study that when | was young but after

worked for several years | realized that is still my dream and 1 still want to do that.
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During that time there was no way for me to get that information since | had worked in
Chingming (villageside) for a while where I could not get enough and new information,
| did not know I could take the Adult Higher Education Entrance Examination to study
it or study on-line. I did not know that during that time. | came to Shanghai at the year
2006 and got married at 2008, since then | knew more people and knew that the night
university or online-learning was so popular. When | knew 1 could study in night
university | did feel that | would like to study there. | did want to study the early
childhood learning but I was not sure if I could study in University E or not. But | was
too busy with my work so the plan of study was held up then. From then | started to

think about study and become a teacher in nursery.

Q. MR AT Z A A F] ?

Why did you leave your previous job?

A. R FEIERA T 2 P ARHENIZE 3 7 BOM B RAIE 22, 545 A0 I
N RAR AN FOR VS 2 35X — AT W BERE R A e 1o BROALE A R IR AR 2
ERANFATEIRN), IREAINEZ BRI, B GBGT 7 RJam A A
ok T, TSR, R SERRA) AR, 2 AT S BRI R A LA R
iR, FENZEERFRENTTEFITHEK, K2ZERIABIL, (H)5RE
BURBER IR, (H— D NHREGE TIREE Bt a8, RJamtildiE.

| quitted my last job completely when | just finish the written exam of my teacher

certificate. | realized that it would be too late if | did not start to learn something and
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get some information about this job. Because the things you did in company were not
relevant to the job of being a teaching in nursery therefore I could not learn anything in
my previous job so | decided to quit. Then | started to find a job in the early learning
centre thinking about get in touch with this job. | am a determining person; | will stick
on it if | decided to do that. If you choose to do anything you should do everything for
the sake of your purpose. None of my friend understands me; they all say you are 31
now, not the twenty-year-old young girl who could do anything from zore. Also | feel
such a big pressure. First of all, I have to be part of the establishment before 35, now |
am 31 which means | have 4 more years work on it. Except that, | have to get my teacher
certificate as the essential requirement for working in nursery. | am still in the exam
progress and it is really difficult for me but I definitely will persist in it no matter how

difficult it is.

Q. At AL VRAEAT H AR 2 2 st AE A 4l i Wi 2

What makes you could sacrifice so much to be a teacher in nursery?

A INRERSZ T, RIFIEABNE R KA H B, SR RK, (HR W
JERBE R B E AL T By B ARG E A A% AT i, BAEAER
PROHTACHE, WREIL R IRAITERSIE, TR 74—k, &RIEIE University E
(K1, FTRAARATT— AP, 285 BB AW 2 S IR E 2e aa At Al], X FE S HLBOT
o WIERRTFZZTRER, ARIEZFERREFRIERMT 4, BRAFEE
PIXFERIEZ T, WA ERRNZ T, WRIBARAYE, A BLE D&% T2

REDEIRIF IR T IRAZ R R
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Because | like children, then this job is helpful for my family. There are also many other
reason but most important one is | like children, I hope I could work with children rather
than office staff. Maybe because of my personality, | feel happy to have fun with
children, teach them things, | myself keep on learning definitely and teach them. I see
many children are mature beyond his years and behave like adults. I do not know if that
is because of their family education or not, but I do not want to see children like that.
If 1 would teach my own class | dope the children in my class are all very optimistic,

cheerful and elastic. Children should not lose their children's simplicity.

Q. Mt Azifff ER¥?

Why did you choose University E?

A. Hoot E KRR, PO EE EIR, s Rk 17, Bigg—4
JRH . S E RZEM DR, DL LS ol st g semmt, oy
BUE TR K, IRZ4))LIEHAER M E RER24g, MATHER E KRN
gs, PP T, S KRRV 5K 3CHE, E RS KU T 31X b5 5
ERARINEN, AR TAERRE E RFEEIESE 5. E RAHE ™K,
RN PG E 2], AR TR 5K A H A A BB AT X BOR 2 At
LX), REBGERFARVEN, HARNKIDREEN . EHIERE E REN
JE R AT XA AR AR, AR, JEtEd s K5, HEL
R AR E Ko b, ALK PR DA 8 A U4, 2 U A48
I o
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First of all, University E is so close to my home. The transportation situation and
distance is a factor for me to choose university. Secondly, University E has a high
reputation in education, which is helpful for me to find a job in the future. From the
information I have, most nurseries prefer the graduated from University E, they all think
University E has a good reputation and high standard. According to my understanding,
people in University S just muddle through your work only for certificate but on the
contrary, University E takes this kind of training seriously and do it conscientiously.
The certificate of University E would prevail over the certificate of University S. The
teaching in University E is very strict, from which I could learn more. It is meaningless
if 1 only just muddle for a certificate without achieving any knowledge. My main
purpose is learning knowledge rather than muddling for a certificate. Other reasons for
choosing University E is that | think the atmosphere here is great with a pro-founded
culture. Even though | have not been to University S but my friends there all say that

University E is better and | do feel that. Also the air here is good and fresh.

Q. At AR s Fl b 2 R R I FE 1 — AN S P ?

The good atmosphere in the university is one of the reason you choose it

A, R B, K5 BT, an R B i RO B U, AR st
AR AR, ISR B ARG TR .

The atmosphere in a university is so important. If the people in university are all low or

dovish then it is not a place for studying. But | do feel the people here are well-educated.
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Q. TRAE E REAT & i 2

Do you have the sense of belonging in the university?

A RAHESK, BRZRAZLE, HEREERFETECRE E RER, SIRERM
5 BRI ER A BE R — BRI, DLRTRAESEN/N 2 NI, b2 H
ANFEE] B REMAGERFRE W FNE, B HESE RO AR, /N 1 Bt
FIIE H RGN E A, wiAMERRRE, REB[EE AL E K¥
K1, BANLaE E RPN, EEERIHRERAER 31 SRt E K1, BAR
BRI A0 . POSEANIA B eE a2 1, A ="2 E KM,
A2 S REM, EANE— B3 E K% E K%, SR TRAN Il 5 #0 2 i
ZIMH, FAVBAMZ IS, #BE AN S Kt HIW

Yes, | do feel the sense of pride, even though | am a mature student | feel |1 am the
student of University E and feel so proud of it every time | pose pictures on Wechat.
When | was in the village, it would be great if someone accepted by University E which
would be celebrated all the village. My grades were not very good then and I had an
extravagant hope but I clearly know that it was impossible for me to go to University
E. But who can believe that | finally enter it at the age of 31, | do feel happy even
though it is Night School. There are many people who become teacher in my village,
three of them from University E one from University S. | always heard about the name
of East China Normal University then. Also my aunty and uncle are both teachers. |

have not heard much about University S actually.
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Q. MARTEAFIR/NIT FIXT E KA B R AR AREFE E KA JR R ?

Do you think the preference of University E when you were young is the reason why

you choose it now?

A. B, ALRER SR kS E RS EERER, — M REK
HIEEE, —AME B RAERG B— B —JF LA A # R AR LF I

Yes there is some influence since | like it deep in my heart. | choose University E
because of two reasons, one is that it is close to my home and another one is University

E owns a good reputation in my knowledge.

Q. IR AE RSN ?

Why do you think you cannot muddle through it?

A BA, BENMEHCAARTFRTER T, TRRERER - STRRE, HEX
MERICREFHRY, = HEati 8, RIELBEIUSELN, JIEIERIIL,
BRI R E oA REER A 20, WAEAENEE, E R LI
Se g g A A R B A AR EEAL B, BRI AR A e, BB EA X 4
— R, AR BHEAR R A A UK AN AR AT BRI, AEASA R, AN R EE
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| have never thought about it. | could not muddle due to my age. If I was younger maybe
| would muddle. But I cannot muddle at this age. The longer you muddle the later |
would get my degree. | have to get the English level-4, at least 70 in each module then
| could get my Bachelor degree. I truly have a dream. Every time | see the Bachelor
take picture wearing Bachelor gown I do feel that is so wonderful and | do hope I could
have that day in the future. Many of my friends told me that | can buy that Bachelor
gown on-line but that is different and that is not the thing you achieve by your own
effort. But | have to spend more time and effort in my study. However | feel everything

worthy as long as | could get my Bachelor degree.

Q. 4 LIEE R i 2 B (LU 2

Is there any requirement of the Bachelor degree from your nursery?

A BAER, BRARNAREE. ER8L)\ ety EEHERE L,
HAER ST, LASERBYE TR TIERAMEE TN, RIEGSFERE RS
VAT i W S

No, it is all my personal desire. | can make my grade around 70 or 80, last semester |
have all my modules at 90. But this year is a little busy. Since | have stopped the work

early learning centre so | think I could have time to prepare for the exams.
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Q. MARAELE E KA M8 #A 7 TAE 12

Will you still work when you study in University E?

A RETARR, JIERRRE—-BIE, KRB WRREL], 1 HE MR
REHRE R, ARCARTIRAE R HAR AR 1Y, REZGEETZ T8, mHIE
ZREE, AMREWEALT, RRRFEEA B AS, 312 JREREH #
SRR o, s AR AT LA gL . R RS &
B ERIE, MR SRR, WKL LEFERN TR RER, BoY—4
LML, BRI AT RO 1R, B T ERAREURAGE 7, AT RE R
TR T AR OIS AL, B R ZIRAT AR m Rk, S8 5 5Kl 15 28 T A
T W5 TRt BRI, ARSI, B ASRAEIR B4 LI — E BRI RE,
1y HAREE 7 NE R R RHERE— € 2 =4, BRIR BTN,

I will work. 1 just have a short rest now. | have 5 exams this semester and most of them
are needed to pass by memorizing. When | worked in the early learning centre
previously, I did not have time to memorize. | had to look after my daughter when I got
back home; I also had to have a rest otherwise | could not stand for it; then | have to
find some time to read the book. I will have the exam for teacher certificate at the end
of this year. When | pass the interview part of the exam I could start to find a nursery
to work. And | will take the training for work license for nursery teacher next summer
holiday and I think I could get it in next year. | will look for a nursery which is beneficial
for my long future development. Because a teacher manages a class more than a half

year like what | did before, the children could be so close to you. If they know you will
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leave they will be unhappy and keep on asking when you will come back. The parents
will lie to them by saying the teacher is sick and she will come back when she recovers,
which I think is so touching. This is what | mean by saying you should find a nursery
where you work long. And you have to manage the younger-age class or middle-age

class at least for three years. | am a loving person and do care about affections.

Q. TRTEH E Ko Z Hi it p L8 ik 4% ?

What preparation have you done when you apply to University E?

A. BHEFIMGIHAERIR A, BAAE E KR 7 AL, AR5 RN &% B
ESRBERHE, AW EA RG], —ERER, MERE TP, R
R, RREE 1T, L T7THERECHEH . BOTEKIERIEE T 1A
AT A 5 N B N B e BERL, ) T 2 AT, b SN 7RO
EEEMARE T E RY, FRME, BARE TBORRTR, SRS R,
HiaZ 71T E . R RTRANSHMELE N, B,

| bought all the books and materials for Adult Higher Entrance Examination on-line.
There were systematic training on that website, a whole set of online lessons which last
for 2 month. I took one lesson every day and also did some exercise which I also bought
on-line. Also I had asked some of my colleagues for some materials who had taken the
Adult Higher Entrance Examination before. Since he studied for business I could only

borrow his books about politics and English which were the same among all the subjects.
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| just took one more education. I learn all by myself after borrowed these books without

helped by others.

Q. FH il M ?

Do you think the exam is difficult?

AERTL, AERATYER 29 44, ERIGEBNESL, BRALRE, BN
B UGV Y, ARASRARAE, DRI A el 152 AT RE S A ) ST

It was ok, | was ranked No. 29 in my class. But my English was not good so | did not
get a high mark on English. All the things in the exam were within the acknowledged
range, which were not too difficult. The articles in English exams were taken from other

books.

Q. MBKIEL?

What is your opinion about the Night School?

A, X EATIZ N AR R UL IE ARG H B, e a1 EEINls, —

MNP, BRREK, AR SRR Z H)LEE A NFATTH, AR

Kbd, NIPAImENN, AL LR A, EARRE, TIARZ 85I
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AETHHL S, HARLMASERERT, EARFHEERE . RER[HEL
SLAf )L AR B, O REE—AT BB XAME R, Eik B Cf KR,
AR AR AR —MET B RO R RIEE A K, o H E A R
AR RR, ERZEL R

It is beneficial and helpful for us amateurs, which could provide us an opportunity and
a platform to study again. Even though it is Night School, many nurseries recognise the
certificate. |1 would like to search for a level-2 nursery which is public and provides a
place within the establishment (Bianzhi). The public nurseries could provide place
within the establishment which means more stable and secure with more training and
promotion opportunities. On the contrary, the private nurseries could not provide the
place within the establishment but they offer a higher salary. | think working in a public
nursery within the establishment is more important because you work for one specific
job you must make yourself within this specific system which could provide you more
opportunities to improve and promote. That is why | choose University E because it is

more professional and | can learn more rather than just get a certificate.

Q. MNP EIR?

What is your opinion about the degree of adult higher education?

A, BEA R B LB AN XA A P ga] DA, ARELAE X 240y ) L e & AR AR 22
DIk, BELEARR AP BLE . AR 28 N2 DX A 22 P P A TR A 4
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1, ERZEKEAREAE] SRR, BRIAER L ZIM ERRIRIAE W,
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| am satisfied and happy with it as long as the degree and certificated is recognized and
accepted by nurseries. And the reality is the nurseries do recognized and accept this
degree so I think this degree is valuable. But many people could say that this degree is
bought by money however I think I can learn things here. There are a few teachers who

teach really conscientiously, which is so beneficial for my future development.

Q. MRS MA T AT E—M@E i e =R — DA E AR LS & 2

Do you think there should be some way for mature students to have a same value

certificate as that of younger traditional students?

A BRBRFEN . RBIAREREES SRR AR, RERES
e, THERR mRAAGeRE, RANHBERINKIAN LS, WAMIES
BT AT RERAABA T LML 22 A — RO RCR s BN RS NI A%, HE 2
UMM BT il — e i, Al — e FiiE R, Al e, IR RATEE
R BRI, FHAGEERA AR, A ERE AT, KEH; -, ek
ATECABATT 2 HfIA I E 2, 3RS B AT RE VO JAT ™ AR EER — m, (HIX
MEBRETEEMER, ZAZH. WERPREHARLEANEL, &
i EIX A2 S LR B R, FGEAR BN AR 7 . FE 1521
A BT DU P A% — o, SE PR S T, IR RARKR B, 1) FRAT TR A L

313



FEHCHMSET RN, W, BUERAE, B ZITIT A
K1, BRERA LT, BAEZH, EHAT . FAAIERT A2 n—

W, BZZ MM LR T &, IER LD ZIMSRIA A — L H3),
HRARZ AR L RBEE T, St IH T DABEAT — S8 IR, R safifiTe
Bl iy, AT 1) R AT DU e AR T R IAE AN R A RUE T, W] B
Feremp, 50—

N

\;.

| think there should be. I do prefer the program which has dense courses and high value.
If you want a high value the dense courses are required. | do not know if we could learn
as much as they do and could reach the same level as they do as mature students. But
coming back to take the examination and study as mature students means we missed
something and experienced something previously. It is really difficult to study as
mature students now. | hope it could be fear for everyone and everyone are treated the
same. Maybe we have payed more than the full-time younger students. I am wondering
if there could be some way to offer us dense courses and rise up the value of our
certificate to the similar value of theirs. I think it is more important to learn things and
study than just getting a certificate. 1 hope this certificate could be recognized and
accepted in the future. | do feel it is difficult to study as mature student. | think maybe
the examinations could be more restrict, the more restrict the exam is, the more fear for
everyone. If the exams are lax then it could be unfear for us who do study hard and
memorize all by ourselves compared with other who may cheat on an examination.
Now the exam is strict and | think it is fear. | think it would be better if more
opportunities could be provided for students and teachers to communicate. Now there
is a few teachers could interact with us but most of them just go back home when they

finish their lecture. It is good for us to have more interaction and communication with
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the teachers because they are professional. We also can communicate in some modern

ways just like via Wechat or QQ group.

Q. TRTE E KEARE ] 2R L BT 2

What kind of resources you can use on campus? Anybody told you at the beginning

what you can use in the university?

A TR A N A RLe BT YR . B TE T L EARRIE 5 tH %

FRARE, FLRRAT G, EARL SR AN ERI . St wifi AR,
Bl e 24 R#RBE L, BBcA 2 Imutad . B0 F kot R AT B A5 PR AT & &L m)
DU e #BLREA R, EERPM ES WA AR IR KN, XA PR
A, ABEEAR ERAVEA SN, KT, B R4 H A8, St
B AR ARIERTUFERIER, B A TR,

No, there was no one told me what I could use in the university. We can go to the library
but we could not borrow books out of the library. We can eat in the canteen. We can
not use Wi-Fi on the campus. | have never approached the database either heard of how
to use it from the teacher. From my understanding, we can use only the canteen and
library. There are no societies for us. We can apply for the photography competition
but most of us would not participate because it is organised for full-time students which
is meaningless for us mature students to join and we are too busy as well. Nobody tells

us the information about speech or presentations. We do not know that.
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Q. LA 132 7 [l wfnsh 2

Do you think it is difficult for you to study as mature student?

A, RN TRIE ZHI ARG, AR i SRR 2 HEAR 2 A, Hii &%
FRAE, AT RFERWTTRZHR 7 A5E, BERANSFEE LR, XFENE
MARLEH TAERHSERIR R, 1 HIEHE — TR EW ZHAAERT ), TR
I JATIEEEMRK B &%, ZAmtal <iie ke, BALFR - RitEd %,
P H 2\ g Eoifik, —m BHE S, RSP E R, XA/t
WA AEAS 2, SRIGSEN AR 1T, AR UCHR A OSSN 2
W2, REEERK, BA L NERL AR K e R Rk, (HIERAZ2H
BER, ArEEAI B BRI ERAHANN, BEOGEEAEZR, H
B A Tp RBERAMIEEN . Wit JAT TR G e 2 23~ — TR =, ET
—ITRMAEF R AN, FATZEA TH.

| think the arrangement of our lessons is not very proper. At the very beginning, we
were told that all the lessons were spread equally in each semester. But because of the
decoration last year, two modules which were supposed to be given in last semester is
giving in this semester, which means we have five modules this semester. Those who
have work do feel very busy and tired in this way. Furthermore, the classroom for one
lecture is so fa away outside the campus and we have to walk for a long way to that
classroom. It could be better if this one is arranged on Sunday when we have all day
lesson. Usually we have lesson on the whole Sunday. We have English in the morning

from 8:30 the education from 1 pm to 4 pm. Then the last module starts from 6 pm
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which means we have two hours gap between 4 pm to 6 pm, during when we only could
go shopping in the shops nearby. Those who live nearby could go back home for lunch
and come back for the evening lecture. We always have nowhere to go because
sometimes we have to change to other classroom for the last module and the classroom

may be used by other students so we cannot access to it.

Q. M AL AE?

Why do not you go to the library?

A BUORTRAVAAI U N N IR B, 1 LA LS R TR,
MG LR B AN O ), 1 A BRERAT B P
BRI BAZE, TRAVRAEY.

Because no one of us would like to go to library and they also always ask me to go
together with them therefore we do not have the thought of going to library.
Furthermore no one has told us we could go to the library so we do not know we can

go there.

Q. I I PR ¥fE 2

Any other difficulties?
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A, ARG BIEAT T IRAZIRIE R, sUESGRI AR, BEEAE R REIES
FELS, BEXRENE DR A LT A AIRELK, KEEARE
B b, BEELE AR, BB R A RE, PR 1R, RATERZZ 1A
M2 IR I B A FE, P S EERATAREL, FokaEd Y FER A

FEE A E

There are many information we cannot gain on time just like the changing time of a
lesson. Our supervisor also gets the information very late. Just like last time, one of our
module skipped last week and given the week after, which was confusing. We did not
know how that was arranged so we asked each other. When we asked our supervisor
she did not know either. That shows a problem that the communication between

teachers is messy which easily makes us students feel confused and lost.

Q. IRAITAT LA ¥R 2

Can you choose module?

A. BUEARED, W REE R VAT R IBIRIANTA REL ¥R, DUAE I PRAS R S8 —
W, FANFRTHE AR 2 RS L E B, (G VR 15 72 Se b i 1) 148 th 2
AP, BWR A RER HOE R B Ok, RO BEE — LA X POk TR

FEE ] MRAE .

318



No, we cannot now, all the modules are arranged unified. Many of the modules are
compulsory. If it is available | hope | could choose the module by myself then | could

choose what is useful for me.

Q. il g PRI i 2

Any other difficulty?

A. VL R RS BAHE /DN, HS i ul B2 2. R
AT AR I8 & H B N el 58 H5 10, i HAT R & B IR A%
B AN, LRI XA B RVE R, AR R R A 2
KE, ANERAN, ABAZREER . HESREREDN F 2R ERZH,
B B Je IS LI ) 2D B NS AR PR R ) o I8 AT 1 2% 1k A 2 44 T AR T 5 L 12 Ik
EE M, A AL BRI, AR, AR kB
FEE, MAWEMRABEELS, RAGICEABHT FRW, AA
SR, BT DUAHR SR i 52 )8 B A — fe 3B A b BRI a] B i T I AN T
JAR, FREER DL, SIAEER T BOYH 28 L#E LY, ag
RER, REEGH MRS EE, 1 HAUFER — REEEmR Sl M
HAT L% U A2 1) 2 2, AL SIS 0, A0 s T — A #R %
ARE . BOEAFART UL L, B B, WRIRE R B BT
1, MUERBEE O33R WA M2 RFRes AT 2T, FARIE LG REA
REAE AR AR5t 25 AT — Lo B HE A A A/, HUR AR ST I B RT LUA HERS
Hary, BRI BHEEE K. 2B A IRZ 5L, X A TH0L B

BURHA /L DUONSERRANASKR S Y 7k 0 . S i PRAE I R BE S A4 R — R
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AERGE, HEEWR, MAIMERRRRZRZ, HrAEAIAT A2 IR
Befr—E B ESIREE, B INAMUIE#EN 1, BINARKIZ 7, b
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The range of exam content could be narrowed down because the range of exam content
is very broad. Those who have work do not have much time to read books. Also
sometimes what is taught in class may not be the content in our exams. Teachers always
give us more to memorize than what is asked in the exams. But we only have two weeks
to prepare for the exam, which is really tiring and difficult. There is too much to
memorize. Even though the range is narrowed down there is still too much to memorize.
So it is really difficult for those who have limited time. The content in our exams always
definitions, short answer questions, essay questions, case analysis questions and design
questions. There is no multiple-choice question. Everything in the exam is needed to be
memorized. We have to write from the beginning to the end of the exam and we could
not memorize the whole book which is impossible. So we hope the range of exam
content should be narrowed down. On the other hand, it is better that all the lessons
could be given on the weekdays rather than the weekends. If it has to be given on the
weekends, it will be better that it takes the morning time rather than the whole day.
Because we have to work from Monday to Friday which already makes us very tired
and we need time to rest. If we spend the whole Sunday on study, plus some people
need to work extra hours on Saturday, we have no time to rest at all in the whole week.
We are ok to have lectures on Sunday if we have t but it could be better if we only have

lecture in the morning or night rather than the whole day, then we can arrange the other
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time of the day. Thirdly, we need some guidance. | am not sure if we could have some
guidance or recommendation in the future for our job searching just like those who have
a good grade could be introduced to some good nurseries since the university must have
a bigger resource than us. Also the teachers may have more resources. If we could have
some job information then we could feel more relaxed because we come here to study
aiming for having a job. Fourthly, it could be good if the time of our module could be
shorter. Many of us live so far away from school so they have to leave earlier before
the lecture finishes. They live really far away, if they go back home at 9 pm when the
lecture finishes then they would arrive at home at 12 pm. Many teachers could not
understand why we leave earlier but I know. Some teachers just insist that we should
not leave until the lecture finishes, but there is no other ways to solve the problem they
just leave. They have to do that because it is really too far. They arrive home so late
that they only could take a shower then sleep since they also have to work the other day,
which is really tiring. So we hope that the teachers could think more about us just like
make the lesson shorter or skip the break time, in which way we could finish it earlier

and go back home earlier.

Q. IR Z I EAFE?

How do you think about the teachers?

A, BABZIUAEIMBABAT VL o ZIHHRA AR BT & . At vh i,
AT T IR A A AE A T 2] LA, AANE, i — D2 IS BRI T = A

©RAE B CRRUE 1. A S AR R ERERBAT B AR B R, A —
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AN IATARL R Z IR 1, B BAERA ISR B, AR 1VE, AR
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e ARROFAT, BEAZKOLBEAN REAALZR, R IEAZER
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AT 4R AT LA Al 200 E PR APIRAS A B BN, ata L2 A
ERIATE BN -

| have never communicated with these teachers.

The teachers never asked me if | understand or not. They just teach in front of the
classroom and we just do whatever we want to like play with cell phone or talk to each
other, which the teachers do not care about. There just one teacher could say that we

should be quiet and mind our behaviour. Others all just teach and give their lesson.

They never asked us if what they teach is relevant to our job. There is one teacher who
is very nice, she has added us in Wechat and could talk with us. If we have questions
we could ask her. Other teachers never asked us and they just leave when they finish
their lecture. They do not care about us certainly do not care about me. | never
communicate with them after class neither ask the questions. I think they may answer
my question if | ask but they would not ask me if | have questions or not initiatively.
There is one teacher who is good. Once she let us watch a video, after watching it she
let us to give our opinions about it then she gave her own opinion and conclusion, which
| think is very good. This teacher is also very considerate and she knows we live very
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far away so she let us finish our assignment during the lecture time then we do not need
to do it when we back home. We could ask her if we have any question about it. Most

of our teachers are teach conscientiously, but some of them do not interact with us.

Q. LA ENg?

Is it important to interact with teachers?

A. ZIRGE, ROUHATECRER LR, 85 fhATT AN K 1] AT I 1 3 A2 e W e
RAERTERATHAE B QB E A, A el aed AR 1, AL 3R
Mgte B T, BEEREGIAZIMN ERER T BRELE, JFRIESH
At AR RS AR MK B R B O, R S S SE BRI 28— L
R R /Nt P G Y

Interaction is definitely important because they are professional. If they do not ask us
whether we understand or not, we will still understand the things within our limited
knowledge. Maybe our understanding is wrong, which could continue to be wrong if
nobody come to correct us. Most of the teachers’ lectures are so dull and dry and they
just read the book for us, seriously, she just read the book from the beginning to the end

without any examples and applications, which is really boring.

Q. ZZ i EURAPIRAS KR IT URAT 5 i it 2
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Does teacher’s interaction has influence on your study?

A. R 552 — m AT BE 2 AR — Rk, WR AT A Al AT
FIREARE RLE, MR ECE IR, RN R — EER AT TN 1 BRATT A A I Ta]
RAT 2 MR, 02 BR A VR ) LB A T, FRE WO LAY .

Definitely yes. The more interaction between us the more active we are. If there is no
interaction maybe we would like to leave earlier, sleep or talk. On the contrary, if there
is dense interaction, we have no time to talk with each other or do something else. We
would follow the teaching and teacher’s though all the time so I do prefer the teaching

full of interaction.

Q. WRHEAFE M RA ORI AR b VR 5 i e 2

Do you think there would be any influence on your study if your teacher care about you

or not?

A HEAW, RROLEB AR RERR, ERRZADSNERE A, K
WSS ) — FoA i, BT an SR ARAS BN FS Fel 58 453 2 It Ay
PV AR IGH, B — DI “ IIE ORI, HE KRR — A3
ST L7 IR . IR A S WA A Y 1, AR AT K
R ER), ABRAHIERAFEAE RN, Mgy BT B A2 T AR 1
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Yes, there would be. They caring about me means they think highly of me, think highly
of me as a person and think highly of my study, because of which I would like to work
harder and study more conscientiously. If the teachers do not care about me then I would
take it as the teachers think | just come here to buy a certificate. Just like one of our
teachers said that “I know that you just here to buy a certificate”, which makes me think
that in teacher’s opinion we are here to buy a certificate, she does not think that there
still some people come here to study genuinely. The feedback she gives me is negative,
since she already treats me like “a person comes here to buy a certificate” then | do not

want to study hard. But | think there is something wrong with this teacher, she is too

young.

Q. IREXA AREHIZIN?

What kind of teacher do you like?

A. REXNCANRATIN, WTLERBATAER, AEEE AN, SMEC2
WATHI A, AR ARG M S, KRR 2L IATE SR e, ik
FATHE O ERZ AL = A BRI, A A B, A2 w12
RERMCWT, A B TATX PR G . IEH H5 BR— sl 20T, PR 45U L
FEME R, RREGFE L — S SRR E 2 s — A, i 2k T XA
bt — 2T b — 2], RARIEAR LEZ IR A NF XA E L,
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| like the conscientious and responsible teachers, who we can communicate with. They
do not treat themselves as our friend rather than our teachers. We fell feel in awe of
them and fear to talk with them if they take such a clear line between us. We will worry
about if the teacher would talk to me, if they would answer my questions, if they would
think my questions are too silly, which are all bad feelings. Furthermore, | like the
teachers with a sense of humour. The atmosphere in class is very important. The more
relaxing the atmosphere in class is, the more active the students could be. We have a
teacher who is a young lady, she is very nice. Once she gave lecture to us and provided
an example, she said “I would like to have a discussion with you since you are all
working in nurseries with richer experiences than me, and I could also learn from you”.
| think this is very good, this humble attitude is very nice. | also like the teachers who
would correct you as soon as she realizes there is something wrong with you. Just like
the teachers would ask you questions on class and correct you if they see your answer

is not proper or good enough.

Q. IRYEAFZIN L VRN AT BRAR AN SEFREE R AL — L ?
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Do you think the teachers could link the things you learn in class with you work?

A IV E, KA AR FRZls, TERRKCPRE G R S5R
REE, FLNERARIRY, (HLWREA LSRR RIEE 25, BT
HRAS G R R R, WA LB Oy, Abr TELRAZ,
BA TR AIARZA — D E A L PRl LI R TAF 225, HAl 2 IMHGE AT 7 2 R
Bk A BRAE TR 1) o

Some teachers would, less than half of them. It is significant to link the theoretical
knowledge to practices. Some people are really good at theories but they have no
practical experience. So it is important to link the theoretical knowledge to practices
and practices must be based on theories. Only few teachers here have practical work
experience. Only one teacher this semester has nursery job experience. The others are

all in-school postgraduates or new postgraduate graduates.

Q. IREAFEFFIRME T AL /RA] EER?

What is your opinion on in-school postgraduates to teach you?

A. M ATTEAR SR o R ARSLSERY, (HSEPRIEAT AT RERUAN RS, SERR AR H E

B — e BB R TR ERARAT T AT S SR RE A BRI, (E R U IR AE AR M2

iz IR REBAT A HY, dn SRR AR LeAE %)y )L bel BB IR 45 IR B R, ot 2 R

TRUAR 2 % LI A A RS it bE An B BAE TR T B 22 M BEAS AR A B I BT, Al
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Their theoretical basic should be firm but they lack of practical work experience. If the
teaching is examination oriented we could learn lot from them. But regarding the
application in real working context maybe there is not much could be used or applied.
If the lecture is given by a teacher who has the nursery work experience, she could tell
you many stories happed in nurseries. When | studied in University E for certificate of
teacher, the teachers were all from nurseries. They could link the things they taught to
what actually daily happened in nurseries like how the children behaved every day, how
they manage these children. I could understand very well in this way. Then | could
understand how to manage the children when they first come to nurseries and cry
seriously. When | worked in that early learning centre what the teacher had told me in
class would come to my mind anytime | met the similar situation and applied that into
real work context. It is common for us to be not happy when our lectures are given by
in-school postgraduates rather than professional teachers, but it is still acceptable. We
think they should go out to learn something or to see how other people teach and have
areal feeling. It would be better when they come back to teach us with a full experience.
They teach conscientiously but only lack of practices, all based on theoretical

knowledge.
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Q. IREMKAT 4 REMIS?

What kind of lesson do you like?

A. felig LURis BB AR Bl p— 28R s, A A KPR ie i, RO
MIRANIRE, SEPRAOSRERE ZAR 2, WULLanid sl s, 2o, SR, (HXL8Xid
HWBA, EERKIERmA, ERIEARERLRAN. £% LKIERN, KEOYIES
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What | can apply to my real work. | hope we could have some lessons related to
practical skills since we are teachers in nurseries we need many skills just like piano,
drawing, dancing, none of which is included in our modules now, but we have it in the
training of work license. We need a broad range of knowledge to be a teacher in
nurseries but the things we learn in the university are too rigid. Since we have to play
many games in nurseries it would be better if there could be some lessons about game
designing. I hope the university could provide a classroom which is designed like the
real classroom in nursery in which our lesson could be given then we could know how
to give lesson to children in real context. Basically we should know how to teach
children when we graduate. But in my opinion, the university now just want us to have
a piece of certificate. They have not thought in our place. They just take it as granted
that all of us just only want a piece of certificate but they have not thought about there
are still some students want to learn basic knowledge and skills. For the people like us
who had missed the opportunities to study in universities, the theories they teach maybe
not helpful for me, which could only provide me a piece of certificate. For the people
who do not have basic knowledge like me, the theories could help me but not too much
because our practical work is teaching children which cannot be helped by the theories
we learn. There is a big difference between those who have work experience and those
who do not have. For example now we have design the instruction plan, those who have
worked in nurseries for many years feel it is so easy to design the instruction when they
see the theme. But the people like me who do not have work experience feel it is so
difficult to do it. These are rally what should be taught be university otherwise we do
not know how to do it. On top of which, there are many people come from other

professions. We could not know how to do it if the university do not teach us.
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Q. AR E AN AETE R 7 B, AR KA R AT A AR 2

Who are you closest friends in your personal life?

A. JiF AR —RAORE), REFRIE—A, AEAMEY — E R HT A
WHL, — DN, RS R, —A, R=DANE RN,
AN — B HUR BE X RN, XREAPH — D a iy, Honss3d]
FERE T LB B AT = — R R R

My best friend grows up together with me, just one. There is also one friend in the
second circle who is my middle school friend. Also there is one friend in the third circle
who is my previous colleague. These three are all my best friend. If extend the circle

further, the people I know in the university should be in the next circle, one of whom is

closest with me. | think we could become very close friend just like those three.

Q. Bl T HRAR I 9% ZR B X 2

Your personal friend circle compared with the university friend circle, which is closer

to you?

AL AN TR R R, POVSER EXAZHE T, BTN 8 E SR
e
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My personal private circle. Since we have know each other for so many years. They

prevail over time.

Q. MR FAESN—)Z?

Extend the university circle?

A BARMEER (B K2R ZIMEITAR, EIEILEERE .

| want to make friends with the teachers, but there is no until now.

Q. MARIEA AN NI T8 A — A NRGEAF A2 T LUK I ?

So you think there is only one from the university circle could develop into good friend?

A X R FERRARGF I, i BEE R AT AAT U, AR 22 5 # ) DAl £ 1K
BT, (HRRARIE D AN L RTH, WKW ERE AR, ARt 4
RS 2 B i I AR, AR AN AT RER

Yes, become very close friend who | could talk with every day and go to anywhere we

want. You cannot take 10 people all as best friend. There should be some key point
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when you make friends with other people and you cannot treat anyone as very best

friend, which is impossible.

Q. ANl T RS — R ?

Extend your personal circle?

A. BRI R — AT BUBGERMA NI AR B 7 B . ARSI
HEZIW,  GRA_EFRBIR AN N BB T 3K A2 I T8 1 i i, Py
REFHMEENEIREARLR, RZEHEENE PR EEAZRR, B
IR RRIETLL, HEEHEE AR NG00, EOYBRINE AR AL
A, SRR SR, 15 e e 2 EEER R BRI, 5 AR
TP 2 B LR Z AP, A B 1T A IR R B, AR A I
KR, BERENZRE AW EAT — 5, RIEIE FR A I X b g
HRAD, RIAERZ I RZAW, (HEIRIFHRRIIEA, RIEGZ IR
R BRI R, BARE A BRI Z I REER B SOy AR5 4 1 A

There is one who | met in university could be put into my personal circle. Teachers
maybe could be put in if extend the circle. This is something about time. Many things
could be changed when time goes by. Some friendship could fade slowly by time. |
have my principles for making friends, firstly we should match by our personality;
secondly we should have common interests; thirdly we could help and support each
other. I hope I could have friend on different level. Now | do not have friends who are

teachers. | have talked with some of my teachers but I have not got any who has a very
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close relationship with me. 1 think there is still a line between students and teachers. |

hope | could become very good friends with teachers in the future.

Q. B A AR R R AT A2 3 e ?

What kind of help you could get from your best friend?

A, MATIASEESZHF I, AT AN T 3AT A, (EABA T 3R B R IR T, Y
PAERZATT R JE 70, A RARAIAE 2] 72858, LR X A5 4l ) L bl BLAR
HERER R REWUAR T LLE LN T, 8, ROV LT
W, R E A B ARIAEAE A, i R — AR T R AR T, M U /RIAE
XA 70, BOZ A s, XA I, OB S R
BB EARATIAEES, ol 25 AN 2]

They all support me and encourage me to do it, but they could not give me practical
help. The way they help me is like this: since they know | will develop in this career,
when they get some resource relevant to my work for example a book or a lesson in
nursery, they will tell me to have a look at that. Additionally, since | have changed my
way to become a teacher in nursery, my best friend in Japan, she always gives me some
interesting and cute stuff. She said | should become cuter since | do this job. I think this
is kind of support. Anyway they all support and encourage me. But they cannot help

me academically in my profession since they do not know it.
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Q. TRAE E REARECIR I A P 7 2 HE?

Who are you closest circle in university?

A. RETHEEAN BRI, #RRIAE E R FriNilny, fbgadaett riR2
B, NI FUMGTASAEDE, ATCLAT AR 1, Mg R
TN, LR AR s, MEAE 1, AR EE -S4,
A R TE A AR, FI A2 1] AR TR REAR PR A R 3
HUE R 1 2 1R 58 T FUM GEASAE R ()8, 384T B HTE BP0k, B
Bilf 3 — 28 ), BRECKAT SR, B S B e, AR AR, Al
REAATI XS F LR sk B R A H B, BN — AR ERIEE LR T, b
I RE R HERF R BABN AR, AURFE T, A AR HUX — BN PR R b, 3
REEIX A Pl A0, B n) Al AT ] e A AT T R S e, R REEE ]
R, BIAEEBOERI AR, 2 (4% BRI R R L (HSEHGE S
A A7 e 3 A ] R T B AR R . BRAEAFIRATAR A R T

All my friend in University E are nursery teachers, who | met in University E. They
have helped me a lot. For example since | have to take the exam for gaining the
certificate of teacher which they have already passed, they could recommend some
training institutes for me as well some books for me. Furthermore, since they are all
experienced teachers, they could answer my questions quickly. Most of my questions
now are about the certificate of teacher. Previously when | worked in early learning
centre | had asked things which I met in my work like issues with their parents, issues
about children. Maybe they could help me with my future career as well since one of

these friends told me that once | get my certificate of teacher she could introduce me to
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the nursery which she is working in. Also they all have good character and personality.
| am very happy | could involve in this circle. They are all willing to answer my
questions from whom | can learn a lot of things. Now | do not have too many questions,
most of my questions are related to how to get the certificate of teacher. I think | would
have more questions when | work in real context and | think they would still help me.

| think we are all friends now.

Q. IRWEAEBRK, A NFEHFEEN?

Do you think it is important to be accompanied by someone in university?

A, R ER B HENR), BN ARG G AN, 3 B
HE 2 2IN RN, RSP XA T2 X R, JATH LA
PR Rl A ERAREEL, RO AT LA, Ak A2 e AR AT AR LA
N A NHTERE R A R, RO R TAR R, A R g,
FUR IR MEAT FBOK, 2 2R, WERIR— D AR AT RERt = #H I
AR —BENHIEABA T A ELER AR BARBOR AL T A A 301G, 2T E 1A 4tE
5%, RXFEHEH TR, AE LR IEE, B TNAm K, kg
MK 223 Bt —BEAAESZRE, WRBE XA A ER, BATH AR
RACHMT o UG, KPR EARIT B, DG 2]k, KEKRAAIRL
HARSRE, WA JUMREER, HRZHAHERITIRM, #aedos k. &
MIDAE R A A S FIPE— i br, AR HABPEL SR, XL EA ZBTNRK,
HRBRBN, BA DR iR N =B AR R, A2 71, 2

T AR, AR EGARR, (HIX AR AR R R, R Sk
336



LR FATRI P 7 Bk, FAEAME R EAGR AR &R, REFIEX L,
PAVEAE - BE =FRAR, MBEEEE LG KA 2RI T,
LG TAE Bt i @ A AT . BX AN NBUR AR E XA A — N, A
PR A AL LA, RS BLE #AE— R Bl DA, KRR

925 2R
LAY

BN
4

N
N
&

o

Yes, | have to stay with people. | cannot stay alone due to my character. | hope I could
stay in a group full of people who like study. I think the group I am in now is this kind.
We have around 10 people altogether. It is important to stay in a group because we can
communicate and talk about whatever problems we meet. If one person stays alone she
could miss something the teacher says in class if you were not in the class due to some
reasons. But if you stay in a group, the other people could tell you what the teachers
said, what assignment the teacher gave so you could know that kind of information.
Also we can help each other in personal life as well and we also meet individually out
of university to eat some food or have a talk. We always communicate about study
especially before the exams, we would talk in our group online. Since we are al nursery
teachers, we are all easy-going and optimistic. It is easy for us to involve together and
have a good and close relationship. We always stay with the people from our own class
rather than those from other classes. There is nobody | knew previously. | have known
one student in the Adult Higher Entrance Examination, who is from another group not
from our group. Since no one else form our group know her so | did not take her into
our group. I think since all of us will spend three years in the university, we definitely
could become good friend when we graduate and will have relationship about work as
well. I like making friends and I think classmates all should become friend because we

will work in the some area in the future and it is good for us to communicate and talk.
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Q. AR IXLLRIN g A I N =2 IR RAT A 5 By 2

What kind of help you could get from those you treat as friends?

A AT S FARZ TR, LE i B LR et 17— LI ROA %) LI i) L
TEHRZEBL, WS IFEAEHIILHNFAFEAZHIK L, ALEFEH OH
RN, (HA TR, WEM—DRERAZ T, Fain] LIERAeL], ARX
USRI — B, B s A RIE 1% E A S, Bt m] BLR AdATT,
AR Y BRI R, i HoRIBe A1), FATEA TR AT]
R FORAN R, Bk T EAIEE R, AT, B SR Skt
XU AR A H B, KRB RARIERNZ LA, BB BB T iR
WRESARF5 AR 2 KSR B %)) ) L .

A lot help. For example, I will work in a nursery in the future, since the work in nursery
is quite trifling and trivial I will learn hard by myself but my colleagues could not teach
me too much and | have to explore them by myself. But since | have this group of
friends, if | have some problem I could ask them for help, which is a very good resource;
if I do not know how to organise some activities | also could ask them for help. Some
of them could become good friend in private life to have fun together. Now we are
thinking about organise a graduation travel and we go all by ourselves without our
children, only us. As conclusion it is helpful for the future work since we all willing to
develop in nurseries. And one friend of mine said if I am good enough then she would

introduce me to her nursery.
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Q. SCBERTHRNY. ?

You parents job?

A IR, Fhi, SORER P HEURE, TEYH, RERT.

AAPER SCRFIRBEACR, D /NI e s BB 3R 45, US4 D
(EFRIRAN IHee LL B AR, BT A3, IRBUE A XA ARE MATTIE 2 2 SRR,
WAL T IR RN, IRJE A K A R AR W] LAY, AR
AT, RIEFREA AR ERARA 10 A [F I A4 T M AR IR AR € — Sk, A
NERAFR T, ARNTE AR RBERBE LR, RE BRIV IR — 2 Eik
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PoEIE G MO HN, Pre T =R R T .

My mum is a farmer, graduated from middle school; my father work for logistics
support in high school, graduate from high school. They both support me to study in
Night School. When | was young they both hope me can study well but at that time |
was too rebellious and did not want to follow their words. They both supportive since
| have this idea now because they think I am still making progress, they just let me to
focus on learning and my mother-in-law could help me to look after my daughter. And
told me that just tell them if | need them to do anything. Also they hope me could live
a stable life due to my age and they do not want me to change my job frequently. My
dad said I have to find a job which could be my whole life career and I still have time
to do it now. My parents think | am suitable to be a teacher in nursery even when | was

young so they are happy to support me now.
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Q. /NI Bl AR R S5 A SR 2

Did they have any expectation on you when you were young?

A, G, (HIRANTIER . NIRRT, HEAKE, POV E
ZHIAMG G, — N ABULN A A BRI, JERA AR, B DA B
KGR, RIS EA A, AEAERFSIH, AR E SRR i E

Yes, they had but | was rebellious. My mum was strict and rigorous to me but my dad
was not. Since my dad was a seaman and only came back home monthly or once in
several months. He worked in high school late so he did net have time to manage me.
Since my mum did not have much knowledge she just had a high requirement and

standard for me but she did not help me about my study.

Q. Ml b 15 5% >) L 2N ?

Did they think study was important?

A. BT RERBER RN L —AE R, WRBERERE L nH Loy, &t
TREERE AT 4, BIAE, ROV R R ARIE, 2R XEA RS E
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My mum just wanted a result, she just wanted you to have a high score but she did not
know what | should do every day and how to study, she did not think about that. Maybe
this was related to her knowledge since her education level is low and does not have
much knowledge, what she wanted was just a result. She always asked what my score
was when | was back home. If she was not satisfied with it she would punish you. She
never cared and asked what problem | had on my study and how to solve the problem.

Never asked.

Q. RUEAFIXFP L H J7 2 IRAT Mg ?

Do you think the way they educate you has any influence on your study?

A. HEAMEE, BXEESEA LG, BERARSEHCEA LL T, BIYERX
FNE HREANEER .. BAEEIRE - DER XA VAT 5 s L2 ¥
M, d B A B2 W BRI 1Ly, i B ARLE B S LB Ly, (=
RS A AP HABSC AT RAT I T8 0, RREFZAZM, BAARR, AR
fie, WC, SAEFRMAREUA A, BIIEE DRFEAIE, RIpk. 2%
ok, e ARE — A N ARAREE — a0, MR R &
I, A1 B AR AR — NP SHGE R R, #GE R E B 1A
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Definitely has influence. My parents did not pay attention on my study and I did not as
well. I am this kind of person who needs other people to manage me and guide me. |
think my mum eagers for my study result because the motivation behind it is the vanity.
What she expected was when she heard other children’s score she just wanted me to
have that high score as well but she did not think about how much effort other children’s
parents had spent and how other children’s parent learn how to teach their children. My
mum did not. But | have nothing to do with it. What | can do is start to learn all by
myself now, nothing else. She did not have any idea about study. She just thought other
people could get a high score like 100, why could not 1? She thought that was a quite
simple thing and it would be all my own problems if I could not get that high score. My
father was not at home. He thought it should all be mum’s responsibility to look after
my study since he took the responsibility to earn money. He never asked about my
study. Sometimes would ask about my score and he just say it was OK as long as | was
not the last one in my class. They managed me so loosely then | was lazy since | needed

other people to guide me and help me.

Q. fBAIT D15 5 > HE EE g ?

Did they think study was important?
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They thought the result is more important. For example they always compared other
people with me, but | would be more rebellious if you compared more. | had not been
influenced by a proper education view. | think | could have a good development and
maybe | could go to a good university if | studied hard when | was young but due to
that kind of environment | have to study all by myself now. so now | teach my daughter

in a totally different way.

Q. IREA?

How about your husband?

A. EEIRRNY, 33, K%, M2 HCERKRE, AHR, MM E.
M IR, AT — R B s Al AR AT T, RIS R A
b, ERAELILEAAHEZ, 2h)LRAMREREAR, mH T RAD,
ML AR IR VG AT A Z A, e BRI A BB %, 2 A AT S 3k,
DRSS — Rl
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He is three years older than me, 33 now, graduated from Dazhuan. He works as a
salesman. The more he earns the busier he is. He thinks my salary was quite low since
| spend as much as, maybe more than that in other job but with a lower payback. The
work in nursery is really tiring and busy but with a lower salary so he could not
understand why | choose to do it, on top of which | start to do it in such a age. We have

argued about this before but now it becomes better.

Q. XS IR AAT HE B 2

Any help he could do for you?

A. RO et 72, Mt A 7R, o A B, A Sl i 1R
B, AR, BIRRELE S 2 A, EMAR R EE B QL2 BTG
SCFET

Since he travels on official business frequently, he could not spend too much effort at
home. The help he gives me is mostly encouragement. He always make joke that let see

how long can | persist. But | ca realize he starts to support me.

Q. BURA K N 2

Any key person in you higher education study?
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| have a relevant who is the head of a nursery. She is important because she affects my
decision. She had told me the situation and information about nursery. She had asked
me if | liked children, if I wanted to work in nursery, | said yes, and then she said |
should put it into action. She said | should start to do what | wanted to do. She told me
the advantage and disadvantage about working in nursery since she had worked in
nursery for 20 years. She said the stability is confirmed and I could fell happy and joyful
if 1 did like children. Also | was already a mum myself so I could look after my own
child as well, which was her own experience. She said if you wanted to study then study

hard, there was still enough time and took all the certificate as quickly as I can. I think

345



she is quite important for me. She said when | finish all the exams of certificates we do
it step by step and she will help me whenever I need. She is willing to help me genuinely.
Since she is my relative so | finally made my decision. | also have some other relatives
who are all teachers in nurseries. But they work in countryside with less children and
their job is not busy as well. But this relative is the head of nursery and she had
developed from teacher all the way up, she had spent too much effort, which is not easy.
She does like study and she did not know anything before just like piano or drawing.

She also learn that all by herself later so she could be so successful in her career.

Q. REEHEF?

Any key issue happened during this period?

A, HURREBEEAT — DT, Mgt I AR B, R R AR ZA T A
SRR R s B AR T, A — AN PER I AR B T, A 3 AR AR
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AR B

There was a girl in next class who was accompanied by her boyfriend to study here.
Someone had posted her boyfriend’ picture online which was seen by another student

in her class and she told her boyfriend. Her boyfriend then came to argue with that
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person why you posted my photo online since | just accompanied my girlfriend for
lesson. Then he beat the girl but she was not the person who posted his picture online,
which was so violent. Then the emergency help came and the girl was told there was a
serious problem with her ears. This issue had a big influence which made me feel that
the university was so messy and so unsecure. It was so weird and unreasonable to be

beaten. | just worry maybe one day | could be beaten as well by accident.

Q. BRIk ?

Any achievement in Night School?

A BGRBRZ IR, AR, B2 T 2B, T I, W ERIAEE K
A BT I o

The important achievement includes friends and resources which relates to my current

job and my exams.

Q. ARKMIHIFF?

Any plan and expectation on your future?
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| hope | could get the English-level 4 by m own effort. | failed the English-level 4 last
time since | had the exams about teacher certificate, my end-of-term exams, and
English-level 4 exam as well so I did not have enough energy for all of them. My most
expectation is to achieve the English level-4 and get more than 70 on my degree courses
then get my degree finally. After that | do hope I could get a job in a good nursery and
let them see we part-time mature students could do as well as those full-time students,
maybe better than them and let them treat us as the same without any discriminatory. |
want to keep on learning step by step if | have the opportunity. | have to spend more
effort due to my age now. | want to learn drawing, piano, dancing and giving lessons
since | cannot do them very well. These all need to be accumulated by time not in one
go so | need to spend more effort. | also hope | could be elected to be the excellent

student, which also needs more effort.
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Appendix V: A list of 58 nodes

HOME CREATE DATA AMNALYZE QUERY EXPLORE LayvouT WIEW
MNocles < Look for - Search In - MNodes Find Mow Clear
> Nodes Modes
o Cases PN
- % MName &5 Sources References
|_:_}...:::- achiewvement from study o o
() academic improwvrmrng 4 4
() self-confidence & 1z
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expectation for university life o o
) do not have expectation for university life ] g
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odes
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& Cases : . Mame < Gm Sources References

:::. institutional habitus affect via practice Q o
=) academic integration 0 0
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_:. lack of teaching time
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=) teaching content
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o Cases *. Mame < ES Sources References
-:::- lack of good teaching attitude 2 2
r:"||:::| willingness to help 0 0
- () some are not that willing to support 5
----- () some are supportive 4
=) usage of facilities 0 o
i::- lack of facilities for mature students 1
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E -:::- academic guidance
-:::- assigniemnt related 2
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Appendix VI: Ethical procedures for research

THE FACULTY OF EDUCATION ETHICS COMMITTEE
CONSENT FORM: (INTERVIEWS)

I, of
Hereby agree to be a participant in this study to be undertaken
By Guan Shanshan (University of Hull)

and | understand that the purpose of the research is to

“Dance to the dominants’ tune”: The impact of institutional habitus on mature
students’ study in both England and China

| understand that

1. the aims, methods, and anticipated benefits, and possible risks/hazards of the
research study, have been explained to me.

2. | voluntarily and freely give my consent to my participation in such research study.

3. I understand that aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be
reported in scientific and academic journals.

4. Individual results will not be released to any person except at my request and on my
authorisation.
5. I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study, in which event my

participation in the research study will immediately cease and any information
obtained from me will not be used.

Signature: Date:

The contact details of the researcher are: Shanshan Guan, PhD student in Faculty of
Education, University of Hull

The contact details of the secretary to the Faculty of Education Ethics Committee are Mrs J.Lison, Centre for
Educational Studies, University of Hull, Cottingham Road, Hull, HU6 7RX.
Email: J.Lison@hull.ac.uk tel. 01482-465988.

In some cases, consent will need to be witnessed eg. where the subject is blind/intellectually disabled.
A witness must be independent of the project and may only sign a certification to the level of his/her
involvement. A suggested format for witness certification is included with the sample consent forms.
The form should also record the witnesses' signature, printed name and occupation. For particularly
sensitive or exceptional research, further information can be obtained from the Faculty of Education
Ethics Committee Secretary, eg, absence of parental consent, use of pseudonyms, etc)

NOTE: Inthe event of a minor's consent, or person under legal liability, please complete the
Ethics Committee's "Form of Consent on Behalf of a Minor or Dependent
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B & H XA : Mrs J.Lison, Centre for Educational Studies, University of Hull, Cottingham Road,
Hull, HU6 7RX. Email: ].Lison@hull.ac.uk tel. 01482-465988.
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