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Summary 

In keeping with European and international trends Ireland’s education policy has been 

underpinned by the commitment to equity of access to higher education (HE). This has 

resulted in a change in the higher education landscape whereby we have seen an increase in 

non-traditional student entrants to third level education, most notably in the mature student 

cohort undertaking fulltime undergraduate courses. These changes within the education 

landscape are not without challenges both to the individual student but also to the Higher 

Education Institution (HEI). Some of the challenges for the students and the HEI relate to how 

the mature student gains entry to and is supported to have a positive experience of tertiary 

education. This study aimed to explore the experiences of mature nursing and non-nursing 

students on fulltime undergraduate courses including their experience of HEI support 

structures in preparing to enter the HEI, fitting into and staying on the course relative to their 

overall HEI experience. 

 

Design 

A quantitative descriptive cross sectional survey design was selected for the study. An 

anonymous self-administered electronic web-based survey was used to explore the 

experiences of a cross section of mature nursing and non-nursing students from nineteen 

schools / departments across seven HEI’s who were at varying stages in course of study (year 1 

through to year 4), so that the totality of the student experience could be explored. 

Descriptive statistics were used to describe the profile of the participants and logistic 

regression was used to provide further in-depth examination of the study population (n=361). 

Data generated from open questions were analysed using content analysis. 

 

Findings 

The overall mature student experience, both prior to commencing and during their course, 

was a positive one with no major significant differences found between nursing and non-

nursing mature students. The mature student cohort is this study came into higher education 

(HE) with an academic advantage in so far as the majority had attained completion of 

secondary and post secondary education. Wanting a career change was identified as the main 

reason for commencing their studies. Preparation for HE was critical in terms of personal 

preparation for commencing study, particularly in relation to organising finances, external 

responsibilities and commitments. Participants identified that they couldn’t take up their 

course offer without financial assistance so securing finances in terms of an education grant or 
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paid employment was necessary. The support offered by the HEI both prior to entry and during 

the course was advantageous to the student. Using HEI support services both at pre-entry and 

during their course of study were predictive for students been happy with their course of 

study, not reporting to have study or time management issues and taking responsibility for 

their learning. Help with household chores was predicative of students who had considered 

leaving the course, staying on course, and students who had a regular study pattern were less 

likely to report that they considered leaving their course. Participants faced a number of 

challenges to stay on their course, namely financial burden associated with attending the HEI 

and balancing family and course time. Participants who considered leaving their course cited 

the stress associated with balancing family and course, financial struggles and being 

overwhelmed by course workload as the main reasons. The main motivators that helped 

participants stay on their course were being on the right course and participant’s sheer 

determination to succeed. 

 

Conclusion 

Creating a culture of student success starts with the first contact the prospective student has 

with the third level institution and for the mature student this is usually the HEI website. For 

some participants in the study they were not aware of the availability of pre-entry courses 

offered by their HEI or the support for mature students. Potential students need more 

signposting and transparency on websites in relation to financial assistance, course 

information and support services to potential students. All HEI’s School / Departments 

Webpages should have links to the mature students office and mature student supports. 

Students who prepared both financially and academically prior to commencing their course 

were happy with their course and their HEI experience of the support services. The importance 

of student preparation before entry needs to be stressed in all HEI’s. As the majority of mature 

students have external responsibilities providing course timetables in a timely fashion allows 

students to make arrangements to attend HE is advisable.  
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Glossary of terms 

 

Course of study: The undergraduate programme that the student is undertaking. 

 

Direct entry student:  A student who enters higher education immediately following 

secondary school education through the regular higher education institute admission 

procedures. They are also referred to as traditional students.  

 

Fulltime student: A fulltime student is a student attending a day course at a third-level 

institution extending over at least a full academic year and leading to an academic award. 

 

Mature student:  The mature students is defined as 23 years of age or over on the 1st of 

January of the year of entry to their course of study. 

 

Higher Education Authority: At central government level the Higher Education Authority has a 

statutory responsibility for the effective governance and regulation of higher education 

institutions and the higher education system in Ireland. 

 

Higher education institution:  A place where third level education is provided and includes 

universities, institutes of technologies (IoTs) and private colleges. 

 

Non-Nursing Participants: Participants who are not undertaking their course of study in 

nursing. 

 

Non-traditional student: Those students who don’t fit into the traditional student construct 

and students such as mature–age students, students with disabilities, students who have 

entered the HEI through alternative routes and international students.  

 

Nursing Participants: Participants who are undertaking their course of study in nursing. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1   Introduction 

This dissertation describes the experiences of mature students on full-time undergraduate 

degree courses in Ireland. In an attempt to contextualise mature students enrolments in 

tertiary education in recent years this chapter will define the mature student, outline the 

background to massification and widening participation in third level enrolments both 

nationally and internationally in relation to the mature student, the access routes into Higher 

Education Institutes (HEI’s) for the mature student and an outline of some of the issues that 

impact on the mature student experience. The structure of the thesis will be presented at the 

end of the chapter. 

 

1.2   Defining the mature aged student  

Within the mature student literature the term ‘mature student’ has varied meanings. It has 

primarily been associated with chronological age, most frequently described as being between 

the ages of twenty to thirty five years of age (Drury et al 2008) with variations occurring across 

jurisdictions. In Australia the chronological age used by the universities to distinguish mature 

age students is 21 years of age (Drury et al 2008) and in the UK the mature student is defined 

as anyone 21 years of age or over at 30th September of the academic years in which they 

commence their studies (HESA 2016). In Ireland the mature new entrant is defined as 23 years 

of age or over on the 1st of January of the year of entry to the HEI (HEA 2011). The term 

mature age student has sometimes been used interchangeable with the term ‘non-traditional 

student’ indicating a student who does not go directly to university following second level 

education or an adult with responsibilities such as employment or a family returning to 

education (Drury et al 2008). 

 

Traditionally entry to tertiary-type A education, which are courses that have a minimum 

cumulative theoretical duration of three years’ or more full-time equivalent (OECD 2000), 

predominantly took place immediately following the completion of secondary school 

education (OECD 2000, Skillbeck 2001) with first time entrants typically being between 17-19 

years of age commencing their undergraduate studies. This is still evident in Ireland and in the 

Flemmish Community of Belgium where in excess of 80 per cent of all first time entrants are 20 

years of age or younger whereas in other countries first time entry into tertiary education is 
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often deferred until the student is much older (Osborne 2003a). In Sweden, Iceland and 

Denmark less than 20 per cent of first time entrants are 21 years of age  with over half of first 

time entrants being 22 years of age or older. In Norway, Sweden, Iceland, Hungary, Australia 

and New Zealand more than 20% of first time entrants to tertiary education are 27 years of 

age or older (OECD 2000). These differences account for the average age of first-time 

graduates in 2014 across the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) countries being 26 years of age (OECD 2016). 

 

1.3   The changing landscape of tertiary education 

Tertiary education, referred to as third stage of learning, takes place post-secondary education 

in a tertiary institution or HEI e.g. university, institute or college. Higher education (HE) refers 

to formal post-secondary education provided in state authorised education institutes entitled 

to award academic qualifications including degrees, diplomas and certificates (OECD 1987). 

 

The global landscape of tertiary education has changed rapidly and dramatically over the last 

thirty to forty years. Internationally these changes have been attributed to governments’ 

commitment to widening access and participation to tertiary education through mass 

participation commonly referred to as massification (UNESCO-UIS 2009, Department of 

Education and Skills 2011). In the 1970’s Martin Trow introduced the concept of three phases 

in the growth of enrolments in higher educational systems which he called elite, mass and 

universal education. In the elite phase the typical level of enrolment is less than 15% of the 

relevant age group, over 15% in mass education and exceeds 50% in universal education (Trow 

2005, Skillbeck 2001). Trow purports that the character of the HEI shifts in the transition 

between phases. As the term suggests elite education was viewed as a privilege and aimed at 

education for the ‘ruling class’ in preparing them for their elite ruling role. In the mass phase 

education was viewed as a right in preparing the student body for a broader range of 

professional roles and technical skills. Finally the universal system makes higher education 

accessible to the whole population in ensuring that they are prepared for when HE 

qualifications are obligatory (Trow 2005). Whilst these systems were viewed as sequential 

stages it was never ordained that the subsequent stage would absolutely replace the earlier 

stage and must be interpreted taking cognisance that as the structure and traditions of third 

level systems differ across jurisdictions thus generalisations cannot be made. 
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After World War 11 in most European countries enrolments in higher education institutions 

was approximately 4 to 5 percent of the proportion of the relevant age group and rose to 

between 10 and 20 percent in the next twenty five year period and had risen to approximately 

30 percent by the year 2000 and continued to rise (Trow 2005). Massification of higher 

education was also evident in Ireland where an 80% growth in enrolments to HE was seen in 

the 1980’s but continued to be predominately reliant on the traditional school lever 

enrolments (Clancy 1996). Consequently participating in tertiary education is now viewed as a 

mass system, a rite of passage, an obligation, compared to the past where it was seen as elitist 

(Boezerooy & Vossensteyn 1999, Bergan 2004, Trow 2005, McCoy et al 2009). Transformations 

have not only been seen in the movement from social elite systems to widening participation 

(Skillbeck 2001, Scheutze & Slowey 2002, Leathwood & O’Connell 2003, Department of 

Education and Skills 2011) but also in the movement from the one dimensional traditional 

perception of the higher education student as being white, single, from a middle or upper class 

background, who enters the HEI immediately after completion of their secondary school 

education and who has not been employed in fulltime employment (Challis 1976, Leathwood 

& O’Connell 2003). It also now includes whole new cohorts of students such as mature–age 

students, students with disabilities, students who have entered the HEI through alternative 

routes and international students among others. Those students who don’t fit into the 

traditional student construct are often referred to as non-traditional students (Leathwood & 

O’Connell 2003) or underrepresented student groups (Conway 2009). In addition to the above 

internationally and nationally the increase in tertiary education enrolments has also been 

attributed to the aspiration of individuals, the role and application of advanced knowledge and 

socio-economic demand for a competent, highly skilled workforce and population (Skillbeck 

2001, O’Connell et al 2006). Thus in industrialised nations it has become the norm and 

common societal expectation that at some point in the life cycle participation in tertiary 

education of one type or another will take place and whilst this signifies an increase in 

enrolments it also indicates a change to a more diverse non-traditional student population e.g. 

mature age students, part-time students, increased numbers of first generation third level 

students (OECD 1999, Skillbeck 2001). Thus massification has resulted in an increase in student 

enrolments, a more diverse student population and more competitive higher education 

markets seeking to respond to the issues emerging from widening participation. Whilst issues 

such as age, gender, ethnicity and disability are central within the widening participation 

debate (Greenbank 2006) age, specifically in relation to the mature age student to full-time 

undergraduate study is been discussed as the central focus within this dissertation. In Ireland 

the Higher Education Authority (HEA 2011) defines the mature new student as 23 years of age 
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or over on the 1st of January of the year of entry to the higher education institution and this is 

the definition that is used in this study. 

 

1.3.1 The changing landscape of tertiary education in ireland 

In keeping with European and international trends Ireland’s education policy has been 

underpinned by the commitment to equity of access to higher education and this fundamental 

principle is prioritised within three Government White Papers on education, significant policies 

and legislation towards achieving the education policy goals (Clancy 1996, HEA 2004). Equity of 

access is one of the core national objectives within the Department of Education and Skills 

Higher Education System Performance Framework since 2014 (HEA 2016a) and it also takes 

cognisance of Government policy, the Bologna Processes commitment to social inclusion and is 

one of the statutory functions of the HEA as outlined in the National Plan for Equity of Access 

to Higher Education (HEA 2015a).  

 

In recognising the significant role that the higher education sector plays in advancing the 

development of a knowledge based society within Ireland the number of higher education 

student places has increased, as evidenced in the expansion in student higher education places 

over the past two decades (Clancy 1996, OECD 2004). Whilst the OECD (2004) review of higher 

education in Ireland described the growth of participation in tertiary education as 

‘extraordinary’, with participation in and completion levels at 26% compared to the OECD 

average of 24%, the report highlighted that the expansion in student participation numbers 

were seen primarily in students 18 to 21 years of age with limited opportunities for groups 

that have traditionally being under represented in higher education, including mature age 

students. The proportion of mature aged students entering third level education in 1997 was 

2.3% compared to 19.3% within the OECD and it was identified that not enough attention was 

being given to widening participation and encouraging mature students into tertiary education 

(OECD 2004). This report provided the impetus for the reform and modernisation agenda of 

tertiary education in Ireland (Government of Ireland 2007) for HEI’s to become proactive in 

embracing a fully diverse student population by welcoming and providing equity of access 

opportunities for all students, including mature age students (Government of Ireland 2006).  

 

The Student record system (SRS) was established in the university sector in 2004 and in the 

Institutes of Technology (IoT’s) and other HEA funded institutions in 2007. It is the HEA in 

house data base of the individual record for each student in each academic year attending a 

HEA funded institution. The HEA (2013) identified that in the academic year 2010-11 14% 
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(5,500) of full time new entrants were mature students and fell to 12.4% (4,962) of all new 

entrants in 2012-13 (HEA 2017a). In 2012 the HEA for the first time published a profile of 

mature students undertaking courses in HEA funded institutes in Ireland within its annual 

report. The report identified the number of mature students undertaking full-time and part-

time undergraduate level 6-8 courses. According to the HEA (2012) there had been a 36% 

increase in mature student full-time undergraduate enrolments between 2007/08 and 

2010/11.  The most popular field of full-time undergraduate study for mature students in the 

university sector was Health and Welfare courses (which includes nursing courses) at 28% 

followed by Social Science, Business and Law for 18% of this student group. Within the IoT’s 

this trend was reversed with 20% undertaking Social Science, Business and Law courses and 

18% of full-time new entrant mature students undertaking Health and Welfare courses.  

 

1.3.2 Widening participation for non-traditional students 

In Ireland widened access of non-traditional student entrants to third level education is mainly 

in response to legislation, such as the Higher Education Authority Act (1971), Equal Status Act 

(2000), Universities Act 1997 (Thornhill 2002) and Disability Act (2005), changes in the 

demography of the population seeking entry (OECD 1987, Skillbeck 2001) and policies from the 

state and the HEA (Thornhill 2002, Fleming et al 2017). Historically in Ireland the student 

entering fulltime HE has been characterised by their young age on entering HE. In 1980 the 

entry rate to higher education was 20% and grew in excess of 55% in 2004 and expected to rise 

to 72% by 2020 to meet the national skills target entry rates outlined in the National Plan for 

Equity of Access to Higher Education (HEA 2008). In 2001-02 participation rates in Irish higher 

education was higher than the European average with 38% of Irish 20 year olds attending third 

level education compared to an average of 32% across the EU25, however in the 22 age group 

Ireland had a 7% lower participation rate than the EU average (20% vs 27%) (O’Connell et al 

2006). In order to meet the national targets higher education opportunities have been 

extended to groups that have traditionally being under represented in higher education, 

including mature age entrants. The participation rate of mature students in 1980 in Ireland 

was just over 3.5% of Central Applications Office (CAO) Central Admissions Services (CAS) 

entrants and 3.4% in the period 1993/94 (Lynch 1997) compared to students at 18 years of age 

and 17 years of age respectively accounting for 47% and 37% of first year enrolments (Clancy 

1996). Based on the Irish demographic profile a drop of 36% (74,000 to 47,000) in school 

leaver numbers from 1998-2012 was anticipated with a predicted concurrent decline in 

tertiary enrolments (Skillbeck 2001) and consequently a reduction in the availability of new 

entrants to the labour market. Increasing mature age student numbers was one of the 
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pathways identified by the Conference of the Heads of Irish Universities 1998 and the 

Commission on the Points System 1999 to circumvent this decline in enrolments (Clancy 1996, 

Skillbeck 2001) to ensure that the Irish economy’s needs for a highly skilled workforce would 

be met. This increase was seen in mature student numbers entering full time higher education 

which increased from 1.6% of students in 1986 to 12.8% in 2006 and 15% in 2010 (HEA 2016b). 

Mature student enrolments was targeted to reach 20% of total full-time entrants by 2013 (HEA 

2008) and 25% by 2015 to achieve closer alignment with the average participation rates for 

mature students within the OECD countries (Department of Education and Science 2001). 

However since 2012 the number of mature student enrolments to fulltime undergraduate 

courses has decreased from 13% in 2012/13 to 8% in 2017/18 (HEA 2018). 

 

In Ireland the first academically accredited general nursing registration diploma course 

commenced on a pilot basis in 1994 and was delivered by the School of Nursing University 

Hospital Galway in association with the National University of Ireland Galway. Over the 

following years the programme was extended to other Schools of Nursing and HEI’s and in 

1998 all Schools of Nursing in general, intellectual disability and psychiatric nursing had made 

the transition to pre-registration diploma courses. In 1998 the Report of the Commission of 

Nursing recommended that pre-registration nursing education should be based on a four year 

degree programme delivered by the HEI and in September 2002 a 4 year Bachelor of Science 

pre-registration nursing degree commenced in general, intellectual disability and psychiatric 

nursing across thirteen HEI’s. In acknowledging the importance of the mature applicant to 

nursing the Commission recommended that the HEI in consultation with the Irish Nursing 

Board determine quotas and selection criteria for mature applicants. The number of places 

taken up by mature students on pre-registration nursing courses rose from 24% in 1999 (An 

Bord Altranias 2000) to 52% in 2002 (An Bord Altranais 2002). The latest figures from the HEA 

report that 27% of all new undergraduate entrants to nursing in 2015-16 were mature 

students (HEA 2017b). 

 

In 2001 national targets for underrepresented groups participating in higher education which 

included mature students were set and since 2005 targets for first time entrant mature 

students into full-time tertiary education have been identified in the Irish national access 

policies (HEA 2004, HEA 2008, HEA 2015a). The targets set for full-time undergraduate mature 

students within the 2005-2007 National Access Plan (HEA 2004) for 2006 was 10% but the 

actual outcome achieved was 12.5% (HEA 2015a). However subsequent targets were not 

achieved, within the 2008-13 period mature full-time undergraduate entrants rate was 14% as 
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opposed to the targeted 20% (HEA 2014). This decline in the percentage of mature students 

within the total full-time undergraduate entry over recent years has continued to fall from 14% 

in 2011/12 to 12% in 2014/15 and 10% in 2015/16 (HEA 2016b) to 8% in 2017/18 (HEA 2018) 

 

In 2008 the Irish economy declined and entered into a severe economic recession. The ensuing 

high rates of unemployment and susceptibility to unemployment during the economic crisis 

resulted in growing needs for up-skilling and re-skilling and an even greater demand for higher 

educational opportunities for the mature age student and contributed to transforming the 

profile of the student population. In 2009, there were 42,500 new entrants into Irish higher 

education. It was projected by the Department of Education & Skills that over the next twenty 

years Ireland would see a steady increase in demand for places rising to approximately 65,000 

in 2025, peaking at 68,000 in 2027 before an anticipated slight fall-off in numbers (64,000) in 

2030.  It was anticipated that the majority of the increased demand would primarily come 

from mature and international undergraduate students and increased demand for 

postgraduate study (Department of Education and Skills 2011). 

 

1.4   Entry routes to HEI in Ireland 

In recognising the significant role that the higher education sector plays in advancing the 

development of a knowledge based society within Ireland (Clancy 1996) the number of higher 

education student places has increased. Since the late 1990’s participation rates have 

increased from 44% in 1997 to 55% in 2004 (Government of Ireland 2007) to 56% in 2014. It is 

projected that, even if the 2014 participation rates remain constant, by 2028 new entrant 

rates will  increase by 29% on the 2014 participation rates to accommodate the increase seen 

in the school leaving population (Cassells 2015).  Whilst the OECD (2004:11) review of higher 

education in Ireland described the growth of participation in tertiary education as 

‘extraordinary’, with participation in and completion levels at 26% compared to the OECD 

average of 24%, the report highlighted that the expansion in student participation numbers 

were seen primarily in students 18 to 21 years of age with limited opportunities for groups 

that have traditionally being under represented in higher education, including mature age 

entrants to participate in tertiary education. The proportion of mature aged students entering 

third level education in 1997 was 2.3% compared to 19.3% within the OECD and it was 

identified that not enough attention was being given to widening participation and 

encouraging mature students into tertiary education (OECD 2004). This report was the catalyst 

for the reform and modernisation agenda of tertiary education in Ireland (Government of 
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Ireland 2007) identifying that HEI’s would become proactive in embracing a fully diverse 

student population by welcoming and providing equity of access opportunities for all students, 

including mature age students (Government of Ireland 2007). The National Plan for Equity of 

Access to Higher Education 2008-2013 (HEA 2008) supported and enabled the growth of 

access and admission to HEI’s and as a consequence the mature student route has become a 

significant route of access and admission to most higher education institutions. 

 

The standard route of entry into HE in Ireland and in most OECD countries is on completion of 

secondary education (Skilbeck & Connell 2000, OECD 2000). In Ireland applicants apply 

through the Central Applications Office (CAO) for a HE place which is based on points1 awarded 

for grades achieved in the leaving certificate examination (McCoy & Smyth 2011). This route is 

often referred to as the direct entry or standard route. Applicants who are 23 years of age or 

older on the 1st January of the year they are commencing their fulltime undergraduate course 

of study can apply though two main routes. The first route is through the standard CAO route 

where they are assessed on their leaving certificate results.  The second route is through the 

CAO via the mature student route (Department of Education and Science 2001). A priority of 

the HEA is to improve equity of access to higher education and this is underpinned by their 

tenet that everyone regardless of the group of Irish society that they come from should have 

the opportunity to participate in higher education (HEA 2015a) and has sought to achieve this 

through the implementation of the National Plans for Equity to Higher Education since the first 

plan in 2004. Over a twenty year period from 1986-2006 the number of mature students 

entering full time higher education taking level 6-8 courses rose from 1.6% to 12.8% (HEA 

2008). Despite this evident increase in participation within this cohort it was poor when 

compared to international standards and so the target identified in the 2008 national access 

plan was for this student group to increase to 20% of all full time entrants. In the intervening 

years Ireland entered an economic recession and whilst in 2010 the percentage of mature 

entrants education to fulltime courses represented 15% of all full time entrants this had fallen 

to 13% in 2015 (HEA 2015a). As Ireland emerges from the economic recession the national 

target for this student group is to comprise 16% of all full time entrants by 2019 (HEA 2015a). 

                                                           
1 The Irish applications system operates on the basis of numerus clausus, whereby applicants 

are ranked in terms of points for specific course places and those applicants with the highest 

points are offered a place on the course. The points are not fixed but based on student 

demand for the specific course and vary from year to year and between HEI’s and course of 

study.  
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Indicative trends of the mature student entrants on undergraduate courses in 2015 indicate 

that 25% were taking Health and Welfare Courses, 19% Social Sciences, Business and Law and 

17% were studying Science, Mathematics and Computing (HEA 2015a). 

 

Comparing entry routes into tertiary education internationally is difficult as the structure of 

the HEI’s and entry routes to HEI’s, admission criteria and policies differ across jurisdictions 

(HEA 2008). A number of key infrastructural elements within the Irish HE system, mainly the 

transparent and objective system for allocating higher education places through the CAO 

which is governed by the HEI’s, sets it apart from other countries where admission systems can 

be difficult to navigate, are unwieldy, de-centralised or not in situ (HEA 2008). The CAO 

processes the applications for undergraduate courses and makes offers to the successful 

candidate based on the HEI’s admission policies which takes cognisance of the HEA targets for 

students from under-represented groups, e.g. mature entrants among others. Within the CAO 

system, with the exception of 9 HEI2, the student applies directly to the CAO and must comply 

with the requirements for supplemental application information as required by the HEI. Each 

HEI has minimum entry requirement and each course may have additional entry requirements 

depending on the course of study e.g. science subject is required for nursing.   

 

1.5   The mature student HEI experience 

The students experience has been defined as the “totality of a students’ interaction with the 

institution” (Temple et al 2014:3) it is pivotal to success for both the students and the HEI and 

indeed central to HEI survival (Morgan 2012a, Staddon & Standish 2012). Conceptualised as 

the ‘student journey’ (Temple et al 2014) the student experience can be examined from a 

number of perspectives, from the students contact with the HEI prior to commencing their 

studies, through to the HEI’s role in supporting the graduate transitioning to employment. 

Returning to education can present the mature age student with challenges and struggles 

(Reay et al. 2002; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003) over and above those experienced by the 

direct entry students.  These can include family commitments and role negotiation, finances 

(Fleming & Murphy 1997, Watt & Paterson 2000, Moran 2012, 2015, O’Brien et al 2017), time 

management, study skills (Howard 2001), low level of confidence in one’s academic ability 

                                                           
2 Mature students apply directly to the following HEI’s: National College of Ireland 

American College Dublin, College of Computing Technology, Dublin Business School, 

Grafton College of Management Sciences, Griffith College, Irish College of Humanities and 

Applied Science, Dorset College, Dublin, Portobello Institute, Dublin. 
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(Woodbyrne & Yung 1998, Shanaghan 2000), poor self-concept (Glackin & Glackin 1998) 

previous unrecognised learning difficulties (Kelly 2004, Watt & Paterson 2000), time pressure 

in relation to college and life balance (O’Brien et al 2009, Moran 2012, 2015) among others. 

These challenges can be compounded by the demands that the academic and professional 

requirements of their undergraduate course places on the mature nursing student e.g. the 

stresses of clinical placements, (Burris 2001, Banks et al 2012, O’Brien et al 2017), being away 

from home and the emotional burden associated with professional caring (Lauder & 

Cuthbertson 1998) and the financial burden associated with practice clinical placements 

(Lauder & Cuthbertson 1998, Cuthbertson et al 2004, Keogh et al 2009) Despite the challenges 

faced by mature students their student experience has being  described in both British and 

Irish studies as being an overall positive experience for the individual (Woodley et al 1987, 

Smithers & Griffin 1996, Fleming & Murphy 1997, O’Brien et al 2009, Moran 2012, 2015).  

 

The focus on the mature student experience is often on the process of entering the HEI as 

opposed to progression within and beyond the HEI (Osborne 2003b). Fleming (2010) in 

acknowledging the changes that have been made to support mature students in the HEI’s over 

the past decade such as access courses, appointment of a range of Officers from Access and 

Mature Student to Counsellors and Tutor Support, identifies that very little attempt has been 

made to find out about the student experience of the HEI support structures and how the HEI 

is experienced by the student. This study aimed to explore the experiences of mature students 

on fulltime undergraduate courses including their experience of HEI support structures in 

preparing to enter the HEI and staying on the course relative to their overall HEI experience. 

 

1.6   Dissertation overview 

There are six chapters within the dissertation including the present chapter. An outline of the 

chapters is outlined below. 

 

The review of the literature on the experience of the mature student on fulltime 

undergraduate course is presented in Chapter 2. Within this chapter the reasons why mature 

students commence their undergraduate studies and the supports that they utilise throughout 

their undergraduate experience will be discussed in the context of national and international 

literature.  
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The study methodology is presented in Chapter 3. The rationale for the study design and the 

theoretical and philosophical principles guiding the study is presented. 

 

Chapter 4 presents the research methods utilised in the implementation of the study. The 

ethical framework used to guide the study, information on the study population, the research 

instrument, procedures for data collection and data analysis are discussed.  

 

Chapter 5 presents the results of the survey within three main sections: the participants’ 

profile, participants’ preparation for entry into HEI and the HEI experience. 

 

Chapter 6 discusses the significant findings of the study in the context of relevant literature. 

This chapter concludes with the recommendations from the study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

 

2.1   Introduction 

The national and international higher education landscape has changed considerably over the 

last half a century particularly in relation to education policy supporting equity of access to 

higher education for all.  This has not only resulted in an increase in student enrolments but a 

change in the student population to a more diverse student population which includes mature 

age students (OECD 1987, 1999, Skilbeck 2001) and consequently a requirement on the higher 

education sector to support diversity within the student population. From a legal perspective 

most students enrolling on HE courses are adults (OECD 1987) who enter HE immediately 

following secondary school education through the regular HEI admission procedures and are 

referred to as traditional students (OECD 1987) or direct entry students. Mature students are 

generally differentiated from traditional students as been out of formal education for a period 

of time, have been in employment or spent time raising their family and by their chronological 

age commencing tertiary education and enter HEI through alternative entrance procedures. In 

Ireland mature students are defined as students who are 23 years of age on or before the 1st 

January of the year of entry to the HEI (HEA 2011). The age defining the mature age entrant 

differs across countries with variations in ages ranging from twenty to thirty five years of age 

on entry to HEI (OECD 1987, 2000, Drury et al 2008).  

 

In Ireland a fulltime student is defined as “a student attending an intra-mural day course at a 

third-level institution extending over at least a full academic year and leading to an academic 

award, and devoting their whole working time to their academic studies as far as is known”. 

(HEA 2010:8). In Ireland fulltime undergraduate degree courses are provided by three types of 

higher education institutions (HEI’S), universities, institutes of technologies (IoTs) and private 

colleges.  When considering pursuing a third level qualification the potential mature new 

entrant needs to take a number of issues into consideration, among which is the option to 

study part-time or fulltime.  Whilst part-time courses are often viewed as being more flexible 

for the mature new entrant part-time undergraduate study for those wishing to undertake 

their undergraduate healthcare registration qualification in nursing, physiotherapy or 

occupational therapy is not offered in Ireland and so the applicant wishing to embark on a 

career in one of these areas has to undertake a fulltime undergraduate course of study. There 

are a number of part-time postgraduate course available to these healthcare professionals 

once they have successfully completed their undergraduate qualification. In Ireland 
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undergraduate nursing courses are not currently provided by private colleges. As one of the 

study objectives was to compare the experiences of nursing and non-nursing mature students 

the focus of this study is on mature nursing and non-nursing students on fulltime 

undergraduate courses (level 8) in the universities and the IoTs.  

 

This chapter provides a review of the literature pertaining to the experiences of mature 

students on fulltime undergraduate courses. The literature reviewed was limited to 

publications in the English language which was identified through searching electronic 

databases and manual searches of the references lists of the articles reviewed and books and 

policy documents from within the libraries of Trinity College Dublin, the University of Dublin. 

Searches of national and international websites such as Department of Education and Skills 

and The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) were also 

undertaken. The following electronic databases were searched, Cumulative Index to Nursing 

and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), Pubmed, Psych Info and Education Resources 

Information Centre (ERIC Proquest) using the keywords; mature students, mature nursing 

students, mature age learners, non-traditional students, full-time undergraduate students, 

mature student experiences of higher education and higher education supports. Keywords 

were combined with a Boolean operator ‘AND’ and ’OR’ as appropriate. After removal of 

duplicate papers the title and abstract of the remaining papers were reviewed and papers that 

did not focus on mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses were excluded. The final 

data set resulted in 31 research papers addressing the topic under review (Appendix 1). Data 

from these research studies were used to develop the questions within the survey that was 

used in the study. 

  

For the most part higher education is regulated at national level and takes cognisance of 

factors such as legislation, HEI approval, and administration and education research among 

others, which have to be considered when interpreting the higher education research, policy 

and practice literature (Teichler 2005). While acknowledging that there is an expanding corpus 

of national and international research on the mature student in tertiary education it is not 

always easy to make comparisons across the studies due to:  the variations in defining the 

mature students age, the research methodology utilised, with most research taking place in 

single sites, the inclusion of both fulltime and part-time students, the type of higher education 

institute setting within which the student is pursuing their course and the differences in access 

routes and admission policies and support and the academic award level of the course which 

they are undertaking.  
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It is during the first year of undergraduate study that students are more likely to experience 

difficulties in adjusting academically or socially to HE (McInnis 2003, 2004, Nutt 2012) and it is 

not surprising that most students withdraw from their undergraduate studies during their first 

year (Harvey et al 2006). Consequently the focus of most of the literature has been on the first 

year experience of students (Morgan 2012a) including mature students (Nutt 2012) ; however 

there are a number of common and recurrent themes that permeate throughout the literature 

in relation to the mature student experience including issues pertaining to entry and 

progression, gender, finances, roles and responsibilities, learning and student support, issues 

that are not just confined to the first year of the students course of study. 

 

2.2   The genesis of mature student participation in higher education in Ireland 

In Ireland policy planning, development and research pertaining to the higher education 

system and the higher education institutions (HEI’s) is the statutory responsibility of the Higher 

Education Authority (HEA). Similar to the rest of Europe, Ireland has seen an increase in the 

number of mature entrant enrolments to higher education institutes over the last number of 

decades (Fleming & Murphy 1997, Clancy 1997, HEA 2010) with the majority of mature 

students enrolling on part-time (Clancy 1997, Lynch 1999, HEA 2011) as opposed to full-time 

courses.  The flexibility of part-time courses may be a more attractive route to students who 

may have work and family commitments during their course of study and consequently 

mature student are more likely to opt for them (McGivney 2004, HEA 2011). Whilst the 

majority of mature entrants continue to be enrolled on part-time courses there was an 

increase in the number of mature students enrolling in full time courses from  5.4% of matures 

students enrolments on fulltime courses in 1993-4 (Lynch 1999) to 15% in 2010 (HEA 2011).  

However in recent years the number of mature students enrolled on fulltime undergraduate 

courses has decreased and accounted for 8% of fulltime enrolments in 2017-18 (HEA 2018). 

 

In an effort to remove HE institutional barriers to participation measures to increase and 

widen participation in tertiary education has been included in national strategic plans of most 

European countries since the 1970’s, (Osborne 2003a). In the United Kingdom finance was 

made available to develop and implement initiatives to increase participation for students 

from under represented geographical areas whilst in France new legislation in accreditation 

and validation of prior experiential learning was introduced to promote increased and widened 

participation (Osborne 2003a). Under the Universities Act 1997 Irish universities were required 
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to prepare and implement access and equality policies to university and university education 

for people deemed to be socially or economically disadvantaged or those who have a disability 

or are underrepresented in the student community (Thornhill 2002). Despite this in 2000 the 

participation rates of the mature age student in HE in Ireland was amongst the lowest in the 

OECD (Department of Education and Science 2000). The Report of Review Committee on Post-

Secondary Education and Training Places (1999) identified one of the contributory factors for 

the low participation rates of mature students in HE was due to the limited alternative entry 

and access pathways available for the mature student. In acknowledging the low participation 

rate of mature students in HE the target set by the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness 

(2000), and in line with the recommendations within the Report of the Commission on the 

Points System (1999), was to increase mature students participation to 15% by 2005. The 

Commission on the Points System recommended that the quotas for mature students should 

reach 25% by 2015. Whilst these quotas would bring Irish participation levels up to OECD 

participation rates, the Learning for Life: White Paper on Education (Department of Education 

and Science 2000) also recognised that attaining the quotas presented many challenges for the 

Government and HEI’s and would require significant support within the HEI’s to incorporate 

mature students participation within the lifelong learning policy within the HEI. It was 

envisaged that this would not only require strategies to deal with increasing numbers of a 

diverse student group but also greater flexibility in relation to access and delivery, assessment 

and accreditation and student supports.  

 

Since the introduction of free secondary education in Ireland in the late 1960’s significant 

growth was seen in HE participation, however participation was not shared equally by all 

members of Irish society. A number of people were under-represented in HE, mainly people 

with disabilities, students from ethnic minorities and social disadvantage and mature students. 

In August 2003 the National Office for Equity of Access to Higher Education was established 

within the HEA to work with all the publically funded HEI’s to oversee policy and practice in 

relation to education access and opportunity to increase participation for those learners from 

the under-represented groups. Achieving equity of access to HE for mature students was to be 

achieved through evaluating the existing access routes, developing foundation programmes 

and system wide entry routes for the mature students, establishing financial support through 

the mature student fund and setting national and HEI targets for mature student participation 

(HEA 2004).  
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A communication in 2007 from the Education Ministers within the Bologna Process countries 

endorsed that students entering and participating in HE should reflect the diversity within our 

population and stressed the importance of promoting the principles of equitable access and 

non-discrimination in widening participation for all. In keeping with the above principles 

widening access to higher education to those groups who traditionally were under 

represented was a priority reiterated within the National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher 

Education 2008-2013 (HEA 2008) which identified that by the year 2013 at least 20 per cent of 

the total full-time student entrants would be mature students.  

 

2.3   Who is the mature student 

Mature students are often categorised as non-traditional or non-standard students by virtue of 

the fact that they were excluded from and or underrepresented in higher education (McGivney 

1996, Schuetze & Slowey 2002). Whist the term non-traditional student has many 

connotations it is often used to refer to those students from social or educational 

disadvantage that enter HE through widening participation initiatives (Gilardi & Guglielmetti 

2011) and includes immigrants, some ethnic minority groups, students from socially 

disadvantaged backgrounds and, in the past, women (Schuetze & Slowey 2002). In the 1950’s 

in Ireland women comprised approximately 27% of total HE enrolment. By the early 1980’s this 

had increased to 45% and to 49% by the early 1990’s (Clancy 1996) and with the significant 

increase in the number of women in HEI in Ireland, and in the OECD countries, by 2006 the 

gender differential had adjusted in both the Universities and the IoT’s in Ireland (McCoy & 

Smyth 2011, OECD 1987). Britton & Baxter (1999) contend that it is usually presumed that the 

mature student will be female and in the UK most of the expansion in student numbers was 

seen in mature students, particularly mature women (Morris 2009).  

 

Mature students differ from traditional direct entry students in so far as they have been out of 

formal education for a period of time, have acquired experience in the labour market and or 

domestic settings, have made a decision to return to education and are older in age than the 

traditional student entering HE and may have deferred continuation of their education for a 

variety of reasons (OECD 1987, Lynch 1999, Osborne et al 2004, Wyatt 2011). Earlier studies 

suggested that mature students were more likely to lack qualifications and experience of 

academic work and were undertaking their undergraduate course of study because they did 

not have the opportunity to study at third level when they completed their secondary school 

education because of some form of disadvantage, eg poverty, social class, lack of educational 
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attainment, and as a result may be disadvantaged by the demands of their course of study 

(Maslin-Prothero 1992, Fragoso et al 2013). According to OECD (1987) mature students 

entering HE already had a high level of initial education and entered HE from a position of 

educational advantage as opposed to a position of disadvantage (OECD 1987). This trend was 

also seen in Ireland (Lynch 1999, Inglis & Murphy 1999), not only did the majority of mature 

students entering HE have their leaving certificate, albeit some at a lower grade point average 

than traditional entrants, a significant minority had post-secondary qualifications (Lynch 1999, 

Inglis & Murphy 1999) indicating that mature student entrants are not always educationally 

restricted or underprivileged. Whist not all mature students come from an educational or 

social disadvantage background when they do a different picture of their participation in HE 

exists. Comparable to the OECD (1997) findings, in Ireland in the late 1990’s, mature students 

from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds were not sufficiently represented in HE and 

this absence of or lack of adequate education qualifications was one of the barriers 

encountered by mature age applicant when seeking to qualify for entry to HE (Lynch 1999).  

 

Education policy tends to identify mature students as a homogenous group (McGivney 2004) 

that does not take account of the diversity within this student group (Mallman & Lee 2017). 

Indeed it is this diversity that makes defining or classifying the mature age student challenging 

(Mallman & Lee 2017). Consequently there is no one classical picture of the mature student 

(Smithers & Griffin 1986, Wilson 1997). Synthesis of the UK based research on mature students 

illustrates that the mature undergraduate students to higher education are not a 

homogeneous group (Smith 2008). Their heterogeneity is evident in the diversity within the 

student cohort (Wilson 1997, Waller 2006). They come from different social and economic 

backgrounds and cultures, have different resources, different entry routes and a multiplicity of 

roles and responsibilities (Woodley et al 1987, Davies et al 2002 ,McGivney 2003, Waller 2006, 

O’Donnell & Tobbell 2007, Smith 2008) all of which impact on their expectations and reactions 

to the HEI, their course and their experience of third level education. Whilst acknowledging 

that mature students do not have a uniform experience (Waller 2006) there are some aspects 

by which the experiences of the mature students differs from the younger age student (Challis 

1976) mainly their age on commencing their course study, their motivation or reason for 

accessing HE and their progression through third level education (Davies & Williams 2001, 

Davies et al 2002, Osborne et al 2004). What they do have in common as a group is that they 

are defined, for administrative purposes, by their chronological age on entry to the HEI.  
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Many typologies of the mature student have been presented in the literature (Britton & Baxter 

1999, Merrill & Alheit 2004, Osborne et al 2004). Osborne et al (2004) Scottish study identified 

six categories of matures student applicants to HE and refers to the mature student in their 

early twenties as “delayed traditional students” (2004:296) who are similar to direct entry 

students in terms of their interest and engagement with their course of study. In their 

Australian study Mallman & Lee (2017) were surprised to see the prominence of mature 

students in the under thirty years of age. Referring to this group of mature students as the 

‘young mature-age’ (2017:1) they identified that there were differences in the manifestation 

of the HE experience for younger and older mature students. They contend that as this 

younger age group are positioned between the direct entry students and the older age 

matures students group, and not particularly aligning themselves with either group, there is 

risk of them being susceptible to isolation which can impact on their student identity. However 

based on the Irish studies (Fleming & Murphy 1997, Lynch 1999, Fleming & McKee 2005, 

O’Brien et al 2009, Kearns 2014, O’Brien et al 2017) and HEA reports it is evident that the  Irish 

mature student population comprise both younger and older students. 

 

Kasworm’s (1980) typology of differentiating characteristics of younger (18-22 years of age) 

and older (26 years and above) students (n=224) enrolled in undergraduate programs in an 

American university identified key differences which impacted on the interrelationship 

between the students and the HEI. The characteristics identified by Kasworm below have also 

been identified in the more recent literature. When compared to the younger student the 

older student is an independent being who makes a conscious decision to undertake 

undergraduate education based on their own interests or needs. They bring with them a 

wealth of life experience and skills, are more confident and goal orientated and self-directing 

in their learning (Merrill 1999, Wilson 1997), which helps them in their transition integrating 

into their new environment and throughout their studies (Shaw 2011) and whilst they may 

have anxieties these tend to be more focused than the anxiety experienced by the younger 

student. They are more likely to be a spouse or parent having responsibilities such as providing 

financial and or emotional support in relation to their provider role and have competing issues 

in relation to balancing personal responsibilities, work and study (Merrill 1999, Wilson 1997) 

whilst simultaneously developing their new identify as a student. As a consequence of their life 

experiences they are more likely to have developed analytical and critical problem solving skills 

(Sedlak 1999). 
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2.4   Deconstructing the student experience  

The experience of students in HE has been part of the North American HE research agenda for 

decades but has only featured in HE research in most other countries since the later part of the 

last century (James 1995, McInnis 2004). Increasingly improving and enhancing the student 

experience is recognised within HEI’s as a valuable endeavour (Small 2008, Buultjens & 

Robinson 2011, Morgan 2012a) particularly with the shift to viewing the student as a customer 

of the HEI (McInnis 2004, Small 2008, Morgan 2012a). There have been many factors 

influencing the increased interest in the student experience including the impact of 

globalisation on HE and in response to changes in national and international social, political 

and economic developments (OECD 1987, 2004, McInnis 2004). The student experience now 

forms part of the quality assurance and audits of the HEI (James 1995) and is central to the 

Bologna Process which was introduced in 1999 by Ministers involved in HE across 29 European 

countries, including Ireland, to set up a European Higher Education Area (EHEA) by the year 

2010. The purpose of the EHEA was, through educational reform, to facilitate greater 

comparability and compatibility between the diverse higher education structures and study 

conditions across membership countries. By 2009 forty six countries from Europe and the 

developed world were supporting the Bologna Process (Rauhvargers et al 2009).  

 

Despite the fact that the term ‘student experience’ has become embedded in national and 

international higher education policy documents and higher education discourse it is not 

clearly defined or understood (Benckendorff et al 2009, Sabri 2011, Tan et al 2016, Jones 

2018). The concept of the student experience has many connotations depending on the aspect 

of the student experience been explored (Baird & Gordon 2009, Benckendorff et al 2009, Jones 

2018). The focus on the product perspective of the student’s experience may be from gaining 

entry into the HEI to gaining academic award for employment in the field of study, whilst the 

process perspective may focus on the students’ intellectual development through relationships 

with lecturers and peers both in and outside the classroom (Sabri 2011). Indeed there are 

many different aspects of student experience to be found across HEI’s and courses, relating to 

the quality of the teaching and learning, level of HEI supports, library resources and space, 

availability of extracurricular activities, access to social spaces within the HEI (Douglas et al 

2008, Baird & Gordon 2009, Benckendorff et al 2009,  Baranova et al 2011) and the students 

non-academic activities including engaging in paid employment during term time, finances and 

the social aspect of participating in HE (Benckendorff et al 2009). The absence of an agreed 

definition of the student experience and the many different interpretations and assumptions 
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underpinning the concept of the student experience presents a number of challenges, the 

main one being in trying to identify a suitable theoretical framework to understand the 

phenomenon (Benckendorff et al 2009, Tan et al 2016, Jones 2018). The theoretical 

frameworks presented in recent literature on the student experience are outlined in Section 

2.6. 

 

Studies on the fulltime matures student in HE in Ireland (Fleming & Murphy 1997, Inglis & 

Murphy 1999, Keane 2009, Moran 2015) and UK (Woodley et al 1987, Smithers & Griffin 1996) 

indicate that the overall mature student experience in HE is a positive one. By virtue of the fact 

that mature students are older than direct entry students coming to the HEI they have 

amassed significant life experiences which they bring to the HEI which impacts on and helps 

them to cope with their HEI experience (Wilson 1997, Shanahan 2000, Williams & Decker 

2009, Merrill 2001,Newson et al 2011). They have good networking skills and coping strategies 

(Challis 1976, Kantanis 2002, Topham 2015) which help them to identify and navigate through 

the resources they require and are more confident in approaching and initiating interaction 

with lecturers (Challis 1976, Merrill 2001, Kantanis 2002, Moran 2012) and at an earlier stage, 

than their younger age peers (Challis 1976, Merrill 2001, Kantanis 2002, Moran 2012, Topham 

2015). Moran (2015) Irish study found interacting with lecturers was a very positive experience 

for the majority of participants and in a UK study academic staff were found to be 

approachable and provided encouragement (Topham 2015).  When compared to traditional 

students mature students tend to be much more focused on the academic demands of their 

course (Ozga & Sukhnandan 1998) and are more inclined to seek out the support services to 

help them address their learning needs (Ooms et al 2013, Topham 2015).  

 

However there are certain difficulties experienced by the mature student’s during HE that 

permeates throughout the literature and primarily relate to financial factors and support 

(Fleming & Murphy 1997, Lynch 1999, Woodley et al 1987, Smithers & Griffin 1996, O’Brien et 

al 2017), responsibilities outside of HE (Smithers & Griffin 1996, Lynch 1999, Tett 2004, Moran 

2015), putting structures in place at home for childcare (Tett 2004), obstacles when trying to 

embark on HE in relation to meeting the entry requirements (OECD 1987), finding time and 

space for study (Tett 2004) and combining academic study and practice placements (O’Brien et 

al 2017) among others. In relation to academic supports Newson et al (2011) identified that 

some students were frustrated with the academic support they received particularly when 

they felt their needs were not being understood by academic staff and Tones et al (2009) 

Australian study identified that one of the barriers for mature students from lower socio-
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economic backgrounds was they did not know where to go when they needed help. The 

overall picture presented in the literature is mainly one of the mature student involved in 

balancing, juggling and struggling to meet their external responsibilities whilst at the same 

time attending to their studies (Bowl 2001, Moran 2015). 

 

Historically there has been a tendency for HEI’s to focus on the student experience from the 

narrow focus of their role as a learner (Haselgrove 1994) and in so doing glean information 

from student satisfaction surveys and HEI reviews and evaluations on the learning experience 

of the student within the institution. That doesn’t always take cognisance of how the students 

experiences outside of the educational setting impacts on their learning experience (James 

1995) which is required to elicit a fuller and more accurate picture of the student experience. 

 

2.5   Mature students’ reasons for understanding undergraduate study 

Whilst younger traditional age students’ may not be able to clearly convey their reasons for 

undertaking their undergraduate studies, mature students make a conscious, intentional 

decision to commence their course of study (Challis 1976, Blaxter et al 1996, Peters 2000, Reay 

et al 2002, Kenny et al 2011). Mature student motivation for HE tends to be different from the 

motivations of the traditional student and whilst motivation is not an important indicator of 

academic success in the traditional student it has been identified as important factor amongst 

mature students (Scott et al 1998, McGivney 2004). Mature students demonstrate high levels 

of motivation for their studies (Blaxter et al 1996,  Merrill 2001, Reay et al 2002, Fleming & 

Finnegan 2011), make exceptional students (Scott et al 1998) and take a deep approach to 

their learning (Scott et al 1998, McCune et al 2010). The life experiences that they bring with 

them to their studies can be a major asset to them and can also help to improve their 

confidence (Wilson 1997, Merrill 2001, Kantanis 2002, Moran 2012). Because of these life 

experiences they are more inclined to contribute to and engage in classroom discussion more 

so than the younger student, making the classroom experience a more dynamic and 

interactive one for all (Merrill 2001). As a consequence of them seeking to widen and 

understand their knowledge of the subject area findings from nursing and non-nursing studies 

show they achieve better grades when compared to direct entry students (Scott et al 1998, 

Kevern et al 1999, Ofori 2000, Salamonson & Andrews 2006) and are more focused and 

motivated than their younger age peers (Wyatt 2011) and despite having more external 

stressors (family commitments) than direct entry students they perform at a higher academic 

level (Carney-Crompton & Tan 2002) and area highly motivated (Heagney & Benson 2017). As 
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well as motivation, commitment and persistence are traits which have been associated with 

the mature students (McGivney 2004, Trotter & Cove 2005, Brooks 2005, Markle 2015). Their 

motivation has also been seen in their attendance at HEI support courses as reported by 

Challis (1976) where few younger age students attended an optional study skills sessions for 

first years students but was attended by most of the mature students who found the 

opportunity to discuss issues pertaining to their study skills as being the most valuable aspect 

of the sessions (Challis 1976).  

 

The main reason reported in the nursing and non-nursing literature for embarking on a HE 

course of study was for the career prospects that it would offer (Phillips 1986, Davies & 

Williams 2001, Leder & Forgasz 2004, O’Brien et al 2009, Marandet & Wainwright 2010, 

McCune et al 2010). The OECD national studies (OECD 1987) identified wanting to improve or 

advance their job or find a new job were the main motivators identified by over 50% of mature 

students. Work related reasons were also identified in Irish studies as one of the major 

motivating factors for HE enrolment (Fleming & Murphy 1997, Inglis & Murphy 1999, Lynch 

1999, Moran 2015). Personal development and growth and enjoyment were not as important 

to the adult learner as they were to the direct entry traditional student (OECD 1987).  

 

However there are many different triggers underpinning the decision or the motivation to 

return to study reported in the literature. These can include a significant or combination of life 

events such as redundancy, retirement, divorce, change in personal relationships, or children 

moving away from home (Challis 1976, Walters 2000, Gallacher et al 2002, Osborne et al 2004, 

Stone 2008, McCune et al 2010, Marandet & Wainwright 2010), desire for self-improvement 

(Challis 1976, Walters 2000, Leathwood & O’Connell 2003, Leder & Forgasz 2004, Montgomery 

et al 2009), means of a better life (Challis 1976, Bowl 2001), role model for their children (Reay 

et al 2002, Marks et al 2003, Osborne et al 2004, Chapman et al 2007, O’Brien et al 2009, 

Marandet & Wainwright 2010, Kearns 2014), for their friends (Tett 2004), to achieve financial 

independence (Osborne et al 2004), the right opportunity to go to education (Fleming & 

Murphy 1997, Moran 2015) along with personal fulfilment and expected financial gain (Leder 

& Forgasz 2004). 

 

2.6   Theoretical Framework 

Whilst in recent years there has been a growing body of publications pertaining to the mature 

student in HE most research has taken place in single sites, with lack of uniformity in relation 
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to the research tools utilised and variations in the type of HEI in which participants are 

enrolled and a general absence of a theoretical framework to understand the student 

experience underpinning the studies. These factors not only make it hard to make comparisons 

across studies but they also pose a difficulty when trying to identify a theoretical framework 

supporting the mature students’ participation in HE.  

 

According to Mann (2001) the literature on the student experience in HE has tended to focus 

on the learning approach adopted by the learner during their course of study. The learning 

approaches can be described as the surface approach, characterised by passive learning 

focusing on rote learning and memorising in an effort to acquire the minimum requirements of 

the course, or the deep approach, characterised by active learning with the intention to 

engage in and understand the subject matter (Marton & Saljo 1976). As the learning approach 

perspective emanates from cognitive psychology it focuses mainly on the cognitive aspect 

underpinning the motive and strategy of the student learning approach, and doesn’t take 

sufficient cognisance of the social and cultural context of the learner (Malcolm & Zukas 2001, 

Case & Gunstone 2006, Case 2007, Case 2008). In an attempt to further understand the 

student experience of learning in HE an alternative perspective to the approaches to learning 

perspective on the student experience to a perspective of alienation and engagement was 

proposed by Mann (2001). Whilst addressing the student experience from a broader range of 

student experience, the alienation and engagement perspective also encompasses the 

cognitive aspects of learning (Case 2007). 

 

The definition of alienation suggests disconnection and is often considered the antithesis of 

engagement which denotes presence of a connection and involvement (Case 2008, Schabracq 

& Cooper 2003). In defining alienation Mann (2001) puts forward the Oxfords English 

Dictionary definition, “the state or experience of being isolated from a group or an activity to 

which one should belong or in which one should be involved.” (Mann 2001:8). Seven 

theoretical perspectives from which alienation can be experienced in HE have been identified 

by Mann (2001). These include alienation arising from  

1. The social and cultural context the students now find themselves in. 

2. The position of the student within a pre-existing academic discourse. 

3. The student as a outsider in the HEI 

4. Student creativity replaced by compliancy and acquiescing to the course demands and 

requirements. 

5. Disempowerment and loss of ownership of the learning process 
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6. Assessment practices that impose power and docility. 

7. A strategy for self preservation and to avoid engagement. 

 

Drawing on Mann’s (2001) theoretical perspectives Case (2008) reorganised the perspectives 

into three domains to describe the students learning experience. The first domain, Entering 

the higher education community, combines Mann’s (2001) first and fourth perspective and 

relates to the students reason for entering the HEI. The second domain, Fitting into the higher 

education community, encompasses Mann’s (2001) second and third perspective, and 

addresses the students experience of entry into HEI. The third domain, Staying in the Higher 

education community, combines the fifth and sixth perspective which focus on the course and 

assessment requirements and what the student needs to do to succeed in HE whilst 

encompassing the seventh perspective which relates to students choosing alienation over 

engagement. In acknowledging that student learning is not solely about the approach to 

learning theory the alienation and engagement alternative theoretical framework adopts a 

broader focus to the student experience. It recognises that all aspects of the student’s life 

impacts on the quality of the students experience in and with the HEI. The interactions with 

the HEI throughout their student journey can be experienced as one of engagement where the 

students is and feels enabled or alienation where the student feels hindered or blocked. 

 

Giving the dearth of empirical frameworks on the students experience in HE and in the 

absence of an empirical theoretical framework at the time of commencing the study to 

understand the mature student participation in HE, the three domains as identified by Case 

(2008) were considered as a useful framework to explore the literature on the experiences of 

mature students (Figure 2.1).  
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Figure 2.1 Framework used to explore the literature (Based on Case 2008) 

Since commencing the current study a number of frameworks to explain the student 

experience have been reported in the literature. These include Morgan (2012b) Students 

Experience Practitioner Model, Benckendorff et al (2009) Framework for understanding factors 

that influence the student experience and Jones (2018) Conceptual Model of the Student 

Experience and are outlined below. 

 

2.6.1 Students Experience Practitioner Model (Morgan 2012b) 

In acknowledging that the student experience is not just about the first year experience but 

encompasses all aspects of student life throughout the student lifecycle from first contact with 

the HEI to becoming alumni this model interlinks academic, welfare and support activities 

through every stage of the students journey (Morgan 2012b). The practitioner model consists 

of the following six stages: first contact and admissions, pre-arrival, arrival and orientation, 

induction to study, reorientation and reinduction and outduction. These stages are associated 

with five interlinked themes; curriculum and assessment, pedagogy, support, finance and 

employment and it is through these themes that the students aspirations and expectations 

and their academic and social integration are managed. The model emphasises that at each 

stage of the model the student will need advice, support and guidance to enable them to 

successfully complete their studies and provides the structure under which this can be 

achieved.  

 

•Students reasons for commencing study. 

•Education  qualifications. 

•Course choice. 

•Entry routes. 

•Preparation for  entering HEI. (Personal & HEI 
supports) 

Entering the higher 
education 

community 

•Experiences within the HEI. 

•Academic and social integration. 

•Expectations 

•Home / College balance 

Fitting into the higher 
education community 

•Meeting course requirements. 

•Current learning. 

•Assessments /Academic Results. 

•College Services / Supports. 
•Motivatation 

•Relationships/ Roles and Responsibilities 

Staying in the Higher 
education 

community 
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2.6.2 Framework for understanding factors that influence the student experience 

(Benckendorff et al 2009) 

Acknowledging that the student experience is not just about teaching and learning but is a 

complex multifaceted concept Benckendorff et al (2009) identified four dimensions that 

influence the student experience. The institutional dimension, which pertains to how the 

learning experience is managed by the institution, the student dimension relating to how the 

characteristics of the students influence student satisfaction and retention, the sector-wide 

dimension, referring to how the HEI is influenced by HE trends, HEI competition and 

collaboration and the external dimension including how the economy, government policies 

and technological innovations impact on the student experience. The student experience is 

associated with a range of outcomes including student satisfaction, retention, progression, 

personal development and future employment, thus Benckendorff et al (2009) asserts that the 

interaction between the four dimensions results in varying individual student experiences 

which influence the outcome of the student experience. 

 

2.6.3 Conceptual Model of the Student Experience (Jones 2018) 

This conceptual model (Jones 2018) draws on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human 

development to identify seven key influential microsystems that shape the experience of the 

undergraduate student. The seven microsystems identified for the undergraduate student are; 

the pre-university phase, transition - settling into student life, university peer and friendship 

groups, social background outside university, the degree programme, extra-curricular activity 

and preparing for life after graduation. The concepts of engagement and alienation are used to 

identify how the microsystems shape the student experience using Case’s (2008) three stages 

of entering, fitting into and staying in the HE community. Ultimately it is the student’s pattern 

of interaction (engaged or alienated) with the microsystems that dictate the student’s 

experience.  

 

2.7   Entering Higher Education 

Whilst the decision to embark on a HE course is an intentional and considered one, it is not 

necessarily an easy one for the individual to make (Davies & Williams 2001, Osborne et al, 

2004). There are a number of issues that need to be considered and supports put in place to 

make the transition as seamless as possible for the mature student prior to entering HE (Bowl 

2001, McCune et al 2010, Burton et al 2011, National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching 

and Learning in Higher Education 2016).  When choosing a HEI to study in prospective students 
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are influenced by a number of factors including location of the HEI particularly in relation to 

the proximity to the persons home, the courses on offer, availability of public transport, the 

academic reputation of the HEI and the availability of financial support (Davies et al 2002, Reay 

2002, Veloutsou et al 2004, Briggs 2006, Callendar & Jackson 2008, HEA 2011, Shaw 2011, 

Eurostudent Survey 2011, Obermeit 2012). Other issues that need to be considered by 

students as they embark on HE is how they will adjust to HE, course content and workload and 

finding the life study balance however the main concern students have is financial (National 

Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 2015). This is of 

particular importance for participants who have responsibilities outside of their course, 

particularly those with family responsibilities and multiple roles need to consider how to 

balance and manage these responsibilities before they commence their HE.  Some mature 

students take a strategic approach to selecting the course to study selecting those that will 

give them more job prospects and earning power to support their family (Bowl 2001). 

 

2.7.1 Pre-entry information and support 

One of the recommendations of the Report of the Action Group on Access to Third Level 

Education (Department of Education and Science 2001) was for HEI’s to be more visible in 

promoting their widening access schemes to potential applicants by including this information 

in course brochures and on HEI’s websites. This was echoed in the National Forum for the 

Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (2016) study on transitioning from 

further to higher education in Ireland where participants identified that attending open days 

and accessing course information on the HEI websites as the most popular sources of 

information they used when making a decision about the HEI to attend and their course 

choice. After finance issues lack of specific information and guidance supports have been 

identified as a pre-entry barriers for mature students trying to access Irish HEI’s (Department 

of Education and Science 2001). In an effort to address this various supports and information 

and guidance services have been developed and implemented across the HEI’s ranging from 

the employment of Access and Mature Students Officers to the development of access 

programme and mature students orientation programmes. The purpose of these initiatives 

was to support the mature student in developing the academic skills required to enter and 

successfully progress through their course of study, a trend that has also been seen in the UK, 

Australia and New Zealand (Yorke & Thomas 2003) with some HEI’s utilising the summer 

vacation period for pre-entry programmes (Dodgson & Bolam 2002). Smithers & Griffin (1986) 

makes the case for the introduction of pre entry study skills courses as one way of preparing 

the mature student for returning to study so they are better equipped to cope with the 
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demands of their degree course particularly in their first year of study. Whilst Fleming & 

McKee (2005) provided a pre-entry welcoming programme which focused on socialisation 

mature students into HEI environment and incorporated study and time management skills.  

There is tendency to gear these courses to those students who may be entering HE through 

the mature student or access routes. Specific pre-entry courses and induction for mature 

students have shown to benefit the student (Wong 2018) and improve student retention rates 

(McGivney 1996) however despite this Newson et al (2011) study found that only 47% of 

universities offered pre-entry courses for mature students. Lynch (1999) contends that even 

mature students who have HEI entry qualifications should be given preparation course/s in 

study skills and academic writing and other skills required for HE.  

 

Though not specific to only mature students Jones (2008) synthesis on student retention and 

success  identifies that pre-entry HEI information not only assists the potential applicant in 

making a decision about course and HEI choice but it also influences the applicants expectation 

of HE and retention. Harker et al (2001) Australian study identified that the decision making 

process in relation to course and HEI choice differs between the school leaver and the mature 

students. When compared to school leavers’ mature students rely more on their own 

resources by contacting the HEI directly for course information and following this up by 

attending HEI open days. Briggs & Wilson (2007) study across six HEI’s in Scotland on the 

factors that influence student decision making in selecting their HEI identified the HE website 

as the main pathway used by prospective students for accessing course information. In their 

report on student support and widening participation in the six HEI’s in the north east of 

England Dodgson & Bolam (2002) identified the growing use of HEI’s websites, in particular 

interactive websites, in making invaluable information available to potential applicants in 

relation to their pre entry preparation for HE and the academic supports available to them to 

help them succeed in HE. Indeed Jones (2008) synthesis on student retention and success 

identified the role that pre-entry information and preparation plays in student retention and 

engagement.  This was reiterated in a review of the literature by Thomas (2011) and a review 

of seven projects across twenty two HEI’s in the UK on effective transition into HE and the 

important role of HEI supports, including pre-entry preparation, has in improving pre-entry 

decision making and nurturing a sense of belonging which can enhance student engagement 

and retention (Thomas 2012). 

 

Whist there are some excellent examples of support services offered to students  at pre entry 

stage and during their studentship, the type and quality of these students support services 
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varies across  the HEI’s (McGivney 1996). There is also variation in relation to the uptake or 

utilisation of these services. Some services are poorly promoted which has a knock on effect of 

the utilisation of the services, if students do not know of their existence they cannot utilise 

them (McGivney 1996).  

 

2.7.2 Barriers to participation 

The biggest barrier to HE participation for the mature student is time and money (OECD 1987). 

This OECD report classified barriers as dispositional (attitude and self-perception of the adult 

learner), institutional (lack of suitable courses, location of HEI and lack of suitable timetables, 

schedules and fees), and situational (lack of time for study due to family responsibilities, social 

responsibilities, lack of financial support and childcare facilities) (OECD 1987)  

 

Families have been instrumental in providing support to mature age students entering HE 

(Wilson 1997, Stone 2008, Williams & Decker 2009). Mature age women are less likely to 

spend time away from home when the children are small (McCune et al 2010) and usually wait 

until supports are in place for their family before they embark on HE (Burton et al 2011). 

Mature students who have children who require childcare has been identified as a significant 

barrier affecting mature student participation (Davies et al 2002) particularly when timetables 

are not available prior to commencing the course in order to make suitable childcare 

arrangements. Even when timetables are available they don’t always take cognisance of 

normal school hours and vacations however when they do mature students did not identify 

childcare as a barrier to their studies (Burton et al 2011).  Lack of crèche facilities in HEI has 

also been identified in the literature (Scheutze & Slowey 2002, Marandet & Wainwright 2010) 

but when available may be prohibited by cost. Students who live near their family and social 

networks rely on their family members and friends for reliable childcare arrangements (Harvey 

et al 2006). Childcare can become problematic when going on placements due to location and 

timing of placements (O’Brien 2017) which may require longer travelling times and hours of 

placement may differ from HEI hours, with students having to rely on personal networks for 

support with childcare (Marandet & Wainwright 2010) during this time. 

 

2.7.3 Financial impact of returning to study 

When considering embarking on a HE course one of the main issues that needs to be 

considered by the mature student is how they will finance them self throughout their studies. 
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Major shifts across Europe in the financing of HE has been evident in recent times with various 

different funding arrangements available across jurisdictions ranging from free or  subsidised 

fees, increase in tuition fees, various mean tested grants and combinations of financial 

supports to providing a system of student loans. The introduction of changes to student 

funding in the UK in recent times has been attributed to a decline in the numbers of students 

in the 25 years and over age group undertaking undergraduate courses. What is apparent is 

that as a result of these funding changes the cost of HE has transferred onto the student 

(McCoy et al 2009). Whist 46% of new fulltime entrants to HE in Ireland in 2013/14 received 

some form of education grant (HEA 2015b) registration fees and cost of books are higher in 

Ireland than in some of the other European countries (McCoy et al 2009). One of the factors 

influencing the change in fees in Ireland was the impact of the fiscal crisis in 2008 where 

student registration fees rose from €850 in 2008/09 to €3000 in 2014 (McGuinness et al 2012). 

With the rise in HE fees and the cost of supporting oneself throughout their studies the mature 

student’s decision to return to study becomes a conscious considered one as they have to 

make decisions about how they will financially support themselves throughout their course 

and how they will financially adapt their lifestyle.  If this cannot be achieved their HE journey 

may cease before it has begun. 

 

Lack of financial support has been identified as one of the main reasons why mature students 

do not participate in HE (Schuetze & Slowey 2002). The majority of students are more likely to 

be in paid employment before commencing their study and coming to fulltime study 

necessitates them giving up fulltime employment (Inglis & Murphy 1999, Eurostudent Survey 

IV 2011). This presents a challenge for the student who has to consider how they will fulfil the 

financial commitments they may have to their family and other external responsibilities while 

at the same time cover their costs incurred in participating in their studies (Eurostudent Survey 

IV 2011). The financial cost of studying at third level is considerably higher for the mature 

student, particularly those coming to HE directly from paid employment take a greater 

economic risk compared to the student who is entering HE immediately following completion 

of secondary education.  This risk is associated not only with loss of salary, but also with loss of 

advantages that may be available to the individual in their paid employment such as 

promotion opportunities, paying pension contributions and it may be difficult for the student 

to recoup that earning power in their employment post-graduation (Howard & Davies 2013). 

 

Woodley (1987) found that one in three mature students in full time education were 

financially worse off than before they commenced their studies mainly as a result of financial 
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loss incurred from giving up their full time employment. The financial impact on undertaking 

HE studies is also evident in Irish studies (Fleming & Murphy 1997, Lynch 1999, Inglis & 

Murphy 1999, Fleming & McKee 2005, Moran 2015, O’Brien et al 2017). Mature students are 

more likely to engage in paid employment during their undergraduate study (Leder & Forgasz 

2004, Moran 2015), this may be to supplement their grant or for those who are not in receipt 

of a grant it may be their sole source of income. Some students are happy to try to cope with 

the financial shortfall during their studies if they feel that following their degree they will be 

able to secure employment with a salary above what they could earn without have a degree 

(Peters 2000).  

 

2.8   Fitting into the higher education community 

Whether being  a mature or direct entry student transitioning into HEI life brings with it a 

number of academic and socio-cultural challenges for all students (Morosanu et al 2010), and 

these challenges may affect how students adjust to and progresses in HE. If not addressed in a 

timely manner they become a source of stress for students.  HEI’s provide a number of support 

structures and services to students before commencing their course of study to help and 

support them in their transition to academic life. Whilst there services are available there is no 

guarantee that students will utilise these or that they know about them.  

 

Returning to education can present the mature age student with challenges over and above 

those experienced by the traditional school leaving entrant, e.g. family commitments 

particularly childcare responsibilities, (Leathwood & O’Connell 2003, Montgomery et al 2009), 

role negotiation, finances (Fleming & Murphy 1997, Leathwood & O’Connell 2003) and anxiety 

about their ability and academic competence to cope with course work at a degree level 

(Challis 1976). For some mature students there may not be family tradition of going to HE or 

reference points from them to consider in relation to what HE may involve and so HE or the 

prospect of embarking on a HE course may be an alien experience for them (Bowl 2001, Read 

et al 2003, Tett 200).  As a result of the above the experience of HE can initially be one of 

culture shock (Wong 2018) and a frustrating one for the mature student as they struggle for 

academic, financial and personal survival (Bowl 2001). 

 

The decision to embark on a HE course is a considered one, especially for those mature 

students, mainly women, who have family or caring responsibilities who have to consider how 

to balance their responsibilities with their academic studies and put supports in place to 
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facilitate their multiple roles (Bowl 2001, Kevern & Webb 2003, McCune et al 2010, Burton et 

al 2011). Unlike traditional students they cannot build their life around the HE experience but 

their HE experience  has to fit around their lives (Lynch 1999, Bowl 2001) and so when 

compared to the traditional student they are seen to have more external demands as a result 

of their family and work commitments (Gilardi & Guglielmetti 2011). Balancing home and 

study responsibilities can be issues for the mature student (Reay et al 2002, Bowl 2001, 

Marandet & Wainwright 2010, Moran 2015)  and how they are their experienced is not the 

same for everyone as they are influenced by the individual’s level of responsibilities and the 

amount of support they  have within their family and from significant others. Compared to 

students who do not have children, female mature students entering higher education who 

have children have a higher life load and consequently coping with the competing demands of 

home and education can be a struggle for them (Wilson 1997, Merril 1999) particularly if the 

expectations and demands of the course have not been made explicit to them prior to 

commencing their studies (Carney-Crompton & Tan 2002). If there is incompatibility between 

balancing personal responsibilities and academic work this can become a barrier to the mature 

student transitioning into and progressing in HE.  This can be further compounded by the 

geographical location of the HEI in relation to the distance and amount of time it takes to 

travel to the HEI and for students who have work placements distances from their place of 

residence and have to work long or irregular hours. This all becomes a matter of time 

management as most mature students with external responsibilities experience poverty of 

time (Wilson 1997, Bowl 2001, Moran 2015). Not surprisingly these issues influence not only 

the decision to go to HE but the location of the HEI becomes crucial (Reay et al 2002). If the HEI 

is located too far from their residence they may not be able to attend unless they have access 

to a good transport network system e.g. live near a train station or bus route (Challis 1976). 

Consequently the choice of HEI may have more to do with location in relation to geographic 

proximity to their home so that they can continue living at home for financial reasons (Briggs 

2006, Callender & Jackson 2008) and get to HEI by public transport as opposed to choosing the 

HEI by reputation of HEI (Challis 1976, Trotter & Cove 2005, Shaw 2011,). Barriers that 

presented when the mature student was making their decision to enrol in HE just don’t 

disappear on commencement of their course of study, the student still has to navigate and 

address them throughout their period of study (Burton et al 2011) and address new challenges 

as they emerge. 

 

Traditionally it was accepted that students undertaking part-time courses maintained their 

fulltime employment. However being in some form of employment is a reality for all students 
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including mature students on fulltime courses (OECD 1987) and has been triggered in some 

countries to some extent by changes in the funding structures for  undergraduate courses 

(Broadbridge & Swanson 2005, Hall 2010).  Numerous reasons are cited in the literature as to 

why students work part-time during their studies including financial necessity due to financial 

poverty (Bowl 2001), maintaining the standard of living they had before embarking on their 

studies (Richardson et al 2014), financial commitments in relation to spouse and or dependent 

children, childcare costs (OECD 1987, Bowl 2001), travel costs (Bowl 2001) to financial aids and 

grants available to matures students are not sufficient to reimburse loss of earnings (Keane et 

al 2010). Consequently more students are in paid employment during their academic studies 

as a matter of necessity to cover their living costs (OECD 1987, McCoy et al 2009). Whilst the 

individual can derive many benefits from engaging in employment (Greenbank et al 2009, Hall 

2010, Richardson et al 2014), studying and working in paid employment can impact negatively 

on how the student meets the academic requirements of their course. Students may be absent 

from lectures because of work commitments and the amount of time they have for study is 

curtailed (Eurostudent Survey IV 2011). Students may not have time to engage in the HEI 

extracurricular activities because of work commitments and opportunities for socialisation 

may be missed (Broadbridge & Swanson 2005) and consequently may feel that they are not 

able to identify as full participants of the HEI (Mallman & Lee 2016). Indeed some students 

choose not to engage in extracurricular and social activities for reasons other than 

employment issues. 

 

2.9   Staying in the Higher education  community 

Despite the overall HE experience being a positive one for the mature student staying in HE 

presents a number of challenges for them, most notably those pertaining to finances and 

balancing their external commitments with their course of study.  When compared to the 

younger student the mature student is more likely to have competing demands for their time 

whilst undertaking their studies and these challenges can change over the course of the 

students time in HE.  These can include childcare issues (Meachin & Webb 1996, Scott & Burns 

1996Fleming & Murphy 1997, O’Brien 2009), family commitments (Glackin & Glackin 1998), 

finding time and space to study (Bamber & Tett 2000) and for women in particular the 

conflicting roles between being a carer and a student (McGivney 1996, Fleming & Murphy 

1997) and trying to achieve a work life balance (Moran 2015). Despite the above the academic 

performance of mature students who are mothers is generally above that of other mature age 

students and this has been attributed to them been having good time management skills and 
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been more motivated than other students (Scott et al 1998). However whilst is acknowledged 

that family commitments are not confined to female or married students (Glackin & Glackin 

1998), women experience more problems than men as a result of attending to family 

commitments (Inglis & Murphy 1999, Britton & Baxter 1999).  

 

As stated previously students may have to engage in paid employment during term time so 

that they can have some income to supplement the financial cost incurred in attending HE. 

There are a number of issues both positive and negative associated with engaging in 

employment during term time (Greenbank et al 2009, Hall 2010, Richardson et al 2014). 

Advantages of term employment can include the development of time management, 

organisational and collaborative skills (Greenbank et al 2009), skills that if transferred to the 

HE learning environment can be very beneficial to the individual in group and individual 

teaching and learning activities. When compared to traditional student mature students are 

often motivated by the prospect of having better job opportunities following graduation. 

Consequently they tend to be more focused and committed to their studies than their younger 

peers (Ozga & Sukhnandan 1998) and generally perform better in their examinations than their 

younger peers (Shanahan 2000). Richardson (1995) identified that mature students do not 

perform any less well academically than their younger peers and indeed they tend to take a 

deeper learning approach to their studies. Mature students often leave before completion of 

their course for non-academic issues such as family responsibilities, work responsibilities, 

financial difficulties and lack of family and childcare support as opposed to course related 

issues (Scott & Burns 1996, Meachin & Webb 1996, Cuthbertson et al 2004, Munro & Pooley 

2009). 

 

Factors that contribute to attrition in the undergraduate student population have been well 

documented and mainly suggest how the student integrates or is facilitated to integrate into 

third level education as a significant influencing factor. Despite being very motivated and 

performing well academically large numbers of mature students who enrol in a degree 

programme discontinue before completion or transfer to another course (Scott and Burns 

1996). Jeffreys (2001) proposes that factors affecting attrition or retention differ between the 

mature or non-traditional student and traditional student cohorts. The former often have to 

juggle multiple roles, from parenting to employee, whilst participating on their course of study, 

and so may be more influenced by environmental rather than academic variables (McGivney 

2004, Harvey et al 2006, Jeffreys 2001).  They are also less likely to consider leaving the course 

due to course related social integration (Yorke & Longdon 2008). Course choice is another 
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issue that can affect student retention or attrition, the demands of a professional programme 

such as nursing may differ from the demands of other programmes e.g. Arts or Humanities. 

Mature students perform academically as well if not better than their younger counterparts 

and in Ireland age is not a significant factor in explaining withdrawal from HE (HEA 2011).  

 

Student support services is an umbrella term used to denote the various departments and 

personnel within the HEI providing key services to students in supporting their personal and 

academic growth and development throughout their HE experience. Common student support 

services are provided by HEI’s, but not restricted to, include academic staff, personal tutors, 

counselling, learning support and student health services and student led services (Walsh et al 

2009). Student support services are increasingly considered an important function and priority 

of the HEI (Small 2008) in enhancing the student’s educational experience helping them to 

reach their full personal and academic learning potential (Irish Universities Quality Board 2006, 

Ciobanu 2013). Student support services and the student use of these services also play a 

crucial role in student progression, retention and success (Levin & Levin 1991, Harvey & 

McMurray, 1997, Thomas 2011). Whilst the range of student support services differs across 

HEI’s (Ciobanu 2013) they are a vital and essential part of HE, they play a critical part in the HE 

strategic plan, in student recruitment, access and retention and overall student development 

(Irish Universities Quality Board 2006) and engagement (McInnis 2004). Mature students have 

different needs than then their traditional student counterparts and require different 

supports, with financial support, childcare and relevant preparations for their academic work 

identified as the main issues for this student group (Irish Universities Quality Board 2006). 

Whilst there is extensive research on support services in the first year of the undergraduate 

student in HE there is a death of literature that explores the support services from the mature 

student perspective or how the support services address the needs of this student group 

(Tones et al 2009, Kasworm 2010, Mallman & Lee 2017). It is important that students know 

about and utilise the support services that are available to them in the HEI to help them 

through some of the challenges that they may encounter in HE. Matures students are good at 

seeking out support from lecturers (Wong 2018) and generally value the HEI academic support 

services that are available to them in supporting them through their course (Banks et al 2012, 

Ooms et al 2013, Topham 2015, O’Brien et al 2017) but generally are not as good as their 

younger peers in seeking help through the pastoral services (Walsh et al 2009). 

Mature students engagement with the social aspect of the being a third level student is not as 

important for them as it is for direct entry students. Mature students have established social 
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circles before they come into the HEI so socialising within HEI may not be a priority for them 

there priority is in being educated (Moran 2012). Life outside of their course of study, 

attending to their responsibilities and spending time with their family and established friends, 

is more important to them than spending time socialising in the HEI (Challis 1976, Bamber & 

Tett 2001, Brennan & Osborne 2008). Keane (2009) Irish study found that the responsibilities 

the mature student has outside of the course represented a barrier to integrating socially with 

younger students and as mature students have similar experiences with other mature students 

they tend to stay together as a group.  
 

2.10 Conclusion 

As a result of policies supporting equity of access to higher education for all, the landscape of 

higher education nationally and internationally has changed considerably over the years and 

will continue to change as student enrolments increase, particularly in terms of how HE sector 

encourages and supports diversity within the student population. These changes are not 

without challenges both to the individual student but also to the HEI.  Some of the challenges 

for the students relate to how the non-traditional student gains entry to and is supported in 

their progression throughout their course culminating in success on completion of their studies 

and the benefits this affords the individual. The mature student journey, although a satisfying 

one, is not without its challenges for the student. These pertain to how to financially support 

oneself through their programme of study, achieve a study work balance and fulfil their 

external roles and responsibilities. There are a number of student supports provided by the HEI 

for the students which can support the student prior to and during their course of study and 

when utilised are beneficial to the student.  

 

What emerges from the literature is that whilst the mature students experience is generally a 

positive one it is not fully understood. A myriad of factors impacting on the mature students 

experience of HE are identified in the literature but these tend to focus on the students first 

year of study, as opposed to looking at the experience across the four years of undergraduate 

study, and reviews that experience from narrow perspectives e.g, the learning experience, 

retention and attainment, as opposed to the overall experience. Most of the research 

reviewed was conducted in single site HEI’s, in many jurisdictions, with different education 

policies, practices and various types of educational institutions which makes generalising the 

findings across countries difficult. Within the literature there was marked absence of 

conceptual frameworks used to explore the mature student experience. Some of the literature 
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explored the mature students experience from a disadvantage or deficit perspective 

particularly pertaining to their educational attainment and or their socio-economic standing 

entering the HEI. Viewing the student group in this context can alienate and reinforce 

stereotyping of the student group (Pym & Kapp 2013) as opposed to identifying the strengths, 

attributes and contribution they can bring to their course. The first four year fulltime 

undergraduate degree commenced in Ireland in 2002 and up to 2009 there was only two Irish 

publications exploring the mature nursing student experience. Both publications were from 

the same HEI and there had been no published research comparing the experiences of nursing 

and non-nursing mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses. What the literature 

suggests is that while a number of HEI support services are available throughout the student’s 

journey there is paucity of research on how these support services are utilised by the mature 

students or how they impact on the students overall experience. Thus the gaps in the 

literature indicated the need for research on the mature students experience to be conducted 

from an Irish multi institutional perspective so that the findings can be generalised in the Irish 

context. Whilst a number of studies have looked at the mature student from a deficit model 

this study adopts a non-deficit approach using Case’s (2008) conceptual framework to explore 

the mature student experience.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1   Introduction 

The purpose of methodology is to present the theoretical and philosophical principles 

underpinning the research approach guiding this inquiry.  Taken cognizance of the aim of the 

study and the literature review a quantitative descriptive cross sectional survey design was 

deemed the most suitable approach to guide the inquiry. This chapter expounds upon the 

theoretical and philosophical assumptions underpinning the quantitative research approach 

utilised within this study. The rationale and justification for selecting this approach will be 

explored and the limitations of the approach will be presented. 

 

3.2   Aim and objectives of the study 

The aim of the study was to explore the experiences of mature nursing and non-nursing 

students on fulltime undergraduate courses. The aim of the study was achieved by addressing 

the following objectives. 

1. Describe the profile of mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses. 

2. Explore how the Higher Education Institutes (HEI’s) support services are utilised by the 

mature student.  

3. Describe the mature students’ experience of being a full-time undergraduate student. 

4. Compare the profile and experiences of mature nursing and non –nursing students on 

fulltime undergraduate courses. 

 

3.3   Philosophical and theoretical perspectives overview 

The concept of paradigm has been described as fundamental to the research process (Mangan 

et al 2004) thus researchers are advised to position their research within a particular research 

paradigm (Mangan et al 2004 Doyle et al 2009). The term paradigm, originating from the 

Greek word paradeigma meaning pattern, was coined by Thomas Kuhn in the 1960’s (Antwi & 

Hamza 2015). Although there are multiple meanings attributed to the term paradigm 

(Wainwright 1997, Weaver & Olsen 2006, Morgan 2007) such as world view, basic belief 

system and theoretical lens among others, it is generally accepted that it is a conceptual 

framework or a set of shared beliefs and practices underpinning how researchers select their 

inquiry questions and the methods utilised within the inquiry (Parahoo 2014, Morgan 2007). In 

essence it consists of the philosophical beliefs held by the researcher that guides and directs 

their thinking and action (Mertens 2015) in relation to the investigation under inquiry.  
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A paradigm is composed of distinct dimensions: ontology, epistemology, methodology 

(Wainwright 1997, Scotland 2012) and axiology (Creswell 1998, Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005, 

Mertens 2015). These elements relate to the inquirers worldview reflecting their beliefs about 

the world they live in and the research they conduct. Whilst ontology is concerned with 

comprehending ‘what is’ or what constitutes reality (Gray 2009:17), epistemology is concerned 

with comprehending how we know or what it means to know (Gray 2009) and axiology is 

concerned with the role of values (Polit & Beck 2012) or the nature of ethics (Mertens 2015).  

The ontological, epistemological and axiological assumptions underpinning the various 

paradigms differ. These assumptions and principles are reflected in the methodology of a 

study and govern how a research question will be framed and the process and methods 

utilised by the inquirer to answer that question (Giddings 2006, Carter & Little 2007, Teddlie & 

Tashakkori 2012). The underlying philosophy of the research paradigm emerges when the 

distinct philosophical dimensions within ontology, epistemology, methodology and axiology, 

are considered together.   

 

Within research two dominant and contrasting paradigms exist, positivist / post positivist and 

constructivist /interpretivists (Gray 2009, Polit & Beck 2012), and are underpinned by differing 

ontological, epistemological and axiology assumptions that inform each research approach. 

Methodological purists contend that these two approaches have oppositional identities and 

are mutually exclusive, thus they are generally discussed in terms of antithesis (Sandelowski 

2001, Mangan et al 2004). Whilst these two approaches are associated with quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies respectively, Crotty (1998) purports that it is possible to situate 

quantitative research in a non-positivist form and vice versa as it is a matter of positivism 

versus non-positivism not quantitative versus qualitative approaches.  

 

The term positivism was first used by the philosopher Auguste Comte (Crotty 1998) in the early 

1800’s and this quantitative scientific method of inquiry was modelled on the physical 

sciences. Often described as the traditional scientific approach to research (Crossan 2003) it is 

founded on the ontology that there is a single reality; thus it is underpinned by realism, which 

infers that reality exists. From an epistemological perspective it is verified and explained 

through deduction and is concerned with the association between measurable variables to 

explain phenomena in terms of cause and effect to predict and control (Rolfe 2013, Antwi & 

Hamza 2015) and which can be verified and replicated through empirical measurement. From 

an axiological perspective the researcher is obliged to adhere to ethical principles and norms in 

the pursuit and conduct of good research (Mertens 2015). Positivist researchers use 
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measurable data through standardized tools such as questionnaires to explain the phenomena 

(Antwi & Hamza 2015). Within this approach the researcher is seen to be objective, unbiased 

and independent from the research participants (Polit & Beck 2012, Rolfe 2013). The following 

characteristics within the positivist paradigm are applicable to this study; adherence to ethical 

principles throughout the research process and use of measurable data via a survey to explain 

the phenomena. In an attempt to remain unbiased and not exert any influence on the 

participants contact with participants was minimal through introduction, reminder and thank 

you letters. 

 

Positivism dominated research up to the post modern period (post World War 11) when 

philosophers such as Popper 1968 and Kuhn 1962, 1996 challenged the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions underpinning positivism, asserting that the notion of absolute 

truth and total objectivity could not be established by scientific theories (Crotty 1998, Polit & 

Beck 2012). This led to the emergence of postpositivism. Acknowledging the limitation of 

positivitism, the impossibility of total objectivity, postpositivists strive to be impartial and 

unbiased and seek probabilistic evidence as opposed to absolute truth and to establish 

relationships between variables as opposed to direct cause and effect (Parahoo 2006, Polit & 

Beck 2012) whist still believing in the importance of objectivity and generalisability (Mertens 

2015). Postpositivists also acknowledge that phenomena that cannot be observed, such as 

feelings or experiences, can be explored and explained through reliable and valid self reporting 

tools (Parahoo 2006) such as the survey which was used in this study. In acknowledging that 

absolute truth cannot be established and total objectivity cannot be obtained this approach is 

more clearly aligned with this study which wishes to explore the experiences of the research 

participants.  

 

The constructivism / interpretative paradigm (post modernism period) emerged in the early 

20th Century (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005) from the philosophy underpinning Edmund 

Husserl’s  and other German philosophers study of  hermeneutics, “the study of interpretative 

understanding or meaning” (Mertens 2015:16) and operates under differing ontological, 

epistemological and axiological assumptions from the postpositivist paradigm. From an 

ontological perspective constructivists / interpretativists reject the notion of a single reality, 

they believe in relativism that as reality is socially constructed there are multiple realities and 

therefore interpret meaning through social interaction (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005, Antwi & 

Hamza 2015, Mertens 2015). From an epistemological perspective constructivists’ contend 

that as social reality is constructed it is subjective and so replace the concept of objectivity 
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with a subjective worldview which aims to critique and emancipate (Guba & Lincoln 1994) and 

understand by becoming immersed in the phenomena under investigation (Firestone 1987, 

Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005), through induction as opposed to deduction. From an axiological 

perspective constructivists reject the notion of research being value neutral, acknowledging 

that the researchers’ values can impact on the research (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005).  It is 

asserted that by decreasing the distance between the inquirer and the participant knowledge 

of the phenomena under review is maximised (Polit & Beck 2012). Within this approach the 

voices of the participants are essential to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena 

under inquiry and a smaller sample is used. This study sought to explore the participants’ 

experience of the phenomena as opposed to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomena and so this approach was rejected for this study.  

 

3.4   Distinction between Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches 

One of the main methodological distinctions between the positivist / post positivist paradigm 

and the constructivist / interpretivist paradigms is the differing methods utilised within each 

paradigm to develop evidence (Polit & Beck 2012) which generally respectively correspond 

with quantitative and qualitative research approaches (Crotty 1998, Polit & Beck 2012 ).  

 

Acknowledging that the data collection methods and analysis of the data utilised within 

quantitative and qualitative research approaches differ (Gelo et al 2008) they are sometimes 

erroneously differentiated solely by the data collection or sampling methods utilised by the 

researcher, as opposed to the philosophical assumptions which guides the particular approach 

(Parahoo 2006). The quantitative approach is informed by a positivist, post positivist paradigm 

and differs from the qualitative research approach which has its roots in the constructivist, 

interpretivist, naturalistic paradigm. Whilst data is collected in numerical form and is 

statistically analysed within the quantitative approach the unit of analysis in the qualitative 

approach is mainly dependent on non-numerical or verbal data or behaviour which is 

subjectively analysed (Beyea & Nicoll 1997, Muijs 2011, Mertens 2014, Punch & Oancea 2014). 

The role of the researcher within the approaches also differs; within the quantitative approach 

the researcher strives to prevent bias by maintaining distance between the researcher and the 

respondent and seeks to describe and examine relationships among variables, and the cause of 

effect of the interactions between the variables (Burns & Grove 2001). The qualitative 

approach seeks to understand the meaning of social interactions between the researcher and 

the respondent (Burns & Grove 2001) believing that subjectivity is central to understanding 
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the respondent’s experience. The approaches can also be distinguished by the objective 

processes of deduction and generality associated with quantitative approaches and the 

subjective and context specific process of induction inherent in the qualitative approach 

(Morgan 2007). 

 

Whilst the quantitative and qualitative approaches are often perceived as polarised (Crotty 

1998), and presented in diametric opposition, Onwuegbuzie & Leech (2005) and Creswell 

(2014) assert that the approaches should not be viewed as dichotomous but rather as 

representing different ends on a spectrum. Put simply the essential distinction between the 

quantitative - qualitative approaches can be differentiated in relation to the underlying 

methodological assumptions inherent within the approach pertaining to: the understanding of 

the nature of knowledge/ reality (realism versus relativism), the process / form of reasoning 

(deduction and generality versus induction),  how the data is collected (numerical form versus 

non-numerical or verbal data or behaviour) and analysed (objectivity (statistically) versus 

subjectivity (context specific)), the values of the researcher (value free versus value laden) and 

the role and relationship of the researcher with the participants (impersonal/ independent  

versus personal) (Beyea & Nicoll 1997, Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005, Morgan 2007, Muijs 2011, 

Mertens 2014, Punch & Oancea 2014). 

 

One approach is not superior over the other and both approaches have their advantages and 

disadvantages, therefore the approach to use will be determined by the question being asked 

and the overall aim of the research (Beyea & Nicoll 1997, Morgan 2007, Muijs 2011, Creswell 

2014, Punch & Oancea 2014). Quantitative approaches can be used for the purpose of 

description, exploration, explanation, prediction and control (Polit & Beck 2012) where the 

phenomena is explained through the collection of numerical data which are analysed using 

statistics.  This approach is best suited to questions that seek quantitative descriptive and or 

inferential answers when exploring phenomena where breadth of information is required, 

when testing hypotheses and theories and when looking at causality (Muijs 2011) generated 

from three main research designs; experimental, quasi-experimental and non-experimental.   

 

Whilst acknowledging the philosophical and theoretical perspectives underpinning research 

paradigms Morgan (2007) and Mesel (2013) assert that research rarely starts with these 

philosophical perspectives but rather with a specific problem and a set of questions that seek 

to answer the identified problem. It is thus the research questions that determine the research 

methodology to be utilised. As a novice researcher, the studies I was involved in up to the 
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point of commencing this study were situated within the constructivist/ interpretive paradigm, 

whereby as a member of the research team I had responsibility for conducting, analysing and 

writing up the findings and discussion of semi-structured interviews.  Given that the aim of this 

study was to explore the experiences of mature nursing and non-nursing students on fulltime 

undergraduate courses a positivist / postpositivist approach research design using a 

quantitative approach was selected as the most appropriate to achieve the study aim and 

objectives. As a novice researcher with limited experience in conducting quantitative studies I 

had to immerse myself in learning about the different nuances associated with the approach at 

each stage of the study. I was greatly supported in this journey by my PhD supervisor who has 

immense experience in leading and conducting studies utilising this paradigm.     

 

3.5   Quantitative non-experimental survey research approach 

In addition to establishing the correct paradigm and approach for the aims and objectives of 

the study a suitable research design and data collection methods also have to be established. 

Quantitative research approaches can be experimental or quasi-experimental, where there is 

manipulation of the independent variable, or non-experimental where there is no 

manipulation or intervention of variables. In non-experimental research the independent 

variables have naturally occurred and are studied in their natural setting. (Grove et al 2013, 

LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014). Within this study there was no intervention, but rather a 

description of the profile and experience from a sample of mature nursing and non-nursing 

student participants undertaking a full time undergraduate course of study in HEI’s in the Irish 

Republic in relation to the HEI support mechanisms they utilised and factors influencing their 

use of the HEI support services. The study also sought to explore the profile and experiences of 

nursing and non-nursing mature students within the sample. The study was therefore in the 

natural setting and utilising a non-experimental approach.  

 

Within non-experimental approaches the relationships and or differences among the variables 

can be explored through one or a combination of the following survey designs: descriptive, 

exploratory, comparative, or relationship and difference designs: correlational, cross sectional, 

longitudinal or retrospective (LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014). Survey research is non-

experimental research in which the researcher can construct a picture of a phenomenon by 

exploring the phenomena as it naturally occurs without manipulation and exploring the 

relationships and or differences between the variables (Creswell 2008, Bordens & Abbott 2011, 

LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014), with the focus on learning about the population (Creswell 
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2008). It is the applicability of these characteristics that makes this a suitable design for the 

study aims and objectives of this study. 

 

Although the use of modern survey research can be traced back to the latter part of the 17th 

century, the social survey research of Charles Booth on the conditions of the working classes in 

London in the early part of the 19th Century has been acknowledged as the first true large scale 

survey of modern times (Hartas 2010, Wright & Marsden 2010).  There are discrepancies in the 

literature pertaining to what constitutes survey research, ranging from viewing it as a data 

collection tool to seeing it as a research methodology (Scheuren 2004, De Leeuw et al 2008). 

Survey research is conducted to advance scientific knowledge through the use of surveys 

(Pinsonneault & Kraemer 1993) and has three distinct characteristics which are relevant to this 

study; to generate quantitative descriptions on an aspect or characteristics of the studied 

population, to collect data through the use of structured predefined questions and thirdly, to 

collect data from the sample population is such a way that the findings can be generalised to 

the entire population (Pinsonneault & Kraemer 1993). It is a systematic approach to collecting 

information from a sample of or the total population to construct statistics, referred to as 

quantitative descriptions (Groves et al 2004), of the characteristics or experiences of the larger 

population. The survey research approach is best suited to an inquiry when; the researcher 

seeks to elicit what is happening, how and why it is happening, when control of the variables is 

not feasible or required, when the phenomena under inquiry must be studied in the natural 

environment and the phenomena under inquiry occurs in present time or recent past 

(Pinsonneault & Kraemer 1993). Consequently survey research can be used for the purposes of 

description, exploration or explanation and not only reports the incidence, size and 

measurable aspects of the phenomena but can go beyond descriptive statistics to draw 

inferences which is what differentiates it from other methods of description (Groves et al 

2004). These characteristics are applicable to the aims and objectives of this study and will be 

expounded upon in the methods chapter. 

 

Using descriptive and inferential statistical analysis comparative descriptive study designs are 

utilised to gain more information about the differences in the phenomenon being studied in 

two or more groups and are a particularly important study design when little is known about 

the phenomenon under review (Burns & Grove 2009). 
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3.6   Rationale for selecting survey research 

Postpositivists acknowledge that phenomena that cannot be observed, such as experiences, 

can be explored and explained through reliable and valid self reporting tools (Parahoo 2006). 

Set within a positivist / post positivist paradigm a survey research design was selected as the 

most appropriate for the inquiry for this study. In keeping with this philosophy a self-

administered electronic web-based survey was used to collect the data. The variables within 

the questionnaire were measured and the relationships between them examined by numerical 

and statistical procedures. There are many benefits associated with survey designs. The 

researcher can choose from a number of approaches or combination of approaches, namely 

simple descriptive, cross sectional and longitudinal design. In keeping with the aim of the study 

a cross-sectional design was selected over a longitudinal design and simple descriptive design 

as the study sample consisted of participants across the four years of their fulltime 

undergraduate study from nursing and non-nursing courses. Within this study the intention 

was not to study development or change over a period of time or to describe the 

characteristics of the sample at one time point but rather to explore the experience of a cross 

section of mature students who were at different stages in their course of study (year 1 

through to year 4) so that the totality of the participants experience could be explored by 

examining experiences of students from all years (Burns & Grove 2009, Parahoo 2014) as 

opposed to individual participant change over time.  Although recruitment can take place over 

a period of time data was only collected at one time point from each participant (Gray 2009, 

Mertens 2015).  

 

In addition studies can utilize a number of data collection methods including mail, telephone, 

web and interviews (Bordens & Abbott 2011) offering flexibility in the design of the study. The 

use of self-administered electronic web-based survey was selected for this study. It has several 

advantages over other methods including respondents preference for such questionnaires 

over self-administered pencil and paper questionnaires (Bowling 2005), responses returned 

more quickly (Dillman 1998), shorter transmitting times, reduction in transcription errors 

through directly downloading data into a database (Schonlau et al 2002) and thus shorter data 

entry time. In relation to the target population in this study, College population, have easy 

access to internet technology and are described as being technology literate and so more likely 

to respond to the electronic survey (Shih & Fan 2008). The greater anonymity offered by self-

administered surveys is also an asset and has been also being reported to lead to higher item 

response rate (Tourangeau et al 1997). This method was used in this study because it 
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facilitated the exploration of a phenomenon that relatively little is known about in the Irish 

context and in a population that was hard to reach because there was no official register on 

the total number of mature students on undergraduate courses in Ireland from which to select 

the sample population. In addition this method of data collection, a self–administered 

electronic web-based survey, is beneficial as it allows for a larger number of respondents from 

a more diverse and distant audience to voice their experience (Wright 2005). Surveys allow the 

researcher to collect a great deal of information from the population and if the sample is 

representative of the population an accurate picture of the population can be obtained from a 

relatively small number of respondents (LoBionda-Wood & Haber 2010). The disadvantages of 

using an online survey are discussed in the methods chapter (section 4.7.3). 

 

One of the great benefits of survey research is its flexibility, in that there is relatively no limit 

on the amount or number of phenomena that can be studied (Muijs 2011). Additional benefits 

gleaned by using this method include as the research takes place in real world settings it is 

easier to generalize findings to real world settings, it is cost efficient, easy to guarantee 

anonymity which may lead to more truthful answers and use of standardised questions allows 

for comparability between respondents and groups of respondents (Muijs 2011). Among the 

advantages of this design is that it is an efficient method to get answers to the research 

question quickly (in terms of time), the questions are standardised and phrased exactly the 

same for every participant (Sapsford 2007).  

 

The aim of this research study was to explore the experiences of mature nursing and non-

nursing students on full time undergraduate courses and so a cross sectional design was 

selected using an anonymous self-administered electronic web-based survey to explore the 

characteristics of the study group and the relationships and differences among the variables.  

 

3.7   Limitations of Survey 

It can be argued that the use of a self-administered survey yields breadth as opposed to depth 

of information, the later which could have been achieved via a qualitative approach. However 

as there is little known about the phenomena under review in the Irish context (Fleming 2010) 

breadth rather than depth was required. There is no manipulation of the independent variable 

in non-experimental research approaches thus the evidence produced by it is deemed to be 

not as strong as in experimental approaches (LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014). This is 

acceptable as the survey does not purport to examine causality but to examine relationships. 
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In addition using this type of design is limited in that it fails to explore the human experience, 

humans are reduced to small measurable variables and the full picture of the phenomena is 

not captured. This limitation is acceptable as it is balanced by the need to first predict overall 

trends. A limitation of a cross sectional approach is that the same cohort is not studied over 

time and the characteristics of the various groups may not be the same (Parahoo 2014).  

 

Bias can be a potential limitation in all research. To be totally objective implies that one’s 

personal beliefs and values, feelings and perceptions cannot enter into or influence the 

measurement of reality.  Whilst the quantitative researcher strives to achieve objectivity 

through the development and or selection of the most appropriate data collection tool and 

statistical tests, the beliefs and perceptions of researcher can influence how the quantitative 

researcher interprets the literature which informs the development of the data collection tool 

and their choice of statistical tools tests selected to analyse the data which will influence the 

overall results. It is incumbent on the researcher to acknowledge that this type of bias or 

subjectivity can influence the study. This bias was prevented by reviewing and reporting the 

literature truthfully and seeking advice in selecting the most appropriate statistically tools and 

proper cleansing and preparing of data in preparation for analysis. Within this study, in the 

absence of a gold standard tool, the questions to be asked emerged from the literature review 

and the questionnaire was reviewed by a panel of experts and was subject to a pilot study as 

outlined in the methods chapter. 

 

3.8   Summary 

The quantitative research approach, often described as the traditional scientific approach to 

research (Crossan 2003) has its roots in positivism and is based on the belief that human 

phenomena are open to objective study, in particular to observation and measurement and 

the validity of the approach is based on its ability to provide statistical and probabilistic 

replicable generalisable results (Parahoo 2006, Bowling 2009). Within the postpositivist 

paradigm whilst the researcher still believes in reality, in their pursuit to understand it, they 

acknowledge that there is no absolute objectivity but by maintaining a neutral unbiased 

position they strive to get to as near as possible to the truth in an attempt to understand it 

(Parahoo 2006). Postpositivists believe that non-observable phenomena such as experiences 

and or feelings can be explored using self-reported reliable and valid tools (Parahoo 2006). 

Surveys are one of the main designs utilised within postpostivisitic research (Parahoo 2006) 

and selected as the most suitable approach to achieve the aims and objectives for this study. 
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Chapter 4: Methods 

 

4.1   Introduction 

Methods are described as the specific strategies utilised in implementing the research (Teddlie 

& Tashakkori 2012) it is the procedures, tools and techniques used to gather evidence and can 

be described as the research action (Carter & Little 2007). This chapter discusses the research 

methods utilised within this study. It outlines the study design and discusses the ethical 

framework used to guide the study, research access to the population, sampling and the 

development of the data collection tool. The procedures used to establish validity and 

reliability of the survey instrument is explained along with the procedures for data collection 

and the data analysis approaches. 

 

4.2   Study design  

The study design is described as the strategy or plan of action which links the theoretical and 

philosophical assumptions of the research approach to the research methods in order to 

answer the research question/s (Gelo et al 2008). As described in the previous chapter and in 

keeping with the aims and objectives of the study a quantitative approach, using a non-

experimental cross sectional survey research design was utilised for the study. An anonymous 

self-administered electronic web-based survey, administered at one time-point, was utilised to 

explore the characteristics of the study group and the relationships and differences among the 

variables. The rationale for utilising the electronic web-based survey will be addressed later in 

the chapter. 

 

4.3   Ethical Considerations 

The debate about ethics in research and the development of international regulatory codes 

and guidelines on research ethics became prominent in the mid 20thcentury.  The debates 

were in response to the revelation of wartime experiments, during the Second World War and 

Cold War, which violated human rights and also various scandals of exploitive and harmful 

studies seen in medical, psychological and social research (Polit & Beck 2012, Punch & Oancea 

2014). Best practice dictates that research involving humans must ensure that the rights of the 

study participants are protected at all times (Polit & Beck 2012).  International standards and 

codes, such as the Nuremberg Code (1949), the Belmont Report (The National Commission for 

the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research 1979) and the 
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Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association 2008, 2013) identify the basic ethical 

principles that should underpin research involving humans subjects and provide guidelines 

that investigators should adhere to in the conduct of ethical research. 

 

Ethical approval was applied for and granted by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Health 

Sciences, Trinity College Dublin (Appendix 2) to conduct this study. Two of the research sites 

required ethical approval to be obtained from their own institution, this was subsequently 

sought and obtained (HEI 7Ref 12/EX/02) (Appendix 3) whilst the remaining sites accepted the 

ethical approval obtained from Trinity College Dublin. The three basic ethical principles of 

respect for human dignity, beneficence, and justice as articulated in the Belmont Report (The 

National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral 

Research 1979) provided the ethical framework for this study and the application of the 

principles to this study will be discussed under these three headings.  

 

4.3.1 Respect for human dignity 

The right to autonomy and self-determination and the right to full disclosure are incorporated 

within the principle respect for human dignity as outlined in the Belmont Report (The National 

Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research 

1979), these three elements form the basis of informed consent (Polit & Beck 2012). Self-

determination and autonomy acknowledges that the person has the right and freedom to 

participate or not participate in the study and to do so without coercion (Polit & Beck 2012, 

Burns & Grove 2001). The researcher respects the right to full disclosure by ensuring that 

potential participants have sufficient information about the research to make a voluntary informed 

decision about participation that is to make an informed consent.  Full disclosure generally 

includes providing information on the research procedure, the purpose, risks and benefits, 

inclusion criteria, the person responsible for the research and an opportunity to ask questions 

and withdraw from the study (The National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects 

of Biomedical and Behavioral Research 1979).   

 

In acknowledging the participants’ right to autonomy self-determination and full disclosure all 

participants were provided with sufficient information for them the make an informed choice 

to voluntarily participate in the study. An information letter and leaflet (Appendix 4) was 

distributed electronically via a gatekeeper to potential participants informing them of the 

procedures for the study, the perceived benefits and risks, exclusion criteria, permissions, 

confidentiality, voluntary participation and researchers contact details. Return of the 
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completed survey was taken as the participants consent to participant in the study. As the 

researcher may have been known to a small number of TCD nursing students, to prevent any 

coercion to participate the administration of the anonymous survey was distributed via a 

gatekeeper to all participants of the study. The survey was completed in the participants own 

time without the presence of the researcher. 

 

4.3.2 Beneficence 

The principle of beneficence involves the right to protection from harm and discomfort, and 

places the onus on the researcher to enhance the participants experience by taking positive 

actions to do good and to minimise harm (Burns & Grove 2001, Wright et al 2010,  Polit & Beck 

2012). Within this study there was no clear personal benefit anticipated for participants but 

they were informed that through the sharing of their experiences they would be contributing 

to the understanding of the phenomena under investigation which may inform higher 

education institutions future policies for mature entrant students. Whilst it was not envisaged 

that completing the survey would cause any of the participants distress, a clear strategy for 

dealing with distress, if it arose, was included in the participant information leaflet advising the 

participant to contact their College student support services (Appendix 4).  

 

4.3.3 Justice  

The principle of justice stipulates that all participants must be treated fairly (Wright et al 

2010), they have a right to fair treatment and a right to privacy (Polit & Beck 2012). The right 

to fair treatment pertains to fairness in selection of participants and being non-judgemental of 

those who decline to participant or who withdraw from the study. The right to privacy 

encompasses protecting the anonymity of the participants and keeping data confidential. In 

this study the principle of justice was applied as follows; the information was sent to all 

undergraduate students in the research sites inviting mature students who were interested in 

participating to complete the survey. The information and electronic link to the survey was 

sent electronically via a nominated gatekeeper in each HEI to the participants and the 

researcher had no access to the student lists. There were no identifiable personal data on the 

returned survey and each returned survey was allocated a code number as was the research 

sites and the courses the participants were undertaking. All data was stored in compliance 

with the Data Protection Act (1988, 2003, 2018). Electronic data was stored on the researchers 

password protected computer and only the researcher had access to this data. Hardcopy 

records were stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office in their HEI and will be 



 

51 
 

retained for 5 years following the completion of the study. Publication will not identify the 

names of the HEI’s. 

 

4.4    Access to study sites and sample size 

4.4.1 Identifying and Access to study sites 

There was no available HEA statistics on the number of mature students entering fulltime 

undergraduate degree courses in the HEI’s at the commencement of the study so information 

was drawn from the HEA 2009/10 statistics on the number of undergraduate students entering 

HEI’s for the first time in 2009/10. In an attempt to identify suitable HEI’s to participate in the 

study the following rationale was applied; they offered similar level 8 undergraduate fulltime 

courses i.e., all had nursing, business and computer science suite of courses. The rationale for 

selecting the business and computing courses was because of the large numbers there would 

be a greater likelihood of a good proportion of mature students. In addition like nursing they 

were likely to have some element of work placement. As one of the objectives of the study 

was to compare the experiences of nursing and non-nursing mature students, level 8 non-

nursing courses that had work / practice placements were identified so that the experiences 

could be compared. When these factors were applied three undergraduate courses, nursing, 

business studies and computer science, offered in seven HEI’s, which included Universities and 

Institutes of Technologies, were identified that fulfilled the above criteria.  They had an intake 

of at least 50 students per year on each of the identified courses, which over the four years of 

the course not allowing for attrition, would be 200 students before the HEA quotas for mature 

students was applied. The national target of 15% of places reserved for mature entrants (HEA 

2009) was applied to the non-nursing courses, general nursing and children’s and general 

nursing integrated courses and 35% quota of intellectual disability and psychiatric nursing 

places (An Bord Altranais 2009).  Following the pilot study (Section 4.9) a letter was sent to the 

Heads of School of the identified departments (total of 26 departments)  within the seven 

HEI’s requesting permission to access and invite  mature undergraduate full time students 

(Appendix 5) to voluntarily participate in the study. The letter also requested an administrative 

personnel to be appointed as a gatekeeper to distribute the prepared documentation 

electronically to the students via class lists to ensure complete anonymity.   

 

Access to the students was granted in 19 of the 26 departments across the 7 HEI’s. Access was 

declined in two departments within one HEI because student contact information was 

provided to the HEI for the purpose of normal HEI business and the study did not fall into that 



 

52 
 

category however one of the department heads directed me to the HEI Mature Students 

Society, and the chair of the society agreed to act as gatekeeper for the study so that mature 

students on the two relevant courses could be accessed. Consultation with one department 

revealed that there was only one mature student on the course and so that department was 

excluded from the study. Four Heads of Department across three HEI’s did not respond to my 

initial and follow up letters seeking access. So in total access was facilitated in 19 of the 

departments and 1 HEI Mature Student Society.  

 

In each of the areas where access was granted a departmental administrator was appointed by 

the Head of Schools/Departments to act as gatekeeper for the study. The role of the 

gatekeeper involved electronically distributing the letter of invitation containing the link to the 

questionnaire and the participant information leaflet to all the BSc students on the selected 

course via class lists to ensure complete anonymity. On been informed of the name and 

contact details of the gatekeeper, I contacted each gatekeeper by telephone to introduce 

myself and to discuss the dates which best suited their department to electronically send the 

letters of information, participant information leaflets, thank you and reminder letters to the 

specified class lists. All the documentation sent to the student class lists from the gatekeeper 

was marked for the attention of the mature student. When the students opened the email and 

read the letter of invitation they could self-select to access the electronic link to the survey 

contained within the email and complete the survey if they so wished.  

 

4.5   The study population 

The study population is described as the subset of the target population from which the 

sample who share the same characteristics are drawn (Parahoo 2006, Proctor & Allen 2006, 

Hartas 2010). In the case of this study there is very little difference in the criteria between the 

target/ total population and the sample population. The target population was all mature 

students in 2011 who were 23 years of age when they commenced their fulltime 

undergraduate (Nursing, Physiotherapy, Occupational Therapy, Business Studies and Computer 

Science) course.  The sample population was different only in accessibility and can be defined 

as the assessable population were those participants who met the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria and who were provided access to the study (Polit & Beck 2012). 
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4.5.1 Eligibility criteria 

Eligibility criteria are established to control for bias or inconsistencies that otherwise may 

affect the accuracy and strength of the findings of the study (Haber 2010). Eligibility criteria 

specifies the inclusion criteria, which is the characteristics that the population must possess to 

be included in the study, and the exclusion criteria, which specifies the characteristics that the 

sample must not possess (Polit & Beck 2012).  

Inclusion criteria  

 All mature students (23 years of age or older commencing their undergraduate course)  

undertaking fulltime undergraduate courses in Nursing, Physiotherapy, Occupational 

Therapy, Business Studies and Computer Science in the identified HEI’s. 

 Mature students across the four years of their courses. 

Exclusion criteria 

 All direct entrant students under the age of 23 years at the commencement of their 

fulltime undergraduate course. 

 Mature students undertaking fulltime undergraduate courses in subjects other than 

those listed above. 

 

4.6   Sampling 

Non-probability sampling selects samples not on representativeness of the population but on 

the characteristics of the target population (Meadows 2003) and is used in quantitative 

designs when  hard -to-identify groups need to be surveyed (Meadows 2003). The types of non 

probability sampling include convenience, quota, purposive and snowball sampling. As the 

total membership of the population was not available per course within each of the HEI’s a 

purposive sample of all mature fulltime undergraduate students undertaking pre-registration 

Nursing, Physiotherapy and Occupational Therapy, Business Studies and Computer Science 

course in the seven HEI’s was undertaken. In an attempt to reduce coverage error the class 

lists used to distribute the survey contained the current HEI email addresses of the sample 

frame and the email was directed for the attention of participants over the age of 23 year 

commencing their fulltime undergraduate course.  

 

Using the HEA 2009/10 statistics the number of new undergraduate students entering HEI’s for 

2009/10 on the courses specified in the inclusion criteria was identified and by applying the 
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quotas3 reserved for mature students the mature student population was estimated at 690 

enrolments for that year, which would indicate 2760 estimated enrolments over a the four 

year degree cycle. As these estimations were based on enrolment figures thus adjustment for 

non progression rates based on 2008-2009 statistics (HEA 2010) by course year, sector and 

NFQ level 8 (4 year) courses the number of mature students over the four year cycle was 

estimated at 2283. Adjusting the sample size based on the sites that agreed to participate in 

the study the revised sample of mature students over the four year cycle was estimated at 

1623. Computing for sample size with an alpha of .05 and 95% confidence level a minimum 

sample size to represent the population was estimated at 329 (Naing et al 2006).  The number 

of participants who completed the electronic survey was 368 (361 when data cleansed) which 

is a 22.2% overall response rate based of the estimated sample size, unfortunately  due to the 

method of data collection it is impossible to ascertain if there were any differences in the 

population who answered and did not answer the survey.  

 

The first ever report of the profile of the mature students was published by the HEA in 2011 

(HEA 2011). Although this report was not available when calculating the sample size it verifies 

that the courses selected for inclusion in the study were justified. In the universities Health and 

Welfare field of study is the most popular course with mature students representing 28% of 

enrolled mature new entrants selecting courses in this field of study compared to 12% of non-

mature entrants choosing this field. The second most popular fields of study were Social 

Science, Business and Law and Humanities and Art with 18% of all new mature entrants 

selecting courses in these fields of study. In the Institutes of Technology this situation is 

reversed with 20% of all enrolled mature new entrants selecting Social Science, Business and 

Law followed by Health and Welfare and Engineering, Manufacturing and Construction all at 

18%.  

 

4.7   Data collection 

When designing and conducting a survey the mode of delivery is one of the first decisions that 

needs to be made (McColl et al 2001). The choices available are self-completion by the 

participant eg. electronic surveys, postal surveys, supervised surveys, or interviewer 

administration either face–to-face or telephone surveys and the advantages and 

                                                           
3
The national target of 15% of places is reserved for mature entrants.  The quotas for nursing courses 

are 15% of general and children’s and general nursing integrated courses, and 35% for intellectual 

disability and psychiatric nursing courses. 
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disadvantages associated with each mode of delivery are well documented (McColl et al 2001). 

Data was collected via a self completed electronic survey. The letters of invitation containing 

the link to the electronic survey, and the participant information leaflet were distributed via a 

gatekeeper in each HEI department to the participants between February and May 2012.  

 

4.7.1 Cross sectional self-administered web-based survey 

Utilising a cross sectional design a self-administered web- based survey collected at one time 

point was selected as the data collection tool to acquire quantitative descriptions on the 

phenomena under review (Pinsonneault & Kraemer 1993, Fink 2003a). Cross sectional 

research designs are used to access a cross section of the population who are at varying stages 

in their experience of the phenomena under investigation (Parahoo 2014). Whilst a limitation 

of this research design is that the same participants were not investigated across the four 

years of their course of study, participants in this study were recruited from across the four 

years of the their undergraduate courses (year 1 to year 4) and so information about the 

totality of the experience could be elicited (Burns & Grove 2001). Another limitation of the 

approach is that the characteristics of the groups studied may not be similar (Parahoo 2014) 

however as this study sought to compare nursing and non-nursing participants this was not 

viewed as a limitation for this study. 

 

4.7.2 Designing the survey 

Within the School of Nursing & Midwifery where the researcher was employed a project was 

devised to build on previous earlier work by me and Professor McKee on the experiences of 

mature students (Fleming &McKee 2005). Under the auspices of the education research 

Visiting Professor, a sub group of the education research group of which I was a member 

developed a paper questionnaire template on the experiences of the mature student on 

fulltime level 8 undergraduate nursing courses. The questions were derived from mainly the 

nursing literature on the mature student. Cognitive interviewing was conducted with a group 

of 10 mature nursing students on the questionnaire (Section 4.8.1). The students went through 

all the questionnaire items verbalising what the question meant to them, and also looked at 

the clarity and appropriateness of the questions. They were also invited to comment on the 

design and layout of the questionnaire so that the questionnaire could be refined (Neenan et 

al 2006). Following this procedure the questionnaire was refined and consisted of 41 items. 

Unfortunately other projects took priority for the subgroup at that time and the project did 

not develop beyond this stage.  
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As I was involved in the first study on mature students in the School of Nursing & Midwifery I 

continued to have a keen interest in mature students and their experience on their course of 

study. After discussion with my colleagues I decided to undertake a PhD study in this area 

explore the experiences on not only mature nursing students but also mature students on non-

nursing courses. On commencing my PhD studies on the experiences of mature students on 

fulltime undergraduate courses, as a member of the education research group, the unused 

template was made available to me.  This template was used as a starting point to further 

develop the survey to ensure that it addressed all of the objectives of this PhD study. In 

addition there was a four gap from the time the template was developed and the 

commencement of the present study and so the survey was revisited and further developed to 

take cognisance of the most recent mature student literature, the economic climate at the 

time and to map the survey questions to the theoretical framework underpinning the study 

(Figure 4.1).  

 

 

Figure 4.1 Survey questions mapped to theoretical framework 

 

In line with the objectives the focus of the survey was changed from looking solely at nursing 

students experiences to including non-nursing students and a web-based mode of delivery was 

selected over the paper questionnaire (Section 4.7.3). The five sections (About You; Your 

progress; About the course; More about yourself; and Personal information) included in the 

original template were retained and whilst there were no questions deleted from the original 

template 18 new questions which emerged from the reviewed literature were included. 

•Questions 1-16, 50-54 
Entering the higher 

education 
community 

•Questions 15, 17-18, 39, 40,42- 45,  Fitting into the higher 
education community 

•Questions 19 -41, 46- 49, 55- 59.   
Staying in the Higher 

education 
community 
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Questions were amended and expanded upon and the final survey (post pilot study) contained 

59 items within which there are 268 variables that explore the phenomena under investigation 

(Appendix 6). The survey contained 39 closed questions (28 which required the participant to 

provide additional information as appropriate), 11 open questions, 2 ranking questions and 7 

rating questions.  Due to complexity of some of the issues to be explored some questions were 

asked in the form of subscales. Eight subscales relating to participants; current learning, 

attitude to course, HEI supports helpful, personal supports helpful, factors impacting on 

results, overall satisfaction with HEI supports, practice placement experience and impact of 

paid employment, were contained within 6 of the survey questions (question 17. 20, 30, 31, 32 

& 48).  The internal consistency of these subscales was computed using Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient (Section 4.8.3). 

 

4.7.3 Web-based surveys 

Within this study the online survey was created using the survey development platform 

SurveyMonkey.  The use of web-based surveys has becoming increasing popular as a mode of 

administration over the last 10-15 years (Couper 2000, Schonlau et al 2002, Fan & Yan 2010) 

and has several advantages over traditional methods including faster survey implementation 

time (Dillman 2000) and survey return time when compared to postal surveys (Sheehan & 

McMillan 1999) more cost efficient when compared to postal or telephone surveys (Sheehan 

2001, Dillman 2000,) and suitable for populations who have high rates of computer use 

(Dillman 2000) or populations who are difficult to access by other data collection methods. 

Because it is easier and quicker for some people to type rather than write by hand participants 

responses to open questions tend to be longer (Paolo et al 2000, Schonlau et al 2002) and 

more detailed and complete adding to the quality of the survey (Schaefer & Dillman 1998).  A 

web-based survey was used for this study as it provided access to the population which would 

otherwise have been difficult and not financially viable to access through postal surveys 

because number of mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses was not known as 

outlined in Section 4.6. 

 

 Web-based surveys are not without their disadvantages. Reaching people using web-based 

surveys and obtaining a sample frame has been identified as a disadvantage of this mode of 

administration (Dillman 1998, Schonlau et al 2002), a large fraction of the general population 

may not have access to the internet / personal computer so will not be able to participate in e-

mail or web surveys, they may be computer illiterate or not have compatible hardware and 

software (Dillman 2000, Schonlau et al 2002). These coverage errors were not seen as a 
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disadvantage for the study as access to the participants was via a HEI departmental gatekeeper 

contacting the participants through HEI class lists with the added advantage that the e-mail 

would not be treated as spam. Third level students tend to be technology literate and have 

high computer use. They have access to HEI computers so were not required to have their own 

personal computer to participate in the study. The response rate to electronic email surveys 

are variable but tend to be lower than those of postal surveys (Sheehan & McMillan 1999) and 

to try to offset this the principles as outlined in enhancing the response rate (Section 4.7.5) 

were adhered to.  

 

4.7.4 Developing the Web-Based Survey 

The principles underpinning good paper questionnaire design are also applicable to designing 

web based surveys (Dillman 2000, Schonlau et al 2002). In keeping with good questionnaire 

design (Oppenheim 1992, Bourque & Fielder 1995) the following principles were applied when 

developing the survey template. Questions on a similar theme were grouped together for 

cohesion (Murray 1999) and cognisance was taking of the ordering of questions in an attempt 

to minimise ‘response set’ (Bowling 2009) where the same response is given irrespective of the 

question content. Closed and open questions were used in the survey. Closed questions 

provided the participant with a list of possible answers from which to select the answer/s that 

best represented their view or situation (Bourque & Fielder 1995) and were used to obtain 

factual information from the participant and as the lists of answers were not infinite in the 

majority of closed questions the participant was provided with the opportunity to include their 

own specific response to the ‘other’ option at the end of the question. Closed questions 

included yes or no, rank ordered and rating questions. Open questions were used a) following 

closed questions for clarification purposed e.g.  Question 3: Where you working before you 

started your course? requires a Yes / No response and is followed on by; if yes please give 

details of what you were working at, and b) to allow the participant to provide explanations 

e.g. Question 19: Please provide details of the following: What do you enjoy most about this 

course? There is some debate as to whether demographic and personal data should be 

collected at the beginning (McGibbon 1997) or end (Bourque & Fielder 1995, Oppenheim 

1992,) of a survey. Asking personal demographic personal questions at the beginning of the 

questionnaire may be perceived as threatening to the participant (Oppenheim 1992) and 

cause them to abandon the survey. In an attempt to encourage participants to complete the 

survey it was decided to ask easy non-threatening personal details at the beginning of the 

survey e.g. Name of Higher Education Institution (HEI), and more personal details pertaining to 
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relationships, finance, ethnicity, were positioned towards the end of the survey (Oppenheim 

1992). 

 

4.7.5 Enhancing response rate 

Response rate is an important quality indicator when judging a survey. A low response rate has 

the potential to introduce nonresponse bias.  Item response was found to be more complete in 

self-administered electronic methods compared to pencil and paper methods (Tourangeau et 

al 1997). Meta analysis studies comparing web and mail survey mode response rates found 

that mail surveys are 10% (Shih & Fan 2008) to 11% (Manfreda et al 2008) higher than email / 

web modes response rates.  However in comparative studies using college populations the 

response rate for web survey was 3% higher than it was for mail surveys (Shih & Fan 2008). 

Fricker & Schonlau (2002) acknowledging the lower response rates for web surveys over mail 

surveys identify that where higher responses have been achieved with email surveys it tends 

to be in university based populations or small specialised groups. This suggests that college 

populations have easier access to internet technology, are more technology literate and feel 

more comfortable with and prefer using email /web surveys to mail surveys.  

 

In the planning and design stage the following principles were applied to reduce the potential 

for non-response bias and to maximise the response rate; contacting the participants via HEI 

class lists via the participants HEI, use of prenotification letter of invitation and participant 

information leaflet to establish salience, follow-up reminder and thank you letter to the 

participants (Appendix 7) at the end of the survey and protecting the identity of the 

participant. One week before the electronic link to the survey was made available to them 

participants were contacted via email by the gatekeeper with the prenotification letter of 

invitation and the participant information leaflet, as attachments to the email , informing them 

of the study. When compared to regular mail prenotifications email prenotifications has been 

shown to increase response rates to the forthcoming email survey (Schaefer & Dillman 1998, 

Schonlau et al 2002). The email and attachments were sent electronically via a gatekeeper 

using the HEI mailing lists so they would not be identified as junk or spam mail and therefore 

have a higher chance of the mail been opened, read and the survey completed by the potential 

participants (Hoonakker & Carayon 2009). All the participants had access to HEI computers so 

were not required to have their own personal computer to participate in the study.  

 

It can be difficult to motivate people to complete an unsolicited survey (Kitchenham & Pfleeger 

2002) participants are more likely to complete the survey and provide accurate responses if 
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the relevance of the study or how it affects them is established (Kitchenham & Pfleeger 2002, 

Fan & Yan 2010) thus the participant information letter reiterated the purpose and procedures 

of the study and informed the participant of the salience of the study to them and how their 

confidentially would be protected. The greater anonymity offered by self-administered surveys 

has been reported to lead to higher item response rate. In this study the survey was 

administered through a link to Survey Monkey so participants e-mail addresses were not 

known to the researcher and so participant identity was protected. A meta analysis conducted 

by Shih & Fan (2008) identified that follow-up reminders increased response rates in surveys 

and so a thank you and reminder email letter was sent to participants via the gatekeeper 

(Oppenheim 1992) six weeks after the electronic link was sent to the participants in an 

attempt to improve response rate.  

 

4.8   Validity and reliability 

Validity relates to the degree to which an instrument accurately measures the attributes of a 

concept and reliability refers to the ability of the instrument to consistently measure those 

attributes (Polit & Beck 2012, LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014). An instrument may be reliable 

but it may not always be a valid, but a valid instrument is reliable (Parahoo 2006, LoBiondo-

Wood & Haber 2014). As validity impacts on the meaningfulness and accuracy of the results 

establishing validity is seen to be more important than establishing reliability (Hartas 2010). 

One of the ways validity can be assessed is by comparing a new tool or measure to an 

accepted “gold standard” tool. As there was no published validated “gold standard” measure 

of the phenomenon under review cognitive interviewing, content validity and pilot testing 

were undertaken to determine the validity of the instrument.  

 

4.8.1 Cognitive Interviewing 

Cognitive interviewing, an approach used to evaluate sources of response error in survey 

questionnaires (Willis 1999) was used as a strategy by the subgroup of the education group to 

develop and refine the initial paper questionnaire and conduct face and content validity as 

already indicated with 10 mature undergraduate nursing students. Cognitive interviewing 

targets volunteers who have the specific characteristics of the target group to enable the 

interviewers to focus on the cognitive processes that participants use to answer each of the 

questionnaire items. It also provides the interviewer/s with information on the quality of 

questionnaire items in relation to clarity of meaning and question formatting etc.  
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4.8.2 Content validity 

Content validity is a subjective measure of how appropriate and relevant the items seem to be 

to a set of reviewers who have knowledge of the subject matter. It involves an organised 

review of the surveys content to ensure that it contains everything it should and doesn’t have 

items that are not relevant to the research objectives. Acknowledging that content validity is 

not a scientific measure of the surveys accuracy, as it is not quantified with statistics but is 

presented as an overall opinion of a group of experts, it does provide a good foundation on 

which to build a methodologically rigorous assessment of a survey instruments validity (Litwin 

1995) and the following steps were taken to ensure the rigour of the content validity process 

adopted with this study. 

 

Content validity is a process which involves two fundamental stages, a developmental and a 

judgemental -quantification stage (Lynn 1986) to determine the content relevance of the items 

within the research instrument. The initial step in the development stage involved a review of 

the literature on the topic under review to identify the items for inclusion within the 

instrument. This was followed by construction of the instrument whereby the items were 

formatted into questions which were mapped to the study objectives and the sequence of the 

questions within the survey was considered and determined. Finally the questionnaire was 

reviewed with the supervisor and it was identified that all the questions were necessary and 

had a function in obtaining the data required to meet the study objectives (Murray 1999).  

 

The judgement-quantification stage consists of asking experts to review the validity of the 

individual items within the instrument and of the overall instrument (Lynn 1986, Grant & Davis 

1997). In the initial judgement-quantification stage a meeting took place with a subject expert 

with the researchers HEI place of employment (Mature Student Officer) to see how the 

measures appeared on the surface, to identify if all questions were required and the 

appropriateness and clarity of the language and terminology for the target population. The 

mature student officer agreed that all the questions were appropriate and relevant and 

suggested including the term Foundation course as well as Access course as different terms are 

used in different HEI’s. The suggested change was made to the questionnaire. 

 

 A content validity index (CVI) (Lynn 1986, DeVillas 2003) was developed to disseminate to a 

panel of experts to assess a) each item on the questionnaire and b) the entire questionnaire 

(Appendix 8). In line with Davis (1992) criteria for defining expert reviewers the following 

characteristics were represented in the panel selected to review the instrument, reviewers 
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had; initiated research in the subject domain and presented and published on the subject, had 

knowledge of the theoretical concepts within the instrument, had expertise in instrument 

construction, had worked with the target group and had personal experience of being a 

fulltime undergraduate mature student.  

 

Whilst Lynn (1996) suggests a minimum of three experts for the panel six experts were 

identified for the expert panel for this study. In line with the guidelines identified by Lynn 

(1996), Grant & Davis (1997) and Rubio et al (2003) telephone contact was made with the 

experts inviting them to participate. Once they agreed to participate a cover letter identifying 

the aims and objectives of the study, instructions on how to complete the CVI, a request to 

identify areas of omission and suggestions for item modification or improvement (Grant & 

Davis 1997, Lynn 1986) (Appendix 8) was sent to them including a self-addressed envelope 

(SAE) for return of completed CVI.  Of the six experts identified and invited to participate in the 

process two people subsequently declined the invitation to participate due to their current 

work commitments, thus four CVI’s were returned and analysed.   

 

Experts were asked to rate each item using a 4 point Likert scale for clarity (1 very clear, 2 

clear, 3 somewhat clear, 4 not clear) and relevance (1 very relevant, 2 relevant, 3 somewhat 

relevant 4 not relevant). The item rating that most commonly is used in the literature is that 

proposed by Davis (1992), with1 not relevant to 4 highly relevant.  Before the CVI’s for clarity 

and relevance could be computed the item rating that was used had to be reversed in line with 

Davis (1992) rating system (Appendix 9). The CVI’s for relevance and clarity of each item (item 

level CVI (I-CVI) and the overall instrument (Scale level CVI (S-CVI) was computed (Figure 4.1 & 

4.2).  In relation to the S-CVI this was further analysed to identify universal agreement by all 

the experts on the items that achieved a rating of 3 or 4 on the scale (Scale level CVI universal 

agreement calculation (S-CVI/UA) and the average of the CVI for each item on the scale (Scale 

level CVI averaging calculation method (S-CVI/Ave) (Polit & Beck 2006).  
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Figure 4.2 Content validity index – Relevance. (Diagram based on Polit & Beck 2006)  

 

Figure 4.3 Content validity index – Clarity. (Diagram based on Polit & Beck 2006) 

 

Content Validity Index (CVI)-
Relevance 

 
Item Level CVI (I-CVI)  

Content validity of individual items. 
Proportion of content experts 
giving item a veryrelevant or 

relevant rating. Mean I-CVI =  .97 

 

 

Scale Level CVI (S-CVI) 

Content Validity of the overall 
scale. 

 

Scale Level CVI-Universal 
Agreement (S-CVI/UA) 

Proportion of items on a 
scale that receives a very 

relevant or relevant by 
all experts.  

S-CVI/UA =  .88 

Scale Level CVI Average 
(S-CVI/Ave) 

Average of the I-CVI’s 
for all items on the 

scale.  

S-CVI/Ave= .97 

Content Validity Index (CVI)-
Clarity 

 
Item Level CVI (I-CVI) 

Content validity of individual items. 
Proportion of content experts 

giving item a very clear or clear 
rating. Mean I-CVI =  .96 

 

 

Scale Level CVI (S-CVI) 

Content Validity of the overall 
scale. 

 

Scale Level CVI Universal 
Agreement (S-CVI/UA) 

Proportion of items on a 
scale that receives a very 

clear or clear by all 
experts.  

S-CVI/UA =  .86 

Scale Level CVI - 
Average (S-CVI/Ave) 

Average of the I-CVI’s 
for all items on the 

scale.  

S-CVI/Ave= .96 
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The I –CVI ranged from 0.50 to 1.0 for clarity and 0.75 to 1.0 for relevance.  The majority of the 

items scored 1.00 for relevance and clarity on the original instrument indicating a very strong 

level of agreement among the experts. Polit & Beck (2006) advocate reporting the S-CVI/Ave 

over the S-CVI-UA, According to Davis (1992), Grant & Davis (1997), Polit & Beck (2006) a 0.80 

or higher achieved on the S-CVI is the standard criterion for acceptability and this was achieved 

on the overall scale in relation to clarity .96 and relevance .97.   

 

Any item that received less than .80 in relation to either clarity or relevance was revisited 

following in-depth discussion with three of the experts which resulted in some changes being 

made to instrument before it was piloted. All the experts identified that there was no content 

omission in the instrument. This was also addressed in the pilot phase of the study where the 

participants were asked to identify any additional information that was required or any 

omissions. Following the results and review of the CVI results and ensuing discussions with the 

experts and the analysis of the pilot study a number of adjustments were made to the 

instrument (Appendix 10). 

 

4.8.3 Reliability 

Reliability pertains to the extent to which the instrument consistently measures the underlying 

attributes or characteristics (Fink 2003b, Muijs 2011, Polit & Beck 2012). Whilst the 

consistency of an instrument can be examined by various approaches internal consistency has 

been identified as one of the most widely utilised approaches for assessing the reliability of an 

instrument (Polit & Beck 2012, Field 2013) and this approach was utilised in this study.  

Internal consistency or homogeneity establishes the extent to which items in a scale or 

questionnaire measures or reflects the same concept (LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014). 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is the most widely used test for establishing internal consistency 

for measuring items within an instrument that uses Likert scales and achieves this by 

concurrently comparing each item within the scale with the other items (LoBiondo-Wood & 

Haber 2014) to identify the proportion of variance within the scale. Coefficient values range 

from 0.00 to +1.00, with 0.00 indicating no relationship and +1.00 denoting a perfect 

relationship, consequently higher values indicate higher internal consistency (Polit & Beck 

2012). Whilst coefficients in the region of .70 may be considered adequate (Muijs 2011, Polit & 

Beck 2012,), coefficients of .80 and above are regarded as a preferable measure of reliability 

(Pallant 2010, Polit & Beck 2012). 
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Within this study internal consistency was measured by computing Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient for eight subscales within the study (Appendix 11). In the context of this study 

subscales relate to how the items within the instrument consistently reflected the concept 

been addressed/ measured. The eight concepts related to the following survey questions 17, 

20, 30, 31, 32 and 48  and the concepts were current learning, attitude to course, HEI supports 

helpful, personal supports helpful, factors impacting on results, overall satisfaction with HEI 

supports and practice placement experience. Following the calculation of Cronbach’s alpha for 

each of the eight concepts the corrected item-scale correlation approach was utilised to 

identify the correlation between the individual scale items. Any item with an item-scale 

correlation less than 0.30 was eliminated (Polit & Beck 2012) from the scale Cronbach’s alpha 

was calculated for the revised scales and internal consistency ranged from 0.71 to 0.88 for 

seven of the subscales (Table 4.1). The reliability estimate for one scale was computed at 0.67 

and whilst not in the desirable range this scale consisted of only 3 items which may have 

influenced the overall result, for as indicated by Pallant (2010) Cronbach alpha coefficient can 

be quite low when there are less than ten items in a scale.  This scale was therefore retained 

and not further adjusted. Overall the reliability results indicated that the items in the 

instrument reflected the concepts been addressed. 

 

Table 4.1 Concepts and corresponding Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. 

Construct Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 

Current learning 0.83 

Attitude to course 0.71 

HEI Supports helpful 0. 88 

Personal supports helpful 0.76 

Factors impacting on results 0.78 

Overall satisfaction with HEI supports 0.87 

Practice placement experience 0.77 

Impact of paid employment  0.67 

 

 

4.9   Pilot Study 

A pilot study was carried out to test, improve and refine the data collection methods before 

they were finalised (Burns & Grove 2001, Fink 2003b, LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014). It was 

carried out with a similar sample population to ascertain if the procedures were effective in 

recruiting mature student participants (Burns & Grove 2001, LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014) 
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and to identify if there were any areas to be clarified in relation to the data collection 

protocols (LoBiondo-Wood & Haber 2014) or accessing the survey via the electronic link. It also 

provided the opportunity to evaluate the clarity, appropriateness and relevance of the 

questions been asked and to ascertain how long it took to administer and complete the survey. 

Pilot studies can also be used to test data analysis techniques (Burns & Grove 2001) and so 

afforded me the opportunity to export the data set from SurveyMonkey to excel and then to 

SPSS and to generate a code book and descriptive statistics from the participants responses.   

 

A pilot study following the same procedures planned for the main study, i.e. prenotification, 

using electronic self-administered survey via gatekeeper and thank you and reminder letters 

including electronic link, was conducted with the outgoing forth year BSc (Curr) nursing 

students (n=228) in the School of Nursing and Midwifery TCD in June 2011. The purpose of the 

pilot test was to further refine the questionnaire with the target population in terms of clarity, 

appropriateness and comprehensiveness of the questions and enhance the reliability and 

validity of the questionnaire. The exact number of mature students undertaking the course 

was not known but based on the estimated mature student quotas the sample number was 

estimated at 49 students. The pilot study returned a 35% (n=17) response rate which is low but 

needs to be considered in light of the fact that the exact number in the population was 

unknown. 

 

There were no suggested changes to the letter of invitation or the participant information 

leaflet so they remained unchanged. Participants identified that all the questions were clear 

and necessary, the majority of participants completed the questionnaire in 20 minutes or 

under, one participant took 60 minutes to complete it. Following analysis of the pilot study 

data and in conjunction with the study supervisor a number of modifications were made to the 

format of some of the questions in the survey (Appendix 10).  The settings and restrictions on 

the survey were adjusted to enable people using the same computer (e.g. in computer labs) to 

complete the survey. Two typographical errors were identified and corrected and the survey 

copyrighted to TCD. The finalised survey consisted of 59 questions within which there were 

268 variables. 

 

4.10 Data analysis 

Following the completion of data collection the integrity of the data set was maintained by 

directly exporting the complete dataset from SurveyMonkey into an excel file which was then 
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exported into SPSS version 19. Whilst this does not eliminate, it does minimise, the possibility 

of human error when inputting and preparing the data for analysis. Following data cleansing 

and data entry descriptive statistics as outlined in section 4.10.2 was generated. 

 

4.10.1  Data preparation 

Data preparation and cleansing is central to quality assurance process in any research study 

(Van De Broeck et al 2005) and enables the researcher to detect data errors by searching for 

them in a systematic way throughout the data analysis process. The first step in data 

preparation and cleansing, involved deciding on the coding frame for the quantitative data 

(Bowling 2009). The principles underpinning the development of the coding frame (Fielding 

2008) were adhered to by ensuring that the codes were comprehensive, mutually exclusive 

and consistently applied.  All quantitative data was coded in accordance with the coding 

frame, the data generated from the open questions were analysed using content analysis and 

a numerical code was developed for each question and all the data was entered into SPSS for 

analysis.  A priority area in the initial cleansing the data was to ensure that the participants 

fitted the age criteria for a mature student i.e. 23 years of age or over commencing their 

undergraduate course. Running initial diagnostic tests on the age of the participants against 

their current year of study identified five participants who did not fulfil the age criteria for a 

mature student and so they were removed from the data set. Two participants answered the 

survey at two different points; they did not complete the survey on the first attempt but 

returned at a later date and completed the full survey. The duplication was identified by very 

specific and replica responses to open questions and the incomplete surveys were removed 

from the results. The final sample size consisted of 361 participants. 

 

4.10.2  Quantitative data analysis 

Descriptive statistics were generated to describe the profile characteristics of the mature 

students on fulltime undergraduate courses. The level of significance was set at alpha <.05 

(Polit & Beck 2012) for all tests. Using bivariate statistics, frequencies and means the 

differences in prevalence between nursing and non-nursing participants were reported.  

Inferential statistics were used to make inferences from the data (Bordens & Abbott 2011). 

Missing data was not imputed. Chi-square tests for independence were used to explore the 

relationship between categorical variables (Parahoo 2006).  The assumptions of Chi-square 

pertaining to minimum expected cell frequency was observed in all Chi-square tests,  80% of 

the expected cells frequency  was 5 or over (Peat & Barton 2005, Pallant 2010) For 2 x2 tables 
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when the sample sizes are small Fisher’s exact test is reported, (Field 2013), otherwise  Yates’ 

Continuity Correction and phi coefficient  are reported (Pallant 2010). In tables larger than 2 x 

2 Pearson Chi-Square and Cramer’s V is reported.  

 

In keeping with the aim and objectives of the study further in-depth examination of the study 

population was required and was addressed using logistic regression. Logistic regression 

analyses the relationship between a categorical dependent variable and a number of 

independent variables. These tests provided the opportunity to examine the independent 

variables collectively (Pallant 2010), facilitating not only the determination of those that 

remained significant when examined collectively but also to determine the strength of the 

relationship between the independent and dependant variable a quality that cannot not be 

obtained by Chi square test (Peat & Barton 2005). Wright (1995) approach for the selection of 

relevant predictor’s variables was adhered to, which included selecting predictors based on 

those reported in the literature and by the researcher being guided by a hypothesis that 

suggested relevant predictors of a dependent variable. 

 

Binary logistic regression, was used in this study as the dependent variables are dichotomous 

(yes /no), and the independent variables could be categorical or continuous. In preparation for 

the binary logistic regression Likert scale questions e.g. strongly agree, agree, disagree and 

strongly disagree, were condensed into two dichotomous variables, e.g. agree / disagree. 

Logistic regression calculates the probability of an event occurring over the probability of an 

event not occurring thus the impact of the dependent variable is usually described in terms of 

odds. It is said to provide a better fit to the data if it demonstrates an improvement over the 

intercept-only (null) mode with no predictors (Peng et al 2002).   

 

Six separate binary logistic regression models using the enter method was constructed to 

assess the predictive impact of a number of independent variables on each of the following 

dependent variables on the experiences of mature students on fulltime undergraduate 

courses.: participants accessing HEI websites prior to commencing their course of study, 

completing a HEI preparatory course, utilizing HEI support services helped participants to stay 

on the course, lecturers helped participants to stay in the course and overall satisfaction with 

the HEI support services. Parsimony was achieved in all the models by systematically removing 

predictors that were seen not to contribute much to the model i.e. correlations of 0.7 or more 

were removed. In preparation for developing the models high intercorrelations among the 

independent predicator variables was checked using the collinearity statistics, Tolerance and 
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Variance inflation factor (VIF). Tolerance indicates how much of the variability of the identified 

independent variable is not explained by the remaining independent predicators in the model 

whilst the VIF indicates the opposite of the tolerance value. Tolerance levels less than .10 and 

VIF above 10 indicates high multiple correlations with other independent variables thus 

indicating multicollinearity (Field 2013). The collinearity coefficients were also examined to 

identify any problems with multicollinearity to ensure that the multicollinearity assumption 

was not violated.  

 

There are a number of issues to consider in relation to sample size for logistic regression. Field 

(2013) and Warner (2013) purport that where one or several cells have frequencies <5 or if 

more than 20% of the cells have expected values <5 valid results may not be produced and 

they recommend remedying the situation by combining or omitting cells from the model.  The 

cell frequencies for all the predictor variables was examined to ensure that the expected cell 

frequencies were >5. Peduzzi et al (1996) provide guidelines on the minimum number of 

events per variable (EPV) and recommend that to achieve statistical power the sample size 

should be at least 10 times as many cases as predictor variables. This guideline was adhered to 

within the models described within the results chapter.   

 

4.10.3  Content Analysis 

There were twenty eight open questions included in the survey, these generally followed 

closed questions and were used for clarification purposes to compliment and further expound 

upon and understand the survey findings (O’Cathain & Thomas 2004). The data generated 

from the open questions was analysed using content analysis. The data was coded and 

categorized to facilitate numerical analysis (Lupton 1999). The coding process was carried out 

by two independent coders and inter-rater reliability of assigning the codes to the open 

questions was computed using Cohen’s kappa statistic. For inter-rater reliability to be 

acceptable Cohen’s kappa must be 0.70 or more (Holdford 2008). In this study coefficients for 

each question were consistently over 0.80 (Appendix 12) with an overall coefficient of 0.95. 

The agreed codes were then entered into SPSS for data analysis and grouped into themes for 

illustrative purposes. 

 

4.11 Summary 

This chapter explained the methods used in conducting the research study pertaining to the 

experiences of mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses across seven  HEI’s in the 
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Republic of Ireland. The rationale informing the decision making processes pertaining to the 

selection and implementation of the procedures and approaches employed in the study was 

presented. 



 

71 
 

Chapter 5: Results 

 

5.1   Introduction 

This chapter describes the findings of the web based survey on the experiences of mature 

students on fulltime undergraduate courses. The findings are generated from the responses of 

361 mature students who responded to the survey from seven HEI’s who met the inclusion 

criteria. The overall aim of the study was to explore the experiences of mature nursing and non-

nursing students on fulltime undergraduate courses through the following objectives: 

1. Describe the profile of mature nursing and non-nursing students on fulltime 

undergraduate courses. 

2. Explore how the Higher Education Institutes support services are utilised by the mature 

student.  

3. Describe the mature students’ experience of being a full-time undergraduate student. 

4. Compare the profile and experiences of mature nursing and non–nursing students on 

fulltime undergraduate courses.  

 

The chapter is divided into two main sections; entering the higher education community, and 

fitting into and staying in the higher education community, presenting initially the relevant 

descriptors bivariate and logistical regression analyses. The bivariate results presented are Chi 

squared tests of independence in all cases. Where responses to open questions provide 

additional information to the closed questions they are included in the findings and reported as 

percentages with the number of respondents comments within each theme displayed in the text 

and in the tables.  

 

Within this chapter the term minority is used to describe results of 15% or less, majority 

between 50% and 75% and the term vast majority is used for results of 75% and over. Course of 

study is used to denote nursing or non-nursing courses. The key findings are presented at the 

end of the chapter. The first study objective will be addressed in section 5.2, objective two will 

be addressed within section 5.2 and 5.3 and objectives three and four will mainly be presented 

in section 5.3. 
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5.2   Entering the higher education community  

This section describes the sociodemographic profile of the participants according to their nursing 

or non-nursing course and includes gender, age, ethnic origin, participants’ entry route into HEI, 

previous academic qualifications and work experience. Participants’ reasons for pursing their 

course of study will also be identified and the academic and personal preparation they 

undertook in preparation for entering higher education. The questions utilised within the survey 

to illicit the participants’ profile were questions 1 to 16, 44, 45 and questions 50 to 54 (Appendix 

6).  

 

5.2.1 Overall population 

Following data preparation and cleansing the final population sample number included in the 

findings consisted of three hundred and sixty one undergraduate mature student participants. 

The participants identified that they were undertaking their course of study across seven Higher 

Education Institutions (HEI’S) in the Republic of Ireland as follows: HEI’s inside Dublin (48%) and 

HEI’s outside Dublin (53%).  

 

The vast majority of participants identified that they were undertaking nursing degree courses 

(79%), with 21% taking non-nursing degree courses ,physiotherapy (3%), occupational therapy 

(2%), business studies (12%) and computer science (3%). Most participants (43%). were in the 

23-39 age range. The vast majority of participants where female (76%) and white Irish (87%). 

English is the first language for 91% of participants (Table 5.1). The vast majority of participants 

were taking their course of study of their first choice (86%) in the HEI of their first choice(89%). 

The majority (53%) of participants were attending a HEI outside Dublin, bivariate analysis 

indicated a significant association but small effect between location of HEI and subject area ² 

(1. n = 285) = 3.83, p =.05, phi = .13. The proportion of nursing and non-nursing participants was 

different across HEI location with 53% of nursing participants attending a Dublin HEI compared 

to 37% of non-nursing participants. The majority (75%) of participants were attending a 

University, there was a significant association but small effect between type of HEI and subject 

area ² (1. n = 285) = 13.33, p =<.001, phi = .23. The proportion of nursing and non-nursing 

participants was different across HEI type with 80% of nursing participants attending a University 

compared to 56% of non-nursing participants.  
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Table 5.1 Sociodemographic profile of participants (n=361). 

 Number of 
participants 

(n) 

Participants 
%(n) 

Nursing  
Participants 
79%(n=229) 

Non-nursing 
Participants 
21%(n=61) 

P 
value 

First  course choice 283  N=223 N=60 .11 

      Yes     86.2%(244) 84.3%(188) 93.3%(56)  

      No   13.8%(39) 15.3%(35) 6.7%(4)  

Gender 242  N= 187 N= 51 .02
†
 

      Female  76.4%(185) 80.2%(150) 62.7%(32) 

      Male  23.6%(57) 19.8%(37) 37.3%(19) 

Age 173  N=132 N=41  

 

.44 

      23-29 years   42.8%(74) 44.7%(59) 36.6%(15) 

      30-39 years   36.4%(63) 37.1%(49) 34.2%(14) 

      40-49 years  16.2%(28) 15.2%(20) 19.5%(8) 

     50 years of age and 

over 

 4.6%(8) 3%(4) 9.8%(4) 

Current year of study 280  N=210 N=60  

 

.006 

      Year 1  21.1%(59) 21.4%(45) 20%(12) 

      Year 2  25.7%(72) 27.6%(58) 20%(12) 

      Year 3  23.6%(66) 26.7%(56) 13.3%(8) 

      Year 4  29.6%(83) 24.3%(51) 46.7%(28) 

Entry route 240  N=187 N=49  

 

.22
†
 

       CAO Direct Entry  36.7%(88) 34.2%(64) 44.9%(22) 

       CAO Mature Student     63.3%(152) 65.85(123) 55.1%(22) 

HEI Type 356  N=226 N=59  

<.001
†
        University  74.7%(266) 80.1%(181) 55.9%(33) 

       IoT  25.3%(90) 19.9%(45) 44.1%(26) 

HEI Location 356  N=226 N=59  

.05
†
        Outside Dublin  52.5%(187) 47.3%(107) 62.7%(37) 

       Dublin  47.5%(169) 52.7%(119) 37.3%(22) 

HEI of First Choice 355  N= 227 N=58  

.44
†
        Yes  89%(316) 88.5%(201) 93.1%(54) 

       No   11%(39) 11,5%26) 6.9%(4) 

Change place of 
residence to attend HEI 

356  N=228 N=60  

.64
†
 

      Yes  20.5%(73) 18%(41) 21.7%(13) 

      No  79.5%(283) 82%(187) 78.3%(47) 

Working before 
commencing study 

          359  N=229 N=60  

.002
†
 

      Yes  74.1%(266) 83.8%(192) 65%(39) 
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      No  25.9%(93) 16.2%(37) 35%(21) 

Employment  prior to 
commencing course 

264  N=191 N=39 .70
†
 

      Full-time  79.2%(209) 81.25(155) 76.9%(30) 

      Part-time  20.8%(55) 18.8%(36) 23.1%(9) 

Highest academic 
qualification prior to 
commencing course 

317  N=226 N=60 .26 

      Up to and including           
      Leaving Certificate      

 25.2%(80) 21.7%(49) 31.7%(19) 

      Post leaving      
Certificate / Diploma  

 57.1%(181) 59.7%(135) 53.3%(32) 

      Degree - MasterLevel  17.7%(56) 18.6%(42) 15%(9) 

Daily travel time from 
residence to HEI 

251  N=196 N=55 .54 

      0-30 mins  42.2%(106) 39.8%(78) 50.9%(28) 

      31-60 mins  36.3%(91) 37.8%(74) 30.9%(17) 

      61-90 mins  17.1%(43) 17.9%(35) 14.5%(8) 

      91 mins or longer  4.4%(11) 4.6%(9) 3.6%(2) 

Ethnicity / Culture 240  N=185 N=54 .71 

      White (Irish)  87.1%(209) 87%(161) 87%(47) 

      White (Non-Irish)  8.8%(21) 8.1%(15) 11.1%(6) 

      Black or Black Irish  3.8%(9) 4.3%(8) 1.9%(1) 

     Asian or Asian Irish  0.4%(1) 0.5%(1) 0% 

First language 241  N=186 N=54 .67
†
 

       English Yes  90.5%(218) 90.9%(169) 88.9%(48) 

      English No  9.5%(23) 9.1%(17) 11.1%(6) 

              Eastern European  43.8%(7)    

              Irish  25%(4)   

             Western European  25%(4)   

              African   6.3%(1)   

Speak English Fluently 210  N=160 N=49 .42
‡
 

       Yes   99%(208) 99.4%(159) 0.6%(1) 

       No   1%(2) 98%(48) 2%(1) 

Read English fluently 210  N=160  N=49 n/a 

       Yes   100%(210) 100%(160) 100%(49) 

Write English fluently 211  N=161 N=49  

      Yes  98.6%(208) 99.4%(160) 95.9%(47) .14
‡
 

      No   1.4%93) 0.6%(1) 4.1%(2) 

Have children  240  N=187 N=52 .74
†
 

      Yes   48.8%(117) 50.3%(94) 42.3%(22)  
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      No   51.3%(123) 49.7%(93) 57.7%(30)  

†
Yates Continuity Correction  

‡
 Fisher’s Exact Test    * Significance at p <0.05 

 

5.2.2 Gender 

Over three quarters of the sample population were female (76%). There was a significant 

association, but small effect between gender and choice of subject area ² (1. n = 238) = 5.86, p 

=.02, phi = .17, the proportion of females to males was different across courses with a higher 

proportion of females taking nursing (80%) compared to non-nursing courses (63%(32).  

 

5.2.3 Age 

The mean age of participants was 33.4 ± 7.4 (24-55) years of age. There was very little difference 

in the mean age for nursing (n=132, 33.04 ± 7.0 (24-51) years of age) and non-nursing 

participants (n= 41, 34.6 ±8.7 (24-55) years of age). The age distribution of participants per 

course and gender is provided in Table 5.2. Using Chi-square test for independence there was no 

statistical significance between age and subject area ² (3, n= 173) =3.98, p =.26, phi =.15 or age 

and gender ² (3, n= 172) =5.98,  p =.11, phi =.19. 

 

Table 5.2 Mean age distribution of participants per course of study and gender 

Course of study 
and gender 

Mean Std. Deviation 

Min-Max age 

23 – 29 
years of 
age %(n) 

30 – 39 
years of 
age %(n) 

40 – 49 
years of 
age %(n) 

50 years 
of age and 
over %(n) 

Nursing (n=132) 33.04 ± 7.0 (24-51)  44.7%(59) 37.1%(49) 15.2%(20) 3%(4) 

      Male (n=27) 35.78 ± 7.3 (26-50)   

Female (n=104) 32.40 ±6.8 (24-51 

Non-Nursing (n=41) 34.6 ±8.7 (24-55)  36.6%(15) 34.1% (14) 19.5% (8) 9.8%(4) 

        Male (n=17) 34.4 ±7.5 (24-50)  

          Female (n=24) 34.7±9.6 (24-55) 

 

5.2.4 Reasons for pursuing course 

Students were provided with seven statements and an ‘other’ option and asked to identify 

which of the statements best represented their reason for commencing their current 

undergraduate course of study. Of the participants who identified their reason (n=300) (Table 

5.3) the three main reasons identified were; wanting a career change (23% (68)), wanting 

personal fulfilment (20%(60)) and missed opportunity to go to HEI when younger (15%(46)).   
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Table 5.3 Reasons for commencing undergraduate course (n=300) 

Reasons for commencing undergraduate course. %(n) 

Wanted a career change  22.7%(68) 

Personal fulfilment     20% (60) 

Missed opportunity to go to HEI 15.3%(46) 

Right time to go to HEI     14%(42) 

Update qualifications for career reasons     11%(33) 

Update qualifications for job related reasons       9%(27) 

Wanted a qualification      8%(24) 

                                                                                                   Total 100%(300) 

 

When examined across course of study (Figure 5.1) wanting a career change was the main 

reason identified by both nursing (25%(52)) and non-nursing groups 21%(12)). Using Chi-square 

test for independence there was no significant association indicated between the course of 

study and the participants’ reasons for pursuing their current studies ² (6, n= 269) = 6.56, p = 

.36, v= .16.  Further analysis found that there was a significant association with medium effect 

indicated between reasons for pursuing course of study and previous academic qualifications 

(section 5.2.6.) (² (6, n= 296) = 24.1, p = <.001, v= .29). Wanting a career change was the most 

common reason cited by participants who had post leaving certificate academic qualifications 

(27%(59)) whilst the right time to go to HEI was the most common reason cited by participants 

who had academic qualifications up to and including the leaving certificate (27%(21)). 

 

When examined by gender, wanting a career change was the main reason identified by both 

male (26%(14)) and female (25%(43)) participants. Using Chi-square test for independence (with 

Fishers Exact Test) there was a significant association with medium effect indicated between 

gender and the participants’ reasons for pursuing their course of study (² (6, n= 225) = 14.3, p = 

.02, v= .25) more female participants (19%(32) cited missing the opportunity to go to HEI when 

younger as the reason for commencing their current studies compared to 6%(3) of male 

participants. 

 

Using Chi-square test for independence there was a significant association (with Fishers Exact 

Test) with medium effect indicated between being in fulltime or part time employment prior to 

commencing studies and the participants’ reasons for pursuing their course of study (² (6, n= 

232) = 12.4, p = .045, v= .23) more participants in part-time employment (22%(10) cited missing 
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the opportunity to go to HEI when younger as the reason for commencing their current studies 

compared to 13%(24) of participants in fulltime employment prior to commencing their studies. 

 

Of the participants (n=21) who identifed the other reason option for commencing their current 

undergraduate course just over half (52%(11)) identifed that they specifically wanted to 

undertake their particular course, 19%(4) identifed that there was no work in their previous 

careeer, 14%(3) did not want to continue to pursue their previous career and 14%(3) identifed 

being eligible to apply as a mature student as their reason. Just over half (56%(10)) of nursing 

participants (n=18) and 33%(1) of non-nursing participants (n=3) identified wanting the 

particular course as the main reason for commencing their studies. 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Participants reasons for pursuing course according to course of study (n= 269) 

 

5.2.5 Previous work experience 

The majority (74% (266)) of participants (n=359) were working in paid employment before 

commencing their undergraduate studies. Of those participants in employment (n=264) the vast 

majority (79%(209)), were in full-time employment with 21%(55) in part-time employment. In 

relation to course of study, 81%(155) of nursing (n=191) and 77%(30) of non-nursing participants 

(n=39) were in full-time employment prior to commencing their undergraduate course. Using 

Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) there was no statistical 

Missed 
opportunity 

when 
younger 

Right time 
for me now 

Wanted a 
qualification 

Qualification 
for job 

reasons 

Update my 
qualification

-career 
reasons 

Wanted a 
career 
change 

Personal 
fullfillment  

Nursing  16.0% 12.3% 6.1% 8.0% 9.4% 24.5% 23.6% 

Non-Nursing 12.3% 14.0% 8.8% 14.0% 15.8% 21.1% 14.0% 

0.0% 

5.0% 

10.0% 

15.0% 

20.0% 

25.0% 

30.0% 

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 o

f 
P

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

 



 

78 
 

association indicated between being in part-time or full time employment prior to commencing 

undergraduate studies and course of study. However there was a statistical significance 

indicated between being in paid employment prior to commencing undergraduate studies and 

subject area ² (1, n= 289) = 9.38, p =.002, phi =.19. A higher proportion (84%(192)) of nursing 

participants (n=229) were in paid employment prior to commencing their course of study 

compared to 65%(39) of non-nursing participants (n=60), the effect size was small (phi=.19).  

 

The areas of employment identified from participants responses are presented in Table 5.4 and 

the areas of employment by course of study are outlined in Figure 5.2  Working as a healthcare 

assistant prior to commencing their studies was the most frequently reported area of work by 

participants (32%(75)). However when the areas of employment are looked at in relation to 

course of study over one third (40%(69)) of the nursing participants (n=174) worked as 

healthcare assistants and just over a third (34%(12) of non-nursing participants (n=35) worked in 

retail / customer services (Figure 5.2) prior to commencing their undergraduate study. 

 

Table 5.4 Participants Area of employment before commencing course (n=234) 

Area of work before commencing course %(n) 

Healthcare Assistant  32.1%(75) 

Retail / Customer Services  14.1%(32) 

Clerical Work   10.7%(25) 

Hospitality   9.8%(23) 

Healthcare related  8.5%(20) 

Childcare  8.1%(19) 

Banking / Accounts  6.4%(15) 

Construction / Manufacturing / Skilled Trades     6%(14) 

Computers / Information Technology  4.3%(10) 

                                                                                                               Total  100%(234) 
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Figure 5.2 Area of employment prior to commencing course by Nursing and Non-Nursing 

courses (n=209) 

 

5.2.6 Previous academic qualifications 

The majority (75% (237)) of participants (n=317) had a previous Vocational /College qualification 

prior to commencing their current degree of which 31% (97) had completed a Post Leaving 

Certificate Course, 27% (84) a College Certificate / Diploma,  16% (50) a Degree and 2% (6) a 

Masters / Postgraduate course of study.  Of the remaining participants 4% (13) identified they 

had studied up to intermediate level at secondary school and 21% (67) had completed leaving 

certificate education or equivalent. As shown in Table 5.5 the majority of nursing (78% (177)) 

and non-nursing participants (68%(45)) had studied beyond leaving certificate level prior to 

commencing their degree programme.  

 

Table 5.5 Nursing and Non-Nursing Participants Academic Qualifications on Entry to Current 

Degree Course (n=286) 

Highest Academic Qualification prior to 
Commencing Current Course of Study. 

Nursing Participants  
%(n) 

Non-Nursing 
Participants %(n) 

Up to  & including Leaving Certificate 21.7%(49) 31.7% (19) 

Post Leaving Certificates to Diploma Level 59.7%(135) 53.3%(32) 

Degree to Master Level 18.6%(42) 15%(9) 

 

Using Chi-square test for independence there was no statistical significance indicated between 

nursing and non-nursing participants and the highest level of academic qualification attained 

prior to commencing their current undergraduate degree course ² (2, n=286) = 2.66, p=.26, 

Healthcare 
Assistant 

Retail / 
Customer 
Services 

Clerical 
Work 

Hospitality 
Healthcare 

related 
Childcare 

Banking / 
Accounts 

Constructi
on / Trades 

Computer 
/ IT 

Nursing 39.7% 8.0% 10.3% 9.2% 9.2% 7.5% 7.5% 6.3% 2.3% 

Non-Nursing 2.9% 34.3% 17.1% 11.4% 5.7% 2.9% 5.7% 5.7% 14.3% 

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

25% 

30% 

35% 

40% 

45% 

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 o

f 
P

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

 



 

80 
 

v=.10. Prior to commencing their course of study the mean numbers of years since participants 

(n=275) took an examination was 6.98 ± 7.14(0-40) years.  

 

5.2.7 Entry route 

Of the participants (n=240) who identified their entry route into HEI the majority of participants 

entered through the Central Application Office (CAO) mature student applicant code (63% (152)) 

with the remainder entering via the CAO (direct entry). A higher proportion (66% (123)) of 

nursing participants (n=187) entered through the CAO mature student code route compared to 

55%(27) of non-nursing participants (n=49). Using Chi-square test for independence (with Yates 

Continuity Correction) there was no statistical difference detected between the entry routes to 

nursing and non-nursing courses ² (1, n=236) =1.47, p = .22, phi = .09, or the entry routes and 

previous academic qualifications ² (1, n=237) =2.46, p = .12, phi = .08.  

 

Mature students entering nursing through the COA mature applicant code are invited to sit a 

written assessment (Nursing Career Centre (NCC) 2015) which they have to be successful in 

before they can be considered for an offer as a mature code applicant. The assessment consists 

of three tests; verbal, numerical and job simulation exercises consisting of multiple choice short 

answer formats.  The vast majority (78%(176)) of nursing participants (n=225) reported that they 

prepared for the mature student nursing assessment. Of the participants (n=149) who identified 

their method of preparation in their responses self preparation using aptitude books and the 

booklet from the Nursing Careers Centre was the most commonly reported method. The 

frequency and method of preparation reported by participants are presented in Table 5.6. Some 

participants used more than one preparation method hence the results presented in Table 5.6 is 

based on the number of responses. 

Table 5.6 Frequency and Method of Preparation for the Mature Student Nursing Assessment 

(n=168). 

Preparation Method                                                                                            %(n) of Responses 

Self preparation using aptitude books and Nursing Careers Centre Booklet. 44% (74) 

Attended a course on aptitude testing and interview skills. 22%(37) 

Spoke to guidance counsellors, friends, nurses, mature nursing students. 14.3%(24) 

Practiced using aptitude books and attended a specific course 11.3%(19) 

Accessed the Irish Nursing and Midwifery Boards Nursing Careers Centre online 

resources and other online resources on aptitude testing.  

 

8.3%(14) 

Total 100%(168) 
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5.2.8 Current year of study 

Participants were asked to identify their current year of study. The sample represented 

participants across the four years of the undergraduate course in all courses except for 

occupational therapy where there were no third year participants in the study sample. The 

sample of participants (n=280) across the four years of undergraduate study was distributed as 

identified in Table 5.1. Using Chi-square test for independence ² (3, n=270) =12.58, p =.006, 

v=.22 there was a significant association and medium effect size indicated between the current 

year of study and course of study, there was a higher proportion of non-nursing participants 

compared to nursing participants in year 4 of their course. 

 

5.2.9 Accessing course information 

Prior to applying for or commencing their course of study the vast majority (83%(235)) of 

participants (n=284) accessed the HEI/ School website for information pertaining to their course. 

Of those participants who accessed the HEI/ School website, 87%(187) identified that they found 

the website helpful. A smaller percentage (44%(120)) of participants (n=273) accessed the HEI 

mature students website, with 89%(104) of participants (n=117) finding the website helpful. 

Using Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) there was no 

significant association between accessing HEI mature student websites ² (1, n= 262) = .01, p = 

.92 ,phi  = -.02,   School websites (² (1, n= 274) = 1.09, p = .30, phi  = -.08 and the helpfulness HEI 

mature student websites  (² (1, n=111) =.90, p = .56, phi  = .09  or School websites (² (1, n=204) 

= .13, p = .72, phi  = -.04 and subject area.  

 

Logistic regression using the enter method was constructed to assess the predictive impact of 

seven independent variables on the likelihood of accessing the HEI School websites prior to 

commencing a HEI fulltime undergraduate course. The Tolerance statistic ranged from .901 to 

.976 and Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) ranged from 1.024 to 1.109 thus all the variables were 

retained. The collinearity coefficients indicated that the multicollinearity assumption was not 

violated, the cell frequencies were all >5.  The final model had 7 predictor variables (Table 5.7), 

142 participants accessed the HEI website prior to commencing their course of study hence the 

rules for sample size statistical power was not violated.  

 

The model was statistically significant  (7, n=180) =18.309, p = .011) indicating that it was able 

to distinguish between participants who accessed and participants who did not access HEI 

websites prior to commencing their course of study. The model as a whole explained between 
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9.7% (Cox & Snell R Square) and 15% (Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in accessing HEI 

websites and correctly classified 78.9% of cases overall, there was no improvement over the 

78.9% in the Beginning Block. The Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness of Fit Test (p=.994) indicated 

support for the model. Residuals were examined to identify those cases for which the model did 

not work well. The ZResid values were examined and 7 cases (3.8%) had residuals higher than 2 

which are within the 5% threshold. 

 

Two of the independent variables, HEI location (p=.036, OR 2.40) and happy with the course of 

study (p=.004, OR 4.68), made a unique statistical significant contribution to the model (Table 

5.7).  Participants who attended a Dublin HEI are over 2 times more likely to have accessed the 

HEI School website prior to commencing their course of study and 4 times more likely to report 

that they are happy with their course than those participants who did not access the HEI School 

website, controlling for all other factors in the model.   

 

Table  5.7 Logistic regression predicting likelihood of accessing the HEI School 

 
Predictor variables 

 
B 

 
S.E. 

 
Wald 

 
df 

 
Sig. 

 
OR 

95% 
Confidence 

Interval 
Lower   Upper 

HEI Location .876 .419 4,377 1 .036 2.402 1.057 5.461 

Employment type -.036 .492 .005 1 .942 .965 .369 2.525 

Personal preparation before  
course 

.271 .441 .379 1 .538 1.312 .553 .3110 

Course of study -1.240 .640 3.752 1 .053 .290 .083 1.015 

Happy with the course of study 1.543 .537 8.246 1 .004 4.681 1.632 13.422 

Entry route into HEI .504 .418 1.454 1 .228 1.655 .730 3.754 

Gender -.827 .556 2.209 1 .137 .437 .147 1.302 

 

5.2.10  Pre-entry programmes offered by HEI. 

Participants identified the pre-entry programmes that were offered by their HEI (Table 5.8). 

Table 5.9 presents the frequency of pre-entry programmes offered by the HEI according to the 

participants’ subject area. Using Chi-square test for independence there was a significant 

association with medium effect indicated between course of study and Foundation / Access 

programme offered by the HEI ²(2, n= 259) = 11.89, p = .003 , V= .21. A higher proportion 

(36%(20)) of non-nursing participants (n=56) compared to 15%(31) nursing participants (n=203) 

identified that this programme was offered by their HEI. There was no significant association 
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indicated for any of the other pre-entry programmes (Appendix 13 Table 1). In addition to the 

courses identified above six participants reported that they were offered the following courses, 

mathematics revision course (50%(3)), an academic writing course (33%(2))  and a first aid 

course (17%(1)). 

 

Table 5.8 Frequency of HEI pre-entry programmes offered to participants. 

 
Pre-entry programmes offered by HEI. 

Offered by 
HEI %(n) 

Not Offered 
by HEI %(n) 

Don’t Know 
%(n) 

Orientation programme for mature students (n=311) 71.1%(221) 14.1%(44) 14.8%(46) 

Library skills programme (n=296) 60.8%(180) 17.6%(52) 21.6%(64) 

HEI information evening for mature students (n=304) 57.6%(175) 14.8%(45) 27.6%(84) 

Study skills programme (n=290) 47.2%(137) 19.3%(56) 33.4%(97) 

Computer skills programme (n=288) 43.4%(125) 21.5%(62) 35.1%(101) 

Time management programme (n=285) 36.5%(104) 24.6%(70) 38.9%(111) 

Foundation or  Access programme (n=286) 21%(60) 33.9%(97) 45.1%(129) 

Summer school (n=282) 10.3%(29) 41.1%(116) 48.6%(137) 

 

Table 5.9 Frequency of HEI pre-entry programmes offered to participants according to course 

of study. 

Pre-entry programmes offered by 
HEI. 

Participants Subject 
Area  

Offered by 
HEI %(n) 

Not 
offered 

%(n) 

Don’t 
Know 
%(n) 

Orientation programme for mature 
students (n=282) 

Nursing (n=222) 73%(162) 15.3%(34) 11.7%(26) 

Non Nursing (n=60) 66.7%(40) 13.3%(8) 20%(12) 

HEI information evening for mature 
students (n= 274) 

Nursing (n=218) 54.6%(119) 17%(37) 28.4%(62) 

Non Nursing (n=56) 64.3%(36) 8.9%(5) 26.8%(15) 

Library skills programme (n=267) Nursing (n=211) 59.7%(126) 19%(40) 21.3%(45) 

Non Nursing (n=56) 57.1%(32) 16.1%(9) 26.8%(15) 

Study skills programme (n=262) Nursing (n=207) 45.9%(95) 19.3%(40) 34.8%(72) 

Non Nursing (n=55) 47.3%(26) 21.8%(12) 30.9%(17) 

Computer skills programme (n=261) Nursing (n=207) 41.1%(85) 24.6%(51) 34.3%(71) 

Non Nursing (n=54) 46.3%(25) 14.8%(8) 38.9%(21) 

Time management programme 
(n=258) 

Nursing (n=205) 34.6%(71) 26.8%(55) 38.5%(79) 

Non Nursing (n=53) 41.5%(22) 20.8%(11) 37.7%(20) 

Foundation or Access programme 
(n=259) 

Nursing (n=203) 15.3%(31) 37.4%(76) 43.7%(96) 

Non Nursing (n=56) 35.7%(20) 25%(14) 39.3%(22) 

Summer school (n=255) Nursing (n=202) 6.9%(14) 43.1%(87) 50%(101) 

Non Nursing (n=53) 15.1%(8) 37.7%(20) 47.2%(25) 
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5.2.11  Academic preparation 

Participants were asked if they completed any of the pre-entry programmes on offer in their HEI 

prior to commencing their degree and if they did if they found them helpful. The vast majority 

(74%(226)) of participants (n=304) reported that they completed a pre-entry programme offered 

by their HEI, with 96%(185)) of participants (n=193) reporting that they found the course helpful. 

Table 5.10 shows the frequency of the courses attended and the helpfulness of the programmes. 

Table 5.11 shows the frequency of courses attended and their helpfulness by participant course 

of study. The two most frequently attended programmes were the orientation programme for 

mature students and library skills and the vast majority of participants who attended pre entry 

programmes found then helpful. 

 

Table 5.10 Frequency of HEI pre-entry programmes completed by participants and the 

helpfulness of the programmes. 

 
 

HEI pre-entry programmes 

Completed 
programme. 

%(n) 

Did not complete 
programme. 

%(n) 

The programme was 
helpful. 

Yes %(n) No%(n) 

 
Orientation programme for 
mature students (n=290) 

 

54.5%(158) 

 

45.5%(132) 

(n=142) 
96.5%(137) 3.5%(5) 

 

Library skills (n=266) 

 

46.6%(124) 

 

53.4%(142) 

(n=105) 

92.4%(97) 7.6%(8) 

 
HEI information evening for 
mature students. (n=277) 

 

31.4%(87) 

 

68%(190) 

(n=78) 

93.6%(73) 6.4%(5) 

 

Computer skills (n=258) 

 

27.9%(72) 

 

72.1%(186) 

(n=60) 

85%(51) 15%(9) 

 

Study skills (n=253) 

 

21.3%(54) 

 

78.7%(199) 

(n=48) 

87.5%(42) 12.5%(6) 

 

Time management (n=253) 

 

17%(43) 

 

83%(210) 

(n=37) 

94.6%(35) 5.4%(2) 

 
Foundation / Access 
programme (n=254) 

 

7.9%(20) 

 

92.1%(234) 

(n=15) 

100%(15)  

 

Summer school (n=252) 

 

4.4%(11) 

 

95.6%(241) 

(n=10) 

90%(9) 10%(1) 

 

Using Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) there was a 

significant association with small effect indicated between attending a Foundation /Access 



 

85 
 

programme and subject area (²(1, n=235) =5.81, p =0.02, phi = -.18), a higher proportion 15%(8) 

of non-nursing participants (n=53) attended this programme compared to 4%(8) of nursing 

participants (n=183). There was no significant association indicated between course of study and 

attending the other pre entry programmes or their helpfulness (Appendix 13 Table 2). 

 

Table 5.11 Frequency of HEI pre-entry programmes completed by participants by course of 

study and the helpfulness of the programmes. 

HEI pre-entry programmes  Completed 
programme 

%(n) 

 
p 

The programme was helpful  
                     Yes %(n)                        p 

Orientation programme for mature students 
(n=266) 

0.13
†
  0.68

†
 

           Nursing (n= 209) 57.9%(121)  Nursing (n=110 ) 95.5%(105)  

Non-Nursing (n=57) 45.6%(26) Non-Nursing (n=22) 100%(22) 

Library skills (n=243) 0.14
†
  0.54

†
 

          Nursing (n= 189) 47.6%(90)  Nursing (n= 78) 91%(71)  

Non-Nursing (n=54) 35.2%(19) Non-Nursing (n=14) 100%(14) 

HEI information evening for mature students (n= 
254)  

1.00
†
  1.00

†
 

           Nursing (n=201) 30.8%(62)  Nursing (n= 55) 94.5%(52)  

Non-Nursing (n=53) 30.2%(16) Non-Nursing (n=15) 93.3%(14) 

Computer skills (n=237) 0.60
†
  0.96

†
 

           Nursing (n=185) 25.9%(48)  Nursing (n= 42) 85.7%(36)  

Non-Nursing (n=52) 30.8%(16) Non-Nursing (n=12) 91.7%(11) 

Study skills (n= 235) 0.58
†
  0.32

† 

           Nursing (n=183) 20.2%(37)  Nursing (n= 34) 82.4%(28)  

Non-Nursing (n=52) 25%(13) Non-Nursing (n=11) 100%(11) 

Time management (n=233) 1.00
†
  1.00

†
 

           Nursing (n=182) 16.5%(30)  Nursing (n= 26) 96.2%(25)  

Non-Nursing (n=51) 15.7%(8) Non-Nursing (n=7) 100%(7) 

Foundation/Access Programme (n=236) 0.02
†
*   

           Nursing(n=183) 4.4%(8)  Nursing (n= 6) 100%(6) 

Non-Nursing(n=53) 15.1%(8) Non-Nursing (n=7) 100%(7) 

Summer school (n=234) 0.45
†
  1.00

†
 

           Nursing (n=181) 3.3%(6)  Nursing (n= 5) 80%(4)  

Non-Nursing (n=53) 5.7%(3) Non-Nursing (n=3) 100%(3) 

†Yates Continuity Correction            * Significance at p <0.05 
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Logistic regression using the enter method was constructed to assess the predictive impact of 

twelve independent variables on the likelihood of completing a HEI preparation programme 

prior to commencing a HEI fulltime undergraduate course. The Tolerance statistic ranged from 

.639 to .967 and Variance Inflation Factor ranged from 1.034 to 1.565 thus all the variables were 

retained. The collinearity coefficients indicated that the multicollinearity assumption was not 

violated, the cell frequencies were all >5. The final model had 12 predictor variables (Table 5.12), 

161 participants reported that they attended a HEI preparatory programme hence the rules for 

sample size statistical power was adhered to. 

 

The model was statistically significant  (12, n=209) =47.465, p = .000) indicating that it was able 

to distinguish between participants who attended and did not attend HEI preparation 

programmes. The model as a whole explained between 20.3% (Cox & Snell R Square) and 30.8% 

(Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in attending HEI preparation courses and correctly 

classified 81.3% of cases overall, an improvement over the 77% in the Beginning Block. The 

Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness of Fit Test (p=.230) indicated support for the model. Residuals 

were examined to identify those cases for which the model did not work well. In this model 10 

cases (4.78%) had residuals higher than 2 which are within the 5% threshold.  

 

Five of the independent variables, personal preparation made for entry into HEI was helpful 

(p=.012, OR 5.10), happy with course of study (p=.013, OR 4.58), written assessments are still 

difficult for participants (p=<.001 OR 6.26), have study and time management issues (p=.031, OR 

.306) and know the HEI supports available to participants (p=.003, OR 3.66) made a unique 

statistical significant contribution to the model. Participants who attended a HEI preparatory 

course were over 6 times more likely to report that they still found written assessments difficult 

than those participants who did not attend a HEI preparatory course, controlling for all other 

factors in the model. In addition participants who attended a HEI preparatory programme are 

over 3 times more likely to know the HEI supports that are available to them, over 5 times more 

likely to find the personal preparation they made in preparation for their undergraduate course 

helpful, and are over 4 times more likely to be happy with their course of study than those 

participants who did not attend a HEI preparatory programme. The odds ratio of .31 for 

participants having issues with study and time managements was less than one indicating that 

participants who attended a HEI preparatory programme were 3 times less likely to report 

having study and time management issues controlling for all the other factors in the model. 
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Table 5.12 Logistic regression predicting likelihood of completing a HEI preparation 

programme prior to commencing a HEI fulltime undergraduate course.  

 

Predictor variables 
 

B 
 

S.E. 
 

Wald 
 

df 
 

Sig. 
 

OR 
95% 

Confidence 
Interval 

Lower  Upper 

HEI Location .502 .406 1.528 1 .216 1.653 .745 3.664 

Highest academic 
qualification 

.856 .506 2.864 1 .091 2.354 .873 6.345 

Personal preparation for HEI -.411 .470 .764 1 .382 .663 .264 1.666 

Personal preparation was 
helpful 

1.630 .649 6.298 1 .012 5.103 1.429 18.225 

Responsible for own leaning -.421 .456 .852 1 .356 .656 .269 1.605 

Happy with course of study 1.524 .615 6.127 1 .013 4.589 1.373 15.331 

Found 1st written 
assessment difficult 

-.500 .591 .717 1 .397 .606 .191 1.930 

Written assessments still 
difficult 

1.835 .494 13.812 1 .000 6.265 2.265 16.488 

Worry about work 
placements 

.464 .420 1.223 1 .269 1.591 .699 3.621 

Have study and time 
management issues 

-1.183 .548 4.661 1 .031 .306 .105 .897 

Know the HEI supports 
available 

1.299 .437 8.839 1 .003 3.665 1.557 8.630 

Peer support  helpful 1.205 .905 1.771 1 .183 3.337 .566 19.684 

 
 

5.2.12   Personal preparation for attending course of study. 

To ascertain participants’ preparation prior to commencing their course of study they were 

provided with seven areas and asked to identify if they prepared in these areas and if they found 

the preparation helpful. For those participants that these areas did not apply to there was a N/A 

option in the question. Table 5.13 shows the relationship between the frequency of areas of 

preparation and their helpfulness by participant course of study. The three most frequently 

areas of preparation were, organising financial responsibilities, applying for financial grants and 

financially adapted lifestyle. For those participants who did make personal preparations these 

preparations proved to be helpful as shown in Table 5.13. 
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Table 5.13 Relationship between area of preparation undertaken by participants per course of 

study prior to commencing their course and the helpfulness of the preparation.  

Area of preparation. Preparation 
undertaken 

%(n) 

 
p 

Preparation was helpful 

 Yes 
%(n) 

p 

Organised financial responsibilities  0.05†*  0.47† 

        Nursing (n= 205) 79%(162) Nursing (n=121) 86.8%(105) 

Non-Nursing (n=54) 64.8%(35) Non-Nursing 

(n=29) 

79.3%(23) 

Applied for financial grants 0.34†  0.22† 

        Nursing (n=214) 77.1%(165) Nursing (n=126) 70%(98) 

Non-Nursing (n=60) 70%(42) Non-Nursing 

(n=48) 

84.2%(42) 

Financially adapted lifestyle 0.94†  0.08† 

        Nursing (n=210) 71.9%(151)  Nursing (n=118) 85.6%(101)  

        Non-Nursing (n=53) 73.6%(39)  Non-Nursing 

(n=34) 

70.6%(24)  

Purchased / updated computer 0.92†  0.40‡ 

        Nursing (n=207) 63.3%(131) Nursing (n=121) 99%(101) 

Non-Nursing (n=57) 61.4%(35) Non-Nursing 

(n=29) 

96.6%(28) 

Purchased / updated internet access 0.002†*  1.00‡ 

        Nursing (n=200) 60.5%(121) Nursing (n=121) 97.8%(90) 

Non-Nursing (n=55) 36.4%(35) Non-Nursing 

(n=14) 

100%(14) 

Applied for part-time employment 0.04†*  0.04†* 

        Nursing (n=208) 53.4%(111) Nursing (n=85) 87.1%(74) 

Non-Nursing (n=55) 36.4%(20) Non-Nursing 

(n=20) 

65%(13) 

Organised / childcare / family  0.28†  0.12‡ 

        Nursing (n=203) 39.4%(80) Nursing (n=68) 97.1%(66) 

Non-Nursing (n=53) 30.2%(16) Non-Nursing 

(n=13) 

84.6%(11) 

†
Yates Continuity Correction  

‡
 Fisher’s Exact Test    * Significance at p <0.05 
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There was a significant association with small effect indicated between three areas of 

preparation and course of study: organising financial responsibilities ( (1, n=259)= 3.99, p = 

0.05, phi=.14), purchasing / updating internet access ( (1, n=255) = 9.21, p = 0.002, phi = .20) 

and applying for part-time employment in preparation for HEI ( (1, n = 263) = 4.37 p = 0.04, phi 

= .14) (Appendix 13 Table 3).  

 

More nursing participants, when compared to non-nursing participants, organised their financial 

responsibilities prior to commencing their course (79% vs 65%), purchased / updated internet 

access in preparation for their course (61% vs 36%) and applied for part-time employment 

(53.4% vs 36.4%). There was a significant association with small effect indicated between the 

helpfulness of applying for part-time employment ( (1, n=105) = 4.102, p = 0.04, phi = .23) and 

subject area. Applying for part-time employment was more helpful to nursing participants 

compared to non-nursing participants (87% vs 65%). Further analysis indicated that there was a 

significant association with small effect between organising childcare and gender ( (1, n=220) = 

8.09, p = 0.04, phi=.20), more female participants (88% (74) compared to male (12% (11) 

participants organised childcare in preparation for attending their course of study. The vast 

majority of female participants (88%(60)) found organising childcare prior to commencing their 

course of study helpful. 

 

Participants were asked to identify other areas of preparation that they undertook. Of the 

fourteen participants who replied 38%(5) identified that they retained their current employment 

on a part time basis, 29%(4) applied for sponsorship scheme, 21%(3) took out a personal loan to 

cover their expenses, 7%(1) adopted a healthier life style and 7%(1) saved so they wouldn’t have 

to work (in paid employment) during their course. Participants were asked to identify 

retrospectively what preparation would have been helpful to them, the results of the content 

analysis of the participant’s responses to the open question are outlined in Table 5.14, some of 

the participants identified more than one response to the question.  The three most common 

areas identified by participants (n=133) were having course information, grant and social welfare 

information and personal and financial preparation.   
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Table 5.14 Areas of preparation identified by participants that would have been helpful to 

receive prior to commencing their course of study (n=133). 

 
Themes  

 
Responses related to  

 
%(n) of 
comments 

 
Nursing   Non-nursing 

%(n)               %(n) 

Course information Course workload 

Timetables 

Reading lists 

Work placements 

26.8% (38) 28.4%(31) 21.2%(7) 

Grant / Social 
welfare  
information 

Information on types of grants 
available 
Eligibility for grant/s 

Social welfare entitlements 

Information on fees 

24.6% (35) 25.7%(28) 21.2%(7) 

Personal / financial 
preparation 

Information on organising 

finances 

Saved more money 

Organise more family support 

18.3% (26) 19.3%(21) 15.2%(5) 

Undertaken Courses 
/ revision courses 

Academic writing course 

Study skills programme 

Computer skills update 

Math revision 

13.4%(19) 11.9%(13) 18.2%(6) 

Contact with 
Mature Students 
Office / Mature 
Students  

Open day for mature students 

Specific mature student event 

Contact with mature student 
officer 
Mature student meetings 

11.3%(16) 11%(12) 12.1%(4) 

HEI Supports Integrating into HEI 

Student learning support 

5.6% (8) 3.7%(4) 12.1%(4) 

 Total comments 100% (142) 100%(109) 100%(33) 

 
 

5.3   Fitting into and staying in the higher education community 

Fitting into and staying in the higher education community was explored from a number of 

perspectives including, availability of HEI supports, participant’s satisfaction with their course, 

their preferred teaching, learning and assessment strategies, academic progress, participants  
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current learning experience and factors contributing to their success. The financial cost 

associated with staying on the course was identified as were changes in participants’ 

relationship status and participants concerns for their future employment. This section will 

address continue to address objective 2; the availability and utilisation of HEI support services by 

participants during their course, objective 3 the experiences of being a full-time undergraduate 

student and objective 4 comparing the profile and experiences of mature nursing and non-

nursing students on full-time undergraduate courses. 

 

5.3.1 HEI supports available to participants 

Within the survey (Appendix 5) question 21 asked participants where they undertake the 

majority of their study and question 18 enquired about the availability of HEI supports to 

participants during their course of study. Most of the participants (n=268) undertake the 

majority of their studying in their home (73%(196)), the second most popular place of study is in 

the HEI Library / Study Hall (22%(59)). During their undergraduate course the following HEI 

supports were available to participants: study skills support was available to 73%(206) of 

participants (n=282), mature students group was available to 63% (177), support from course co-

ordinator or equivalent was available to 75%(210) and support from a nominated support 

person from HEI was available to 73% of participants (n=281). Crèche facilities were available to 

31%(86) of participants (n=277).  A number of participants did not know if services were 

available to them during their course, of which 21%(59) did not know of the availability of study 

skills support, mature students group 26.6%(75), support from their course co-ordinator 

15.2%(43) or support from a nominated support person 12.8%(36), e.g. personal tutor.  

 

Using Chi-square test for independence there was a significance association with large effect 

indicated for (Table  5.15) support from a nominated HEI person and subject area ( (3, n=272) 

=23.1, p = .000, v =.29), more nursing participants had support from a nominated HEI support 

person compared to non-nursing participants. There was no significant association indicated 

between subject area and the other HEI supports available to participants (Table 5.15 and 

Appendix 13 Table 4). 
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Table 5.15 Relationship between HEI supports available to participants and participants’ 

course of study 

HEI supports 
available to 
participants during 
their course of study. 

Course of 
study 

Supports 
are 

Available 
%(n) 

Supports 
are not 

available 
%(n) 

Don’t 
know 

 
%(n) 

Not 
applicable 

 
%(n) 

 

 
 

p 

Study skills (n=273) Nursing 
(n=212) 

72.6% 
(154) 

7.1% (15) 20% (43) _  
0.56 

Non-nursing 
(n=61) 
 

75.4% (46) 3.3% (3) 21.3% (13) _ 

HEI Crèche facilities  
(n=269) 

Nursing 
(n=209) 

31.1% (80) 18.32% (38) 18.2% (38) 32.5%(68) 
 

 
0.72 

Non-nursing 
(n=60) 
 

26.7% (16) 15% (9) 18.3% (11) 40%(24 
 

Mature students 
group (n=273) 

Nursing 
(n=212) 

63.3% 
(134) 

9.4% (20) 26.4% (56) .9%(2)  
0.77

‡
 

Non-nursing 
(n=61) 
 

59% (36) 11.5% (7) 27.9% (17) 1.6%(1) 
 

Support from Course 
Co-ordinator or 
equivalent (n=273) 

Nursing 
(n=212) 

78.3%(166) 8.5% (18) 
 

12.7% (27) 
 

.5%(1) 
 

 
0.15

‡
 

 Non-nursing 
(n=61) 
 

 65.5% (40) 14.8% (9) 19.7% (12) _ 

Nominated support 
person from HEI, e.g 
Personal Tutor 
(n=272) 

Nursing 
(n=211) 

79.6%(168) 
 

9.5% (20) 
 

10% (21) 
 

.9%(2) 
 

 
<.001

‡
* 

 Non-nursing 
(n=61) 

49.2% (30) 23% (14) 23% (14) 4.9%(3) 

 ‡
 Fisher’s Exact Test     * Significance at p <0.05 

 

From the analysis of participants (n=18) responses in relation to the availability of HEI supports 

33%(6) identified that supports are available but are not accessible to the participant as they are 

prohibited by cost and participants work placement issues, 28%(5) who accessed supports did 

not find them helpful, 22%(4) identified that supports were not always available and 17%(3) 

identified that their lecturers were very supportive to them.  

 

Logistic regression using the enter method was conducted to access the predictive impact of 

seven independent variables on the likelihood that HEI support services helped them to stay on 

the course. The Tolerance statistic ranged from .934 to .980 and Variance Inflation Factor ranged 

from 1.020 to 1.071 (Appendix 13 Table 5) thus all the variables were retained. The collinearity 

coefficients were also examined and indicated that the multicollinearity assumption was not 

violated.  The cell frequencies were all >5. In the final model (Table 5.16) 80 participants 
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reported that HEI supports helped them to stay on their course hence the rules for sample size 

statistical power was adhered to.  

 

The model was statistically significant  (7, n=248) =18.196, p = .011) indicating that it was able 

to distinguish between participants who reported and did not report that HEI supports helped 

them to stay on the course. The model as a whole explained between 7.1% (Cox & Snell R 

Square) and 9.4% (Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in utilising HEI supports and correctly 

classified 60.5% of cases overall, an improvement over the 51.2% in the Beginning Block. The 

Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness of Fit Test (p=.729) indicated support for the model. Residuals 

were examined to identify those cases for which the model did not work well. The ZResid values 

were examined and 1 case (0.40%) had a residual higher than 2 which are within the 5% 

threshold. 

 

Two of the independent variables, happy with course of study (p=.013, OR 3.85), and first 

written assignment was difficult (p=.048, OR 2.08), made a unique statistical significant 

contribution to the model. Participants who reported that HEI supports helped them to stay on 

the course were over 3 times more likely to report that they are happy with their course of study 

than those participants who did not report that HEI supports helped them to say on the course, 

controlling for all other factors in the model and over 2 times more likely to have had difficulty 

with their first written assessment than those participants who did not report that HEI supports 

helped them to stay on their course controlling for all the other factors in the model.  

 
Table 5.16 Logistic regression predicting likelihood that HEI support services helped 
participants to stay on the course. 

 

Predictor variables 
 
B 

 
S.E. 

 
Wald 

 
df 

 
Sig. 

 
OR 

95% 
Confidence 

Interval 
Lower    Upper 

HEI Location .105 .226 .156 1 .693 1.111 .659 1.872 

Personal preparation before 
course 

-.261 .302 .747 1 .387 .770 .426 1.392 

Subject area -.275 .326 .707 1 .400 .760 .401 1.441 

Happy with course and course 
content 

1.349 .545 6.121 1 .013 3.854 1.324 11.222 

First written assessments were 
difficult 

.734 .371 3.919 1 .048 2.082 1.007 4.305 

Worry over examinations and  
work placements  

.314 .271 1.345 1 .246 1.369 .805 2.326 

Peer support is helpful 1.401 .813 2.974 1 .085 4.061 .826 19.970 
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Logistic regression using  the enter method was constructed to assess the predictive impact of a 

number of independent  variables on the likelihood that lecturers helped students to stay on 

their HEI fulltime undergraduate  course. The Tolerance statistic ranged from .846 to .956 and 

Variance Inflation Factor ranged from 1.054 to 1.182 thus all the variables were retained. The 

collinearity coefficients were also examined and indicated that the multicollinearity assumption 

was not violated. The cell frequencies were all >5. The final model had 10 predictor variables 

(Table 5.17), 127 participants reported that lecturers helped then to stay on the course hence 

the rules for sample size statistical power was adhered to. 

 

The model was statistically significant  (10, n=189) =27.837, p = .002) indicating that it was able 

to distinguish between participants who reported and did not report that lecturers helped them 

to stay on the course. The model as a whole explained between 13.7% (Cox & Snell R Square) 

and 19.5% (Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in accessing lecturers and correctly classified 

76.7% of cases overall, an improvement over the 70.9% in the Beginning Block. The Hosmer-

Lemeshow Goodness of Fit Test (p=.694) indicated support for the model. Residuals were 

examined to identify those cases for whom the model did not work well. The ZResid values were 

examined and 5 cases (2.64%) had a residual higher than 2 which is within the 5% threshold. 

 

Two of the independent variables, participants feel responsible for own learning (p=.029, OR 

2.35) and first written assessment was difficult (p=.002, OR 3.83) made a unique statistical 

significant contribution to the model. Participants who reported that lecturers helped them to 

stay on the course were over 2 times more likely to report that they feel responsible for their 

learning and over 3 times more likely to report that they found their first written assessment 

difficult than those participants who did not report that lecturers helped them to stay on their 

course controlling for all the other factors in the model.  
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Table 5.17 Logistic regression predicting likelihood that Lecturers helped participants to stay 

on their course. 

 

Predictor variables 
 
B 

 
S.E. 

 
Wald 

 
df 

 
Sig. 

 
OR 

95% 
Confidence 

Interval 
Lower    Upper 

Personal preparation before 
course 

.354 .408 .754 1 .385 1.425 .640 3.172 

Personal preparation before 
course was helpful 

.785 .687 1.304 1 .253 2.192 .570 8.433 

Course of study -.395 .478 .684 1 .408 .673 .264 1.719 

Responsible for own learning  .855 .392 4.744 1 .029 2.351 1.089 5.073 

Happy with course of study .739 .613 1.4500 1 .228 2.093 .629 6.967 

First written assessments 
were difficult 

1.343 .443 9.213 1 .002 3.831 1.609 9.121 

Worry over examinations and  
work placements  

-.295 .369 .638 1 .425 .745 .362 1.535 

Peer support is helpful 1.326 .770 2.964 1 .085 3.767 .832 17.050 

In paid employment during 
course 

-.471 .375 1.576 1 .209 .624 .299 1.303 

Gender -.951 .500 3.621 1 .057 .386 .145 1.029 

 

5.3.2 Participants preferred teaching, learning and assessment methods. 

Question 24 in the survey (Appendix 5) provided participants with four statements and an 

‘other’ option asking them to identify the statement that best described them as a learner and 

questions 22 and 23 (Appendix 5) asked participants to rank order their preference of seven 

teaching and learning strategies and six assessment strategies. The majority (69%(187)) of 

participants identified that as a learner they liked to understand the subject (Figure 5.3) while 

only  12% or less identified with the other options.  
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Figure 5.3 Participants identified learning approach (n= 270) 

 

 

Figure 5.4 Participants identified learning approach by course of study (n= 269) 

 

Figure 5.4 shows participants learning approach according to course of study. There was no 

significance association indicated between the participants learning approach and course of 

study ( (4, n= 269) =.44, p = .98, V = .04).  
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The most preferred teaching and learning method (Figure 5.5) identified by just over a third of 

participants was the lecture (37 %(95)) followed by practical and laboratory work (32%(80)), with 

less than 10% identifying with any of the other learning methods. A minority of participants 

identified discussion and debate (9%(24)), groupwork (7%(17)), directed learning (7%(17)) role 

play (4%(11)) and projects (4%(10)) as their preferred teaching learning method. 

 

 

Figure 5.5 The Preferred Teaching and Learning Method of Participants (n= 254) 

 

There was no significance found between the preferred teaching and learning methods and the 

participants course of study (² (6, n= 253) = 8.9 p = .18, V = .19) (Figure 5.6).  
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Figure 5.6 Participants preferred Teaching / Learning Method by Course of Study (n=253) 

 

The most preferred method of assessment (Figure 5.7) identified by participants was written 

assignments (28 %(71)) followed by practical and laboratory work (23%(59) whilst projects and 

portfolios - where the least preferred methods of assessment identified. Written assignments 

where the most preferred type of assessment identified by both nursing and non-nursing 

partipants (Figure 5.8). There was a significant association with medium effect indicated 

between the preferred assessment method and course of study ( (5, n= 251) =15.04, p = .01, V 

= .25), a higher proportion of non- nursing participants preferred projects compared to nursing 

participants (20% vs 5.6%).   
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Figure 5.7 Preferred Assessment Method of participants (n=257) 

* 

Significance at p <0.05 

Figure 5.8 Preferred Assessment Method by course of study (n= 251) 
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5.3.3 Participants’ current learning experiences. 

Participants’ were asked to rate their level of agreement or disagreement across seventeen 

statements relating to their current learning (Appendix 5, Question 17). The majority of 

participants strongly agreed or agreed with all of the statements except for the statement in 

relation to the worry of practice / work placements. 

 

For most statements the vast majority of participants (n=284) strongly agree or agreed with 

particularly high score that they are responsible for their own learning (99%(283)), are happy to 

be studying at third level (98% (277)), the course provides them with the skills to complete their 

course (97%(274)) and equips them to be a lifelong learner (86%(243)).  Managing their time is 

difficult for 65% (184) of participants with 70% (198) finding it hard to get time to study and 63% 

(179) finding it difficult to concentrate on studying and 50%(142) need more direction with their 

study skills. 

 

Just over half (55% (149)) of the participants (n=272) found doing group work helpful. Writing 

the first assignment was difficult for 78% (220) of participants (n=283) and writing assignments is 

still difficult for 60% (170)) of participants (n=282) with 52% (147) of participants (n=281) 

strongly agreeing or agreeing that the worry of assignments had taken over their life. The first 

written examination was difficult for 72%(202) of participants (n=280), written examinations are 

still difficult for 62%(172) of participants (n=278) and 94.3% (264) of participants found feedback 

on written work helpful. Whilst practice / work placements did not apply to all participants, of 

the participants (n=261) that it did apply to, the majority (61%(160)) strongly disagreed or 

disagreed that the worry of placements has taken over their life. 

 

There was a significant association with small effect indicated for participants feeling responsible 

for their own learning and course of study ( (1, n= 275) = 3.97, p =.05, phi = .13).  A higher 

proportion of nursing participants (n=214) strongly agree or agree that they feel responsible for 

their own learning (79%(169)) compared to 66%(40) of non-nursing participants (n=61) (Table 

5.18).  

There was no significant association detected between course of study and the other statements 

(Appendix 13 Table 5). 
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Table 5.18   Relationship between participants’ current learning experience and participants’ 

course of study.   

 

Current Learning Experience  
 

Course of study 

Strongly 
Agree 
/Agree 

%(n) 

Disagree 
/Strongly 
Disagree/ 

%(n) 

 
p 

I feel responsible for my own learning 
(n=275) 

Nursing (n=214) 79%(169) 21%(45) 
.05

†
* 

Non-Nursing (n=61) 65.6%(40) 34.4%(21) 

I am happy to be studying in third level 
education (n=275 ) 

Nursing (n=214) 98.1%(210) 1.9%(4) 
.18

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=61) 95.1%(58) 4.9%(3) 

The course provides me with skills to 
complete this course (n=275) 

Nursing (n=214) 97.7%(209) 2.3%(5) 
.08

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=61) 91.8%(56) 8.2%(5) 

The content of the course has met my 
expectations (n=270). 

Nursing (n=212) 77.8%(165) 22.2%(47) 
1.00

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=58) 77.6%(45) 22.4%(13) 

The course is equipping me to be a 
lifelong learner (n=273). 

Nursing (n=212) 88.2%(187) 11.8(25) 
.09

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=61) 78.8%(48) 21.3%(13) 

I find managing my time difficult (n=272). Nursing (n=213) 65.3%(139) 34.7%((74) 
.84

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=59) 67.8%(40) 32.2%(19) 

I find it hard to get time to study 
(n=274). 

Nursing (n=213) 73.7%(198) 26.3%(56) 
.07

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=61) 60.7%(37) 39.3%(24) 

I find it difficult to concentrate on 
studying (n=274). 

Nursing (n=214) 61.7%(132) 38.3%(82) 
.30

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=60) 70%(40) 30%(18) 

I need more direction with my study 
skills (n=267). 

Nursing (n=209) 52.6%(110) 47.4%(99) 
.66

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=58) 48.3%(28) 51.7%(30) 

I have found doing group work helpful 
(n=264). 

Nursing (n=205) 57.3%(110) 46.3%(95) 
.70

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=59) 57.6%(34) 42.4%(42) 

I found writing my first assignment 
difficult (n=274) 

Nursing (n=215) 79.1%(170) 20.9%(45) 
.27

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=59) 71.2%(42) 28.8%(17) 

I still find writing assignments difficult 
(n=273) 

Nursing (n=215) 61.9%(133) 38.1%(81) 
.31

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=58) 53.4%(31) 46.6%(27) 

The worry of assignments has taken over 
my life (n=272). 

Nursing (n=211) 51.7%(109) 48.3%(102) 
.68

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=61) 53.7%(34) 44.3%(27) 

I found my first written examination 
difficult (n=273) 

Nursing (n=215) 

Non-Nursing (n=58) 

61.9%(133) 38.1%(82) .31
†
 

53.4%(31) 46.6%(27) 
 

I still find written examinations difficult 
(n=269). 

Nursing (n=210) 62.9%(132) 37.1%(78) 
.73

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=59) 59.3%(35) 40.7%(24) 

Getting feedback on my written work is 
helpful to me (n=271). 

Nursing (n=212) 95.3% (202) 4.7%(11) 
.76

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=55) 93.2%(55) 6.8%(4) 
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The worry of clinical / practice / work 
placements has taken over my life 
(n=254). 

Nursing (n= 208) 39.4%(82) 60.6%(126) .89
†
 

Non-Nursing (n=46) 37%(17) 63%(29) 

†
 Yates Continuity Correction   * Significance at p <0.05 

  

Further analysis revealed that there was a significant association with small effect indicated for 

the worry of assignments has taken over my life and gender ( (1, n= 238) = 5.14, p =.02, phi = 

.16).  A higher proportion of female participants (57%(103)) strongly agree or agree that the 

worry of assignments has taken over their life compared to 38%(21) of male participants. There 

was no significant association detected between gender and the other statements. 

 
Participants were asked to identify other issues pertaining to their current learning experience. 

The results of the content analysis of the thirty participant comments are outlined in Table 5.19. 

Just under half (43%(13)) of the participants comments identified feedback issues with 

approximately one third of participants comments identifying course issues (30%(9)) and 

stressful workload (27%(8)) as factors affecting their current learning.  

 

Table 5.19 Participants comments on their current learning (n=36) 

 
 

Themes  

 
 
Responses related to  

 
%(n) of 
comments 

 
Nursing  Non-nursing 
   %(n)            %(n) 

Feedback 
issues  

Have never received feedback  
Received very little feedback on written 
work 
Feedback is vague  
Feedback is  limited 
 

43.4%(13) 44%(11) 40%(2) 

Course 
content issues 

Theory practice gap 
Not prepared for practice role 
Need more support with studying 
Not enough focus on practice skills 
 

30% (9) 32%(8) 20%(1) 

Workload 
stressful 

Assignments are stressful 
Groupwork is stressful. 
Feel overwhelmed by the amount of 
work to be done 
 

26.7% (8) 24%(6) 40%(2) 

 Total 100%30 100%(25) 100%(5) 
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5.3.4 Participants’ academic progress. 

Questions 25 to 30 (Appendix 5) sought information on participants academic progress by asking 

them to disclose their overall end of year result for each year of their course and to indicate if 

they received the results they were expecting and if not the reasons why. 

 

The end of the current year results were not available for the majority of participants but were 

available participants passed their end of year examinations (Table 5.20). For those participants 

whose results were not available for the current year, examination of their previous year results 

identified that the vast majority of participants passed their end of year examination with 

distinction or on their first attempt and only a minority of participants had to repeat 

examinations (Table 5.20). 

 

Table 5.20 Participants self disclosed end of year results (n=261) 

 
 

Overall end of 
current year results. 

 Current Year of Study. 
 

Year 1 (n=55) 
%(n) 

 

Year 2 (n=64) 
%(n) 

Year 3 (n=60) 
%(n) 

Year 4 (n=83) 
%(n) 

Distinction 14.5%(8) 

21.8%(12) 

1.8%(1) 

1.8%(1) 

60%(33) 

9.4%(6) 

17.2%(11) 

0%(0) 

0%(0) 

73.4%(47) 

13.3%(8) 

6.7%(4) 

1.7%(1) 

0%(0) 

78.3%(47) 

13.3%(11) 

20.5%(17) 

0%(0) 

1.2%(1) 

61.5%(54) 

Pass 1
st

 attempt. 

Pass on repeat. 

Fail 

Results not available 

 
End of previous year results for participants whose current end of year results are not available  

Distinction N/A 

N/A 

N/A 

N/A 

51.1%(24) 

38.3%(18) 

6.4%(3) 

4.3%(2) 

25.5%(12) 

66%(31) 

8.5%(4) 

0%(0) 

37%(20) 

53.7%(29) 

9.3%(5) 

0%(0) 

Pass 1
st

 attempt. 

Pass on repeat. 

Fail 

 

The vast majority of participants achieved the results they were expecting in their end of year 

results in each year of their course of study and Table 5.21 identifies the reasons identified by 

participants for not achieving their expected result. Participant responses identify that in each 

year of the course participants achieved better results than they expected, personal issues and 

losing interest in their course of study were the main reasons cited for not achieving their 

expected results. 
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Table 5.21 Participants achievement of expected end of year results across their four years and 

reasons for not achieving expected results. 

Year of study  Achieved expected results 
  Yes %(n)           No %(n) 
               

 Reasons for not achieving expected results 
%(n) of comments 

Year 1 (n=214) 82.2%(95) 17.8%(38) 

 

 (n=24) 

Did better than expected (66.7%(16)) 
Stress (12.5%(3) 
Lost interest (8.3%(2)) 
Personal issues (8.3%(2)) 
Examiner bias (4.2%(1)) 

Year 2(n=152) 80.9%(123) 19.1%(29)  (n=14) 

Did better than expected (57.1%(8) 
Lost interest (21.4%(3)) 
Personal issues (14.3%(2)) 
Lecturer lost scripts (7.1%(1)) 

Year 3 (n=85) 72.9%(62) 27.1%(23)  (n=13) 

Did better than expected (30.8%(4))  
Personal issues (30.8%(4)) 
Study / exam technique (15.4%(2)) 
Too many exams in short timeframe (15.4%(2)) 
Lost interest (7.7%(1)) 

Year 4 (n=26) 80.8%(21) 19.2%(5)  (n=2) 

Did better than  expected (100%(2)) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.9 End of current year results by course of study. 
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Figure 5.9 shows the end of current year results by course of study. There was no significance 

association indicated between end of year expected results received in each of the four years of 

the course and course of study (Appendix 13 Table 6) or the end of year results and pre entry 

qualifications. 

 

Participants were presented with six statements (Appendix 5, Question 30) and asked to identify 

their agreement, from strongly agree to strongly disagree, within each statement if they thought 

the factors identified contributed to them being unsuccessful in any of their examinations. 

Participants were provided with a ‘Does not Apply’ option and those participants whom the 

statements did not apply to were excluded from the analysis.  In the majority of cases 

participants cited all the factors as contributing factors to lack of success in examination results. 

The vast majority 79% (89) of participants (n=112) strongly agreed or agreed that course work 

overload was a contributing factor to their lack of success in examinations. Time management 

was identified by 73%(81) of participants (n= 111), poor examination technique was identified by 

68.3%(73) of participants (n=107) and family commitments was identified as a contributing 

factor by 67%(61) of participants.(n=91). Paid employment commitments outside of HEI 

contributed to lack of success in examinations for 60.3%(47)) of participants (n=78). Just over 

half (57.6%(57) of the participants (n=99) identified poor assignment skills and 56.8%(63) of 

participants (n=111) identified not doing enough study were contributing factors. 

 

Course work overload was identified by both nursing and non-nursing participants as the main 

contributing factor to lack of success in examinations (Figure 5.10). There was a significant 

association with small effect indicated for not doing enough study and course of study ( (1, n= 

111) =3.99, p = .05, phi = -.21). A higher proportion of non-nursing participants (73% (24) 

compared to 50% (39) of nursing participants strongly agreed or agreed that not doing enough 

study was a contributing factor to their lack of success in examination. There was no significant 

association indicated between the other six contributing factors and course of study (Appendix 

13 Table 7). A logistic regression model was constructed to assess the predicative impact of 

seven independent variables that contributed to success in examinations; the model was not 

statistically significant. 
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* Significance at p <0.05 

Figure 5.10 Contributing factors to lack of success in examination results by course of study 

 

5.3.5 Exploration of association between participants’ satisfaction with their course 

and use of HEI support services 

Participants were asked to rate their satisfaction (Appendix 5, Question 31) with their course 

and HEI support services on a four point Likert scale from very satisfied to very unsatisfied.  

When the participants who selected the ‘does not apply option’ were removed from the 

analysis.  The vast majority of participants are very satisfied or satisfied with their course 

(93%(235)), their course lecturers (89%(225)), Clinical Placement Coordinator’s (88%(187)), work 

placement (86%(188)), their preceptors / mentors (83%(171), HEI Disability service (81% (55)), 

the HEI Support service (75%(135) (n=176)), their HEI nominated support person (72.%(146 

(n=202)) and with the mature students office (59.8% (98) (n= 164 ). Figure 5.11 shows the level 

of satisfaction with course and HEI supports across subject area. There was no significance 

association between satisfaction with course and HEI support services and subject area 

(Appendix 13 Table 8).  
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Figure 5.11 Satisfaction with Course and HEI Support Services by course of study 

 

A logistic regression model was constructed to identify the factors that could predict students 

overall satisfaction with HEI support services. The Tolerance statistic ranged from .630 to .993 

and Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) ranged from 1.033 to 1.588, thus all the variables were 

retained. Examination of the collinearity coefficients indicated that the multicollinearity 

assumption was not violated. The cell frequencies were all >5. The final model had 9 predictor 

variables (Table 5.22) and 140 participants reported satisfaction with the HEI support services 

hence the rules for sample size statistical power was adhered to. 

 

The model was statistically significant  (9, n=186) =19.806, p = .019) indicating that it was able 

to distinguish between participants who reported and did not report that they were satisfied 

with the HEI support services. The model as a whole explained between 10.1% (Cox & Snell R 

Square) and 15.4% (Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in overall satisfaction with HEI support 

services and correctly classified 79% of cases overall, a slight improvement over the 77% in the 

Beginning Block. The Hosmer-Lemeshow Goodness of Fit Test (p=.515) indicated support for the 

model. Residuals were examined to identify those cases for who the model did not work well. 

The ZResid values were examined and 9 cases (4.8%) had a residual higher than 2 which is within 

the 5% threshold. 
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Two of the independent variables, HEI Location (p=.022, OR 2.49) and happy with course of 

study (p=.004, OR 4.34) made a unique statistical significant contribution to the model. 

Participants who reported that they were satisfied with the HEI Support Services were over 4 

times more likely to report that they are happy with their course of study and participants who 

attended a Dublin HEI are over 2.5 times more likely to report that they are satisfied with the HEI 

Support Services than those participants who did not report overall satisfaction with HEI Support 

Services controlling for all the other factors in the model. 

 
Table 5.22 Logistic regression predicting likelihood of overall satisfaction with HEI Support 

Services  

 

Predictor variables 
 
B 

 
S.E. 

 
Wald 

 
df 

 
Sig. 

 
OR 

95% 
Confidence 

Interval 
Lower     Upper 

HEI Location .911 .397 5.270 1 .022 2.487 1.142 5.415 

Highest academic qualification 
prior to course 

.227 .446 .259 1 .611 1.255 .523 3.007 

Personal preparation before 
course 

-.204 .421 .235 1 .628 .815 .357 1.862 

Course of study -.190 .452 .177 1 .674 .827 .341 2.004 

Happy with course of study 1.468 .512 8.207 1 .004 4.341 1.590 11.851 

First written assessments were 
difficult 

1.213 .689 3.099 1 .078 3.365 .871 12.990 

Written assessments are still 
difficult. 

-.642 .604 1.129 1 .288 .526 .161 1.719 

Worry about examinations and 
work placements 

-.063 .411 .023 1 .879 .939 .420 2.102 

Study Time Management Issues  -1.058 .585 3.267 1 .071 .347 .110 1.093 

 

 

5.3.6 Participants’ experience of their last practice / work placement 

Participants were provided with 7 statements about their last practice/ work placement and 

asked to rate them on a 4 point Likert scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree A ‘Does not 

apply’ option was provided for those participants who did not have practice / work placements 

on their course or at the participants stage of their course and these participants were removed 

from the analysis of this question (Appendix 5, Question 32). 

 

When the ‘did not apply’ responses were removed from the analysis the vast majority of 

participants (n=217) strongly agreed or agreed that they enjoyed their last practice / work 
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placement (88%(191)) clinical placement co-ordinators (89.9%(194)) (n=216), found their 

preceptor / mentor helpful (85.7%(186)) (n=217),  they got a lot respect from patients / clients / 

customers(93.3%(194)) (n=208), and less than half (45.8%(92)) of the participants (n=200) 

identified that they were treated differently to direct entry students. Table 5.23 shows the seven 

items relating to participants last practice / work placement experience and course of study. 

 

Table 5.23 Experience of last practice placement by course of study 

 Number of 
participants 

Nursing 
participants  
%(n) 

Non-nursing 
participants  
%(n)  

Enjoyed last placement N=215   

          Strongly agree/ agree  88.7%(172) 81%(17) 

          Strongly disagree / disagree  11.3%(22) 19%(4) 

CPC’s helpful N=214   

         Strongly agree/ agree  90.2%(175) 90%(18) 

        Strongly disagree / disagree  9.8%(19) 10%(2) 

Preceptors/Mentors Helpful N=215   

         Strongly agree/ agree  85.6%(165) 86.4%(19) 

         Strongly disagree / disagree  14.5%(28) 13.6%(3) 

Practice staff treated me differently to the 
direct entry students  

N=200   

        Strongly agree/ agree  43.6%(79) 63.2%(12) 

        Strongly disagree / disagree  56.4%(102) 36.8%(7) 

I got respect from patients / clients N=208   

        Strongly agree/ agree  93.6%(176) 90%(18) 

       Strongly disagree / disagree  6.4%(12) 10%(2) 

Student supernumerary status gave me the 
opportunity to watch and learn 

N=191   

      Strongly agree/ agree  73.6%(131) 61.5%98) 

     Strongly disagree / disagree  26.4%(47) 38.5%(5) 

 

There was no significant association indicated between participants’ experience of their last 

practice / work placement and course of study (Appendix 12 Table 9).  
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5.3.7 Association between relationship status of participants before and during their 

course of study and factors that might have contributed to the change in status 

Participants were provided with three questions (Appendix 5, Questions 39, 40, 41) to identify 

their relationship status before commencing their studies and their current relationship status 

and to identify factors that may have contributed to any change in their relationship status. At 

the commencement of their course of study 53% (57) of participants (n=107) were single and 

47% (50) (n=107) participants reported being single at the time of completing the survey (Table 

5.24). Just under half (46.5%(40)) of the participants (n=86) were married at the beginning of 

their course, with 53.6%(46) of participants identifying that they are married at the time of 

completing the survey. None of the participants were widows or widowers. Just under one third 

(32%(29)) of participants (n=92) identified that they had a partner at the beginning of their 

course, with 69%(63) of participants (n=92) identifying that they have a partner at the time of 

completing the survey. At the beginning of the course 63.2%(12) of participants (n=19) were 

separated or divorced, with 36.8%(7)) (n=19)of participants separated / divorced at the time of 

completing the study. There was a significant association with small effect indicated between 

married relationship status and course of study² (1, n=85) =5.75, p =.03, phi =.26), a higher 

proportion of non-nursing participants were married at the time of completing the survey when 

compared to nursing participants (Table 5.24).  

 

Table 5.24   Relationship status and course of study. 

 
Relationship Status 

 
Subject area. 

At beginning 
of course 

%(n) 

On 
completion 

of  survey 
%(n) 

P 

Single (n= 105) Nursing (n=83) 54.2%(45) 45.8%(38) 
.91

†
 

Non-Nursing (n=22) 50%(11) 50%(11) 

Married (n=85) Nursing (n=72) 51.4%(37) 48.6%(35) 
.03

‡
* 

Non-Nursing (n=13) 15.4%(2) 84.6%(11) 

Partner (n=91) Nursing (n=73) 34.2%(25) 65.8%(48) 
.40

‡
 

Non-Nursing (n=18) 22.2%(4) 77.8%(14) 

Separated/ Divorced 
(n=18) 

Nursing (n=12) 50%(6) 50%(6) 
.32 

Non-Nursing (n=6) 83.3%(5) 16.7%(1) 

†
 Yates Continuity Correction     

‡
 Fisher’s Exact Test    * Significance at p <0.05 

 

Participants were asked to describe their relationship prior to commencing their course and 

their current relationship on a four point Likert scale from very happy to very unhappy. A ‘Does 
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not apply’ option was provided for those participants who were not in a relationship at the two 

time points and these participants were removed from the analysis. There was a change in how 

participants described their relationship at the two time points with fewer participants 

describing their relationship at the time of survey completion as very happy / happy. There was 

no significant association between how participants described their relationship before they 

commenced their course and subject area  (1, n=180) =.849, p =.69, phi = -.07 and how they 

described their current relationship  (1, n=167) =1.30, p =.25, phi = .11.  

 

Participants were presented with five factors and asked to indicate if there had been a change in 

their relationship status since commencing the course if they felt any of the factors may have 

contributed to that change. Participants were able to identify as many factors that applied to 

them (Table 5.25). One hundred and seventeen participants identified that there had been a 

change in their relationship. Financial difficulties were cited as the most common contributing 

factor by 49.6%(58) of participants responses. Seventy seven participants identified more than 

one contributing factor; the most common combination of factors was financial difficulties, 

study time and examination / assignment deadlines as identified by 24 participants.  

 

Table 5.25 Factors contributing to change in relationship status. 

Factors contributing to change in relationship 
status. 

% of Cases   
Responses (n) 

49.6% (58) 
47.9%(56) 
46.2%(54) 
40.2%(47) 
30.8%(36) 

                  214.5%(251) 

Financial difficulties. 
Greater feeling of self-worth. 
Study time. 
Examination / assignment deadlines. 
Improved communication skills. 
 Total 

 

The factors identified by one hundred and fifteen participants of are outlined in Table 5.26. 

There was no significant association between course of study and factors contributing to change 

in relationship status. 
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Table 5.26 Factors contributing to change in relationship status by course of study (n=115) 

Factors contributing to change in 
relationship status 

Overall  
Responses 

%(N) 
 

Nursing 
Responses 

          %(N)      

Non-Nursing 
Responses 

         %(N)       

Financial difficulties. 23.2%(57) 
 

18.3% (45) 4.9%(12) 
 

Greater feeling of self-worth. 22.8%(56) 
 

19.1%(47) 3.7% (9) 
 

Study time. 21.1%(52) 
 

16.3%(40) 4.9%(12) 
 

Examination / assignment deadlines. 18.7%(46) 
 

14.2%(35) 4.5%(11) 
 

Improved communication skills. 14.2%(35) 
 

11.4%(28) 2.8%(7) 
 

Total 100%(246) 
 

79.3%(195) 20.7%(51) 
 

 

 
Participants were asked to identify any other factors that contributed to a change in their 

relationship status, from participants responses 54%(7) of participants (n=13) identified being 

unavailable to partner due to course commitments/ workload as a contributing factor, 23%(3) 

identified lack of support from partner / family, 15%(2) reported that their relationship change 

not was course related and 8%(1) identified mental health issues as a contributory cause. The 

above contributory factors were identified by more nursing participants (n=11) than non-nursing 

participants (n=2).  

 

5.3.8 Relationship with other students / HEI societies 

Two survey questions (Appendix 5, Question 42 & 43) sought information regarding participant’s 

involvement with HEI societies and with other students. Just under half (46%(165) of 

participants (n=240) socialise with other students, with a higher proportion (75%(38)) of non-

nursing participants (n=51) socialising with other students compared to 67% (125) of nursing 

participants (n=186). Only a minority 12%(28) of participants (n=244) are involved in HEI 

Societies as identified by 19.6%(10) of non-nursing participants (n=51) and 8.5%(16) of nursing 

participants (n=189). There was a significant association with small effect indicated between 

being involved in HEI Societies and course of study ( (1, n= 240) =4.07, p = .04, phi = -.15), 

more nursing participants (92%(173)) are not involved in HEI societies when compared to non-

nursing participants (81%(41)). There was no significant association indicated between 

socialising with other student and course of study ( (1, n= 237) =.68, p = .41, phi = -.07). 
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Participants were asked to identify the extent of their socialising with other students, 122 

participants identify that they socialise with other students. The participant responses relate to 

the frequency of the socialising as well as the type and location of the socialising and are 

reported under each of these categories. The majority (65%(74)) of responses from the 

participants (n=115) identified that they socialise occasionally (once a term) with other students 

whilst 36%(41)) identifying that they socialise frequently (once or more a month). From the 

participants (n=110) who identify the location of the socialising 39%(43) socialise with other 

students outside of HEI and 38%(42) socialise with other students only within the HEI and 23% 

(25) identify that they only socialise by going to class parties or nights out mainly after exams or 

at the end of the year. The order of frequency for the socialising frequency and location was 

similar for nursing and non-nursing participants. 

 

The results of the content analysis of the participant responses on the type of socialising are 

presented in Table 5.27. The reasons cited by participants (n=68) for not socialising with other 

students were identified from participants responses as lifestyle factors (57%(39)) which 

includes age differences, and having their own friends outside of HEI, family commitments and 

living too far away, 28%(19) identified that they have no time and 15%(10) identify that they 

can’t finance socialising with other students. This order of frequency was similar for nursing and 

non-nursing participants.  

 

Table 5.27 The extent of socialising with other students (n=110) 

Themes Responses related to   %(n) Nursing 
%(n) 

Non-nursing 
%(n) 

Socialise outside the HEI Go shopping 
Meet at the weekends 
Go on nights out 
 

39.1%(43) 37.6%(32) 44%(11) 

Socialise within the HEI During coffee breaks 
Talk to other students 
During lunch time 

38.2%(42) 36.5%(31) 44%(11) 

Class parties After exams 
At the end of term 

22.7%(25) 25.95(22) 12%(3) 

 Total comments 100%(110) 100%(85) 100%(25) 

 

Of the participants (n= 28) who identified their involvement in HEI societies (Table 5.28 ) just 

over one third of participants (38 %(11)) are involved in sports related societies, 28%(8) are 

involved in non-sports or course related societies, 17%(5) are involved in course subject related 

societies, and 17%(5) are involved in the mature student society.  
 



 

114 
 

Table 5.28 HEI Student society involvement (n=29) 

Themes  Responses related to  %(n) Nursing  
%(n) 

Non-nursing 
%(n) 

Sports related societies  Scuba diving 
Archery 
Rock climbing 
Tae Kwon Do 
Camogie 
 

37.9%(11) 43.7%(7) 
30.8%(4) 

Non-sports or course 
related societies 

Art society 
English literature 
Media production 
Sign language 
LBGTA 
 

27.6%(8) 25%(4) 
30.8%(4) 

Course subject related 
societies  

Nursing society 
Computer society 
Enterprise society 
Political society 
 

17.2%(5) 18.8%(3) 
15.4%(2) 

Mature students 
society 

Mature student society 17.2%(5) 12.2%(2) 23.1%(2) 

 Total comments 100%(29) 100%(16) 100%(13) 

 

Participants (n=122) identified reasons for non-involvement in HEI student societies (Table 5.29), 

some participants identified more than one reason. The content analysis of participants 

comments (n=143) identify that having no time was the main reason identified within 59%(84) of 

participants comments, just under a quarter of comments (23%(33)) identified that lifestyle 

factors , including family and work commitments, living too far away, as reasons, 12%(17) of the 

comments identified course related factors include the heavy course workload and not being 

situated on the main campus as well as it been difficult to keep up attendance at society during 

work placement, and 6%(9) of comments identified poorly run societies or societies only held in 

the evenings and geared towards younger students as reasons for non-involvement. Having no 

time and lifestyle factors where the two most frequently reasons identified within both nursing 

and non-nursing participants comments. 
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Table 5.29 Reasons for non-involvement in HEI Societies (n=122) 

Reason for non-involvement in HEI 
Societies 

%(n) 
comments 

Nursing 
comments 
%(n) 

Non-nursing 
comments 
%(n) 

No time  58.7%(84) 61%(72) 48%(12) 

Lifestyle factors 23.1%(33) 23.7%(28) 20%(5) 

Course related issues  11.9%(17) 11.9%(14) 12%(3) 

Society related issues  6.3%(9) 3.4%(4) 20%(5) 

Total comments 100%(143) 100%(118) 100%(25) 

 
 

5.3.9 Staying on the course 

Participants were asked to respond to six open questions (Appendix 5, Question 19) in relation 

to what has been the hardest thing for them on their course, the challenges if any that they have 

had to overcome to stay on the course, what has helped them the most, motivated them to stay 

on the course, what they enjoy most about the course and if they had ever considered leaving 

the course and if they did the reason for considering leaving their course of study.  

 

Some of the participants provided more than one reason when responding to what is the 

hardest thing for participants on their course.  From the content analysis of the participant 

responses the three most common areas identified by participants (n=258) are workload and 

coursework, balancing family and study time and finances (Table 5.30). The three most common 

areas differ for nursing and non-nursing participants.  

 

Table 5.30 The hardest thing for participants on their course (n=258). 

 
 
Themes  

 
 
Responses related to  

 
 
% (n) 

        
Nursing  Non- nursing 
   %(n)           %(n) 

Workload and 
course work 

Amount of work 
Participating in groupwork 
Writing assignments 
Examinations 
Specific subject areas 
 

36.6%(113) 30.2%(74) 60.9%(39) 

Balancing family and 
study time  

Finding time to study 
Juggling study and homelife 
Managing family and study 
Change in lifestyle 

25.6%(79) 28.6%(70) 14.1%(9) 



 

116 
 

 
Finances Managing finances 

Financial worries 
Childcare costs 
 

16.2%(50) 18%(44) 9.4%(6) 

Being a mature 
student 

Integrating into the HEI 
Returning to study 
Lack of mature student peers 
 

10%(31) 9%(22) 14.1%(9) 

Work placements Studying during work placement 
Organising / managing childcare 
during work placement 
 

8.1%(25) 10.2%(25) 0%(0) 

Time spent 
commuting 

Time spent commuting to HEI / 
work placement 
 

3.6%(11) 4.%(10) 1.6%(1) 

 Total  comments 100%(309) 100%(245) 100%(64) 

 

 

The themes from participants (n=249) responses about the challenges they faced to stay on the 

course is presented in Table 5.31, some of the participants identified more than one challenge. 

Financial burden was the most frequently identified challenge identified by both the nursing and 

non-nursing participants’ responses.  

 

Table 5.31 Challenges faced to stay on the course (n=249) 

 
 
Themes  

 
 
Responses related to  

 
 
% (n) 

         
Nursing    Non-nursing 
    %(n)          %(n) 

Financial burden Course fees 
Managing money 
Financial worries 
Financial strain 
Financial difficulties 
 

40.8%(130) 41%(103) 39.7%(27) 

Balancing course 
and family time  

Managing family and study time  
Time management 
Family commitments 
Having time for family 
Juggling home life 
Finding time to study 
 

17.2%(55) 19.5%(49) 8.8%(6) 

Course issues 
 
 
 
 

Examinations 
Keeping on top of workload 
Academic writing 
Failing examinations 
Adjusting to study 

16%(51) 
 
 
 
 

13.1%(33) 
 
 
 
 

26.5%(18) 
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Psychological 
challenges 

Stress 
Keeping motivated 
Depression 
Anxiety about exams 
Self doubt 
 

10.3%(33) 8.4%(21) 17.2%(12) 

Managing childcare Childcare worries 
Organising / managing childcare 
Organising childcare during work 
placement 
 

5%(16) 6.4%(16) 0%(0) 

Life changes  Relationship breakup 
Bereavement 
Poverty 
Physical illness 
 

5%(16) 5.6%(14) 2.9%(2) 

Staff attitudes Negativity from staff 
 

2.5%(8) 2.8%(7) 1.5%(1) 

Fitting in Being a mature student 
Dealing with younger peers 
 

1.9%(6) 1.6%(4) 2.9%(2) 

Work placements Time spent commuting work 
placements 
Long work placement hours 
 

1.3%(4) 1.6%(4) 0%(0) 

 Total comments 100%(319) 100%(251) 100%(68) 

 

The themes and illustrative responses that emerged from participants (n=254) in relation to 

what helped them most during the course are presented in Table 5.32, some of the participants 

identified more than one factor. Support from family, friends and peers was what helped 

participants the most during their course as identified within just over half (51%(159) of 

participants comments (n=313). Although HEI support was the second most helpful factor 

identified by both nursing and non-nursing participants it was only identified within 13%(45) of 

overall participants comments (n=254) indicating that participants found non HEI supports more 

helpful to them than HEI supports.  
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Table 5.32 What helped participants most during the course (n=254) 

 

Themes  
 
 
Responses related to  

 
 
% (n) 

          
Nursing       Non- Nursing    
    %(n)               %(n) 

Support from 
family, friends and 
peers 

Studying with peers 
Network of friends outside 
of HEI 
Support from fellow 
students  
Support from family, 
partner, boyfriend 
 

50.8%(159) 53.8%(127) 41.6%(32) 

HEI supports Personal tutor 
HEI counsellor 
HEI societies and clubs 
Lecturers 
 

12.5%(45) 11%(26) 24.7%(19) 

Self-determination 
and motivation 

Determination to finish 
course 
Staying focused 
Keeping on top of things 
Being organized 
Motivation of degree 
 

9.6%(30) 9.3%(22) 10.4%(8) 

Course design / 
structure 

Course content is 
interesting 
Mandatory attendance  
Access to timetables in 
advance help me to 
prepare and organize 
Project work 
Group study 
 

8.6%(27) 9.3%(22) 6.5%(5) 

Mature student 
peers 

Support from other mature 
students on the course 
Emotional support from 
mature students 
Mature students 
understand the mature 
student situation 
 

8%(25) 5.5%(13) 15.6%(12) 

Financial support  Grant support 
Financial support from 
family 
Finances from part-time 
job  
 

4.8%(15) 5.9%(14) 1.3%(1) 

Work placements Support from support staff 
Learnt skills on placement 
 

2.6%(8) 3.4%(8) 0%(0) 
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Faith Prayer 
My faith 

1.1%(4) 1.7%(4) 0%(0) 

 Total comments 100%(313) 100%(236) 100%(77) 

 

In response to the question on what motivated participants (n=259) to stay on the course 22% 

(65) of participants comments (n=308) identified the right choice of course selection and their 

own self-determination and motivation (21%(65) as being of equal importance. The second and 

third most cited reasons were the prospects of receiving a qualification at the end of the course 

(17% (53)) and responsibility to self and others (16%(49)) (Table 5.33). The order of frequency of 

the motivational factors differed slightly according to participant’s course of study (Table 5.33) 

 
Table 5.33 What motivated participants to stay on their course (n= 259) 

 
 
Themes  

 
 
Responses related to  

 
 
% (n) 

 
Nursing   Non- Nursing  
    %(n)            %(n) 

Right course choice  Interested in the course 
It’s the course what I want to 
do  
Enjoying the course 
Have wanted to do this 
course for a long time. 
Love the course 
 

21.9%(65) 22.7%(52) 16.5%(13) 

Self-determination and 
motivation 

Determination to see it 
through. 
Want to succeed. 
Success to date on course  
Want to prove to myself that 
I can do it. 
Don’t want to fail. 
 

21.9%(65) 21.8%(50) 19%(15) 

Receiving a 
qualification at the end  

To be qualified and work as a 
nurse. 
To receive a BC degree 
Getting a qualification. 
Degree status at end of the 
course. 
 

17.2%%(53) 14.8%(34) 24.1%(19) 
 

Responsibility to self 
and others 

Responsibility to myself. 
Responsibility to family. 
Responsibility to sponsor. 
Provide good future for 
children 
 

15.9%(49) 17.5%(40) 11.4%(9) 

Career opportunities Employment prospects. 
Having a future career. 

14.9%(46) 13.5%(31) 19%(15) 
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Good career prospects. 
Variety of opportunities once 
qualified. 
Getting a job at the end of 
the course. 
 

People on the course Fellow students/ peers  
Friends in HEI. 
People on work placements. 
Support from students and 
tutors/lecturers. 
 

9.7%(30) 9.6%(22) 10.1%(8) 

         Total comments 100%(308) 100%(229) 100%(79) 

 

Table 5.34 outlines the results of the content analysis of the participant responses in relation to 

what participants enjoyed most about their course, some of the participants identified more 

than one factor. The three most common areas identified by participants (n=264) are work 

placement, new learning and the course structure. These three areas were identified by both 

nursing and non-nursing participants however the order of frequency of what participants 

enjoyed most about the course differed slightly according to participant subject area. Work 

placement (33%(110)), was identified by nursing participants whilst non-nursing participants 

identified course structure (28%(19)), as the element they most enjoyed in the course (Table 

5.36).  

 

Table 5.34  What participants enjoyed most about their course (n=264) 

 

Themes  
 
Responses related to  

 
% (n) 

            
Nursing       Non- Nursing 
    %(n)                 %(n) 

Work placement The overall experience 
Working with people 
Success on placement 
 

33%(110) 36%(95) 21.7%(15) 

New learning Gaining new knowledge 
Always learning new 
things 
The challenge of study 
 

19.2%(64) 18.9%(50) 20.3%(14) 

The course structure Course variety 
Interesting subjects 
Course work 
Lecturers  
 

18%(60) 15.5%(41) 27.5%(19) 

The HEI experience Being a student 
Social aspect of HEI 
The long vacation 

10.2%(34) 9.1%(24) 14.5%(10) 
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Being on campus 
 

Personal satisfaction Sense of personal 
achievement 
Overcoming challenges 
Job satisfaction 
Succeeding 
 

9.9%(33) 8.7%(23) 14.5%(10) 

Meeting new people Making new friends 
Meeting new people 
 

9.6%(32) 11.7%(31) 1.4%(1) 

 Total comments 100%(333) 100%(264) 100%(69) 

 

When asked if participants ever considered leaving their course (Appendix 5, Questions 19f), just 

under half of the participants (n=267) had considered leaving their course (47%(126), with a 

higher proportion of nursing participants 49% (101) compared to 38%(21) of non-nursing 

participants. A higher proportion of female participants (n=180) considered leaving the course 

(52% (93)) compared to 36%(20) of male participants (n=55). Analysis indicated no significant 

association between considering leaving the course and course of study (1, n= 260) = 1.72, p = 

.19, phi =.09 or leaving the course and gender  (1, n= 235) = 3.36, p = .07, phi  =.13.   

 

The themes that emerged from participants (n=112) responses in relation to the reasons for 

considering leaving their course are presented in Table 5.35 some of the participants identified 

more than one reason. Participant responses (n=132) identified stress as the most common 

reason for considering leaving their course (47%(59)), followed by financial struggle (28%(37)) 

and personal issues (17%(22)), this order of frequency was the same for nursing and non-nursing 

participants. Self-doubt and work placement issues were identified by nursing participants only.  

 
Table 5.35 Reasons why participants considered leaving their course (n=112) 

 

Themes  
 
Responses related to  

 
% (n) 

         
Nursing   Non- 
Nursing    
    %(n)         %(n) 

Stress Balancing family and course life 
Overwhelmed by course work 
Stressed out 
Adapting to HEI 
Stress of examinations / 
assignment 
 

44.7%(59) 43.5%(47) 50%(12) 

Financial struggle Financial difficulties 
Financial worries 
Money troubles 

28%(37) 27.8%(30) 29.2%(7) 
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Personal issues Personal sickness 

Family sickness 
Tiredness 
Family issues 
Didn’t study enough 
 

16.7%(22) 15.7%(17) 20.8%(5) 

Self-doubt Lost enthusiasm 
Doubting course choice 
Doubting future in career 
 

1.9%(7) 6.5%(7) 0%(0) 

Work placement 
issues 

Difficult placement experience 
Negative attitudes of staff 
Poor placement practices 
 

1.9%(7) 6.5%(7) 0%(0) 

 Total comments 100%(132) 100%(108) 100%(24) 

 
 

5.3.10  Factors that helped participants stay on the course 

Participants were provided with 16 statements (Appendix 5, Question 20) and asked to rate 

them from strongly agree to strongly disagree in terms of how they felt these factors helped 

them to stay on their course. Those participants to whom the statements did not apply were 

excluded from the analysis. Figure 5.12 shows the percentages of participants who strongly 

agreed or agreed with the factors that helped them to stay on the course. The vast majority of 

participants strongly agreed or agreed that passing assessments / examinations, having a goal 

such as aiming to succeed on the course, family / partner support, other students on the course, 

help with finances and mature student peers were factors that helped them to stay on the 

course. The majority of participants strongly agreed or agreed that help with children, lecturer/s, 

help with household tasks and having a regular study pattern helped them to stay on the course. 

Less than 50% of participants agreed or strongly agreed that the HEI nominated support person, 

Course Co-ordinator, HEI student counselling services, HEI study skills support services, and HEI 

crèche facilities were factors that helped them to stay on their course. 

 

Whilst there was some variations in the ranking of the factors identified by participants by 

subject area as shown in Figure 5.13  and Table 5.36 analysis indicated a significant association 

with small effect  ( (1, n= 237) = 4.33, p = .04, phi = -.15) between having a  regular study 

pattern and course of study, a higher proportion (76%(37)) of non-nursing participants (n=49) 

strongly agreed or agreed that a regular study pattern helped them compared to 58%(109) of 

nursing participants (n=188). There was no significant association indicated between the other 



 

123 
 

15 factors that contributed to participants staying on the course and course of study (Appendix 

13 Table 11).  

 

Further gender analysis revealed two associations. Firstly there was a significance association 

with small effect between help with finances and gender ( (1, n= 205) =7.15, p =.007, phi = 

.20), a higher proportion of females (n=160) strongly agreed or agreed (86%(137)) that help with 

finances helped them to stay on the course compared to 67%(30) of males (n=45).   Secondly, 

there was a significance association with small effect indicated between help with children and 

gender ( (1, n=113) =3.88, p = .05, phi  =.21). A higher proportion of female participants (n=94) 

strongly agreed or agreed that this was helpful (78% (73) compared to 53%(19) of male 

participants (n=19).  

 

 

Figure 5.12 Factors that help participants stay on their course  
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* Significance at p <0.05 

Figure 5.13 Factors that helped participants stay on their course by course of study 
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(n=124) strongly agreeing or agreeing that help with household chores helped them to stay on 

the course compared to 13%(13) of non-nursing participants (n=32).  

 

Table 5.36 Factors that helped participants to stay on the course by course of study 

Factors that helped 
participants to stay on the 
course. 

Course of study Strongly agree 
/ agree 

%(n) 

Disagree / 
Strongly 

disagree%(n) 

 
p 

HEI study skills support 
services (n= 211) 
 

Nursing (n= 165) 31.5%(52) 68.5%(113)  
.42

†
 

Non-nursing (n=46) 39.1%(18) 60.9%(28) 

Having a regular study pattern  
(n= 237) 
 

Nursing (n= 188) 58%(109) 42%(79)  
.04

†
* 

Non-nursing (n=49) 75.5%(37) 24.5%(12) 

Having a goal (e.g. aiming to 
succeed on course) (n= 263). 
 

Nursing (n= 207 ) 99.5%(206) 0.5%(5)  
.90 

Non-nursing (n=56) 98.2%(55) 1.8%(1) 

Passing assessments (n= 265). 
 

Nursing (n= 204) 98.5%(201) 1.5%(3)  
.71 

Non-nursing (n=61) 96.7%(59) 3.3%(2) 

HEI mature students support 
Group (n=169) 
 

Nursing (n= 131) 16.8%(22) 83.2%(109)  
.28

†
 

Non-nursing (n=38) 26.3%(10) 73.3%(28) 

Mature student peers (n=251) 
 
 

Nursing (n= 197) 78.2%(154) 21.8%(43)  
.20

†
 

Non-nursing (n=54) 68.5%(37) 31.5%(17) 

Other students on the course 
(n= 253) 
 

Nursing (n= 199 ) 85.4%(170) 14.6%(29)  
.41

†
 

Non-nursing (n=55) 79.6%(43) 20.4%(11) 

Nominated support person 
from HEI. E.g. Personal Tutor 
(n= 222). 

Nursing (n= 178) 38.8%(69) 61.2%(109)  
.24

†
 

Non-nursing (n=44) 50%(22) 50%(22) 

Course Co-Ordinator (n=236). 
 
 

Nursing (n= 186) 41.4%(77) 58.6%(109)  
.79

†
 

Non-nursing (n=50) 38%(17) 62%(31) 

Lecturer/s(n= 254) . 
 
 

Nursing (n= 199) 69.8%(139) 30.2%(60)  
.30

†
 

Non-nursing (n=55) 78.2%(43) 21.8%(12) 

Student counselling service 
(n=181). 
 

Nursing (n= 141 ) 36.9%(52) 63.1%(89)  
.30

†
 

Non-nursing (n=40) 47.5%(19) 52.5%(21) 

Family /partner support 
(n=238). 
 

Nursing (n= 186) 95.2%(177) 4.8%(9)  
.49

‡
 

Non-nursing (n=52) 92.3%(48) 7.7%(4) 

HEI Crèche facilities (n= 76). 
 
 

Nursing (n= 61) 18%(11) 82%(50)  
.48

‡
 

Non-nursing (n=15) 26.7%(4) 73.3%(11) 

Help with children (n=123). 
 
 

Nursing (n= 101) 77.2%(78) 22.8%(23)  
.14

†
 

Non-nursing (n=22) 59.1%(13) 40.9%(9) 

Help with household tasks / 
chores (n= 170). 
 

Nursing (n= 135) 66.7%(90) 33.3%(45)  
.25

†
 

Non-nursing (n=35) 54.3%(19) 45.7%(16) 

Help with finances (n=223). Nursing (n=172) 82%(141) 1.8%(31)  



 

126 
 

Non-nursing (n=51) 76.5%(39) 23.5%(12) .50
†
 

†
Yates Continuity Correction.     

‡
 Fisher’s Exact Test     * Significance at p <0.05 

 

Logistic regression examined the predictive impact of four independent variables on the 

likelihood that participants had considered leaving their course of study. The Tolerance statistic 

ranged from .458 to .960 and Variance Inflation Factor ranged from 1.042 to 2.183 thus all the 

variables were retained. The collinearity coefficients were examined and the multicollinearity 

assumption was not violated.  The expected cell frequencies were all >5. The final model had 4 

predictor variables (Table 5.37), 46 participants reported that they had considered leaving their 

course of study hence the rules for sample size statistical power was adhered to.  

 

The model was statistically significant  (4, n=95) =14.565, p = .006) indicating that it was able 

to distinguish between participants who reported and did not report that they had considered 

leaving their course. The model as a whole explained between 14.2% (Cox & Snell R Square) and 

19% (Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance considering leaving the course and correctly classified 

61.1% of cases overall, an improvement over the 51.6% in the Beginning Block. The Hosmer-

Lemeshow Goodness of Fit Test (p=.547) indicated support for the model. Residuals were 

examined to identify those cases for which the model did not work well. No outliers were found. 

 

Two of the independent variables, having a regular study pattern helped (p=.008, OR .265) and 

help with household chores (p=.03, OR 4.28) made a unique statistical significant contribution to 

the model. Participants who reported that they considered leaving the course were over 4 times 

more likely to report that help with household chores helped them to stay on the course.  The 

odds ratio of .27 for having a regular study pattern helped participants to stay on the course was 

less than one indicating that participants who had a regular study pattern are 2 times less likely 

to report that they had considered leaving the course.   
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Table 5.37 Logistic regression predicting likelihood of participants considering leaving the 

course. 

 

Predictor variables 
 
B 

 
S.E. 

 
Wald 

 
df 

 
Sig. 

 
OR 

95% C.I. for 
EXP(B) 

Lower    Upper 

Having a regular study pattern -1.327 .503 6.952 1 .008 .265 .099 .711 

Help with Household chores 1.454 .675 4.640 1 .031 4.281 1.140 16.077 

Help with children .141 .704 .040 1 .842 1.151 .290 4.575 

Help with finances 
 

-.152 .722 .044 1 .833 .859 .209 3.538 

 

5.3.11   Participants’ Childcare Arrangements 

Two of the survey questions (Appendix 5, Questions 54 & 55) sought information pertaining to 

the number of children participants had and the childcare arrangement they used. Just under 

half (49%(117) of the participants (n=240) reported that they had children, a higher proportion 

of female participants (52%(95)) have children compared to 39%(22) of male participants. Of 

those (n=116) who have children 83%(94) are undertaking a nursing course and 18%(20) a non-

nursing course.  Using Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) there 

was no significant association indicated between having children and subject area  (1, n= 239) 

=1.03, p = .74, phi = .39, or having children and gender  (1, n= 239) = 2.73, p = .10, phi =.11.  

Participants were asked to identify the childcare arrangement/s that they used, the question 

allowed participants to identity more than one option if it applied to their circumstances. Table 

5.38 shows the combined childcare responses of participants (n=117). The most popular 

childcare arrangement used by the participants is unpaid childcare by family and friends 

(46%(54)), followed by crèche (22%(26)). Just under a quarter (24% (28)) of participants who 

have children do not need any childcare arrangements and a number of participants (n=20) use 

a combination of childcare facilities the most popular being a combination of crèche and family / 

friends unpaid care (n=8).  

Table 5.38. Childcare arrangements used by participants (n=117)  

 
Childcare arrangements 

            Responses 
                  %(n) 

% of Cases 

Family / Friends – Unpaid 37.3%(54) 46.2% 
None required 19.3%(28) 23.9% 
Crèche 17.9%(26) 22.2% 
Family / Friends – Paid 15.2%(22) 18.8% 
Paid childminder 10.3%(15) 12.8% 
                                                                                     Total 100%(145) 123.9% 
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Of the participants (n=114) who identified their childcare arrangements 90 %( 102) are nursing 

and 11% (12) are non-nursing participants. Table 5.39 shows the childcare arrangements used by 

participants according to course of study, as some participants used a number of childcare 

arrangements the results presented are based on participants combined responses. A higher 

proportion of nursing participants (12%(17)) do not need childcare arrangements compared 

to(6%(9))  of non-nursing participants. Unpaid childcare by family / friends is the most commonly 

form of childcare used by both nursing (34%(47)) and non-nursing (4%(6)) participants. Paid 

childcare by family / friends is used by 15%(21) of nursing participants but is not used by non-

nursing participants.  

 
Table 5.39 Childcare arrangements used by nursing and non-nursing participants (n=114) 

 
Childcare arrangements 

 
Nursing Responses 

% (n) 

 
Non-Nursing   

Responses  
%(n) 

 
Responses 

(n) % 

Family / Friends - Unpaid 33.6%(47) 4.3%(6) 37.9%(53) 
Crèche 15.7%(22) 2.1%(3) 17.9%(25) 
None required 12.1%(17) 6.4%(9) 18.6%(26) 
Family / Friends - Paid 15%(21) 0%(0) 15%(21) 
Paid childminder 8.6%(12) 2.1%(3) 10.7%(15) 

                                      Total 85%(119) 15%(21) 100%(140) 

 
 

5.3.12   The financial cost of staying on the course. 

Participants were asked to indicate their weekly financial expenditure (Appendix 5, Question 57) 

in relation to the five areas identified in Table 5.41. Travelling to the HEI costs most (46%(101)) 

of the participants (n=220) between €11 and €50 a week, course related expenses such as 

photocopying cost the majority (52%(119)) of participants (n=237) less than €10 a week, whilst 

external placements cost the majority (53%(100)) of participants (n=189) €11 - €50 a week. The 

weekly childcare costs (n=58) were expensive as were mortgage or rent (Table 5.40). 
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Table 5.40 Weekly financial expenditure on childcare, mortgage, travel costs, course related 

and work placements expenses per course of study. 

Area of Expense 
<€10 

%(n) 

€11-€50 

%(n) 

€51-€100 

%(n) 

€101-€200 

%(n) 

>€201 

%(n) 

Childcare (n=58) 

Nursing (n=48) 

Non-Nursing (n=9) 

6.9%(4) 

2.1% (1) 

33.3%(3) 

24.1%(14) 

25%(12) 

22.2%(2) 

29.3%(17)    

29.2%(14) 

22.2%(2) 

29.3%(17) 

31.3%(15) 

22.2%(2) 

10.3%(6) 

12.5%(6)  

0% 

 

Travel to HEI (n=220) 

Nursing (n= 173)) 

Non-Nursing (n=44) 

11.4%(25) 

8.7%(15) 

22.7%(10) 

45.9%(101) 

48.6%(84) 

34.1%(15) 

35%(77) 

35.3%(61) 

34.1%(15) 

7.7%(17) 

7.5%(13) 

9.1%(4) 

0% 

 

 

 

Mortgage or Rent (n=184) 

Nursing (n=147) 

Non-Nursing (n=33) 

2.2%(4) 

2.7%(4) 

0% 

10.3%(19) 

11.6%(17) 

6.1%(2) 

31.5%(58) 

29.9%(44) 

33.3%(11) 

25.5% (47) 

25.2%(37) 

27.3%(9) 

30.4%(56) 

31%(45) 

33.3%(11) 

 

Course related expenses (n=231) 

Nursing (n=178) 

            Non-Nursing (n=49) 

51.5%(119)  

52.2%(93) 

46.9%(23) 

43.3%(100) 

41.6%(74) 

51.%(25) 

3.5%(8) 

3.9%(7)  

2%(1) 

0.85%(2)  

1.15%(2)  

0% 

0.85%(2)  

   1.15%(2) 

 0% 

 

Cost of External placements 

(n=18) 

Nursing (n=173) 

Non-Nursing (n=14) 

10.6%(20)  

 

9.8%(17) 

14.3%(2) 

52.9%(100)  

 

52.6%(91) 

57.1%(8) 

27%(51)  

 

27.7%(48) 

21.4%(3) 

8.5%(16)  

 

9.2%(16)  

0% 

1%(2)  

 

0.6%(1) 

7.1%(1) 

 

Using Chi-square tests for independence there was no significant association indicated between 

participants weekly related expenses in relation to each of the following, travel to HEI, course 

related expenses, cost of external placement, childcare, mortgage and or rent and course of 

study. (Appendix 13 Table 12). 

 

5.3.13   Financial supports and working in paid employment during HEI term  

The participants were asked about the financial assistance (Appendix 5, Question 44) that they 

receive in the form of grants to support them on their course of study. Just over half of the 

participants (n=160) report that receiving financial assistance in the form of a one of the grants 

was one of the factors that influenced their decision to commence their course of study (56% 

(84)), similar percentages were reported (53% (65)) for nursing participants (n=122) and non-
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nursing (51%(19)) participants (n=37).   Just over half (54%(87) of  participants (n=161) report 

that they would not have accepted a place on their course if they did not have a financial 

assistance in the form of a grant, this was reported in 57%(69) of nursing participants (n=122), 

and 45%(17) of non-nursing participants (n=38), a higher percentage on non-nursing participants 

would not have accepted a place on their course without financial assistance compared to 

nursing participants (55%(21)) vs 43%(53)).There was no significant association between being in 

receipt of financial assistance being a factor in commencing the course or accepting a place on 

the course without a financial grant and course of study.  

 

The majority (65%(145) of participants (n=224) receive an education grant, 14%(24) are on the 

healthcare workers sponsorship scheme and a minority (6%(9)) of participants (n=153) receive a 

scholarship grant. A higher proportion (76%(38)) of non-nursing participants (n=50) receive an 

education grant compared to 61%(104) of nursing participants (n=170) and a higher proportion 

of non-nursing participants (n=36) receive a scholarship grant (11%(4)) compared to 4.3%(5) of 

nursing participants (n=115). There was a significant association with small effect indicated 

between receiving a healthcare workers sponsorship scheme and subject area ( (1, n= 165) = 

3.76, p =.02, phi = .17), with more nursing compared to non-nursing participants in receipt of this 

financial assistance.  

 

Just over half of the participants (n=240) reported that they are in paid employment during HEI 

Term (52 %(124)) (Appendix 5, Question 46).) There was a significant association with small 

effect indicated between being in paid employment during HEI term and course of study,  (1, 

n= 237) = 9.94, p = .002, phi = .22, a higher proportion of nursing participants (n=186) are in paid 

employment (58%(107)) compared to 31%(16) of non-nursing participants (n=51). There was 

also a significant association with small effect indicated between receiving a financial grant and 

term employment ( (1, n= 239) = 6.18, p =.01, phi = .17), a higher proportion of participants 

(65%(45) who do not receive financial assistance (n=69) are in paid employment during term 

time compared to 47%(79) of participants (n=170) who receive financial assistance. 

 

Most of the participants that have paid employment during HEI Term (42%(117)) work at the 

weekends and in the evenings (23%(65)). Participants were asked to give details of their type of 

paid employment during the HEI term (Table 5.41). Of the participants who replied (n=96) some 

identified that they had more than one paid job. The most frequent type of paid employment for 
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nursing participants (n= 93) was healthcare assistant (59.8%(61)) and for non-nursing 

participants (n=9) was retail / customer services (33%(3)).  

 

The mean hours worked by participants (n=106) during a week was 18.86 ± 9.24(4-50) hours. A 

much higher percentage of nursing participants have paid employment at weekends 36%(101))  

and evenings (19%(54)) compared to 5%(15) and 3.9%(11) for non-nursing participants (Table  

5.42). More nursing participants work night time / duty (19%(52)) compared to 1.1%(3) of non-

nursing participants.  

 

Table 5.41 Areas of paid employment during HEI course (n=96). 

 
Area of paid employment 
during participants’ course.  

 
Responses related to 

 
%(n) 

 
Nursing       Non-Nursing 
%(n           %(n) 

Healthcare assistant  Care staff 
Care assistant 
Health care assistant  
 

59.8%(61) 63.4%(59) 22.2%(2) 

Retail / Customer services  Sales assistant 
Cashier 
Retail assistant 
 

12.7%(13) 10.8%(10) 33.3%(3) 

Hospitality  Chef 
Waitress 
Bar work 
 

8.8%(9) 7.5%(7) 22.2%(2) 

Healthcare related Opticians 
Dental nursing 
Medical screening 
Sports rehabilitator 
 
 

7.8%(8) 7.5%(7) 11.1%(1) 

Clerical work Business 
administration 
Human resources 
 

4.9%(5) 5.4%(5) 0%(0) 

Manual work Manual worker in 
large store 
Cleaning 
 

3.9%(4) 4.3%(4) 0%(0) 

Banking / Accounts  Financial advice 
Banking 
 

2%(2) 1.1%(1) 11.1%(1) 

     Total comments 100%(102) 100%(93) 100%(9) 
 

 



 

132 
 

 

Table 5.42 Employment times of Nursing and Non-Nursing Participants 

 

Participants were asked to describe their experiences of working in paid employment during 

their course (Appendix 5, Question 48).  For those participants whose course had a practice 

placement component in their course (n=104) the vast majority (83%(86)) strongly agreed or 

agreed that working in a practice/ work environment provided them with experience for their 

course practice work placements. Whilst the majority (72%(92) of participants (n=127) strongly 

agreed or agreed that working during HEI term affected their ability to keep up a regular study 

pattern, 43%(54) strongly agreed or agreed that working in paid employment during HEI term 

adversely effected their examination / assessment results. Using there was no significant 

association indicated between being in paid employment during HEI term and end of year results 


 (1, n= 207) = .102, p = .75, phi = .03. The vast majority (93% (120)) of participants (n=129) 

strongly agreed or agreed that they would not be able to complete their studies without their 

paid employment, and 28%(34) strongly agree or agree that they work in paid employment 

during HEI term to maintain their social life (n=121).  

 

There was a significant association with small effect indicated between paid employment 

providing experience for course and course of study ( (1, n= 104) = 3.87, p = .05, phi  = .23) and 

working to maintain social life and course of study ( (1, n= 120) = 6.23, p =.01, phi = -.25) (Table 

5.43). A higher proportion of nursing participants (n=92) strongly agreed or agreed that paid 

employment provided experience for their course of study (86%(79)) compared to 58 %(7) of 

non-nursing participants (n=12) . A higher proportion of non-nursing participants (n=18) strongly 

agreed or agreed (56%(10)) that they work to maintain their social life compared to 26%(24) of 

nursing participants (102). There was no significant association indicated between subject area 

and each of the following, working in paid employment during the course affect participants 

Time of Day/ Night  in paid 

employment  

Nursing Participants 

%(n) 

Non-Nursing 

Participants %(n) 

Cases  

%(n) 

Day time Hours (9am – 5pm               13.9%(39) 1.8%(5) 15.7%(44) 

Evening Hours  (5pm – 12mn 19.3%(54) 3.9%(11) 23.2%(65) 

Night time / Night duty 18.6%(52) 1.1%(3) 19.6%(55) 

Weekends 36.1%(101 5.4%(15) 41.4%(116) 

                                          Total 87.9%(246) 12.1%(34) 100%(280) 
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study pattern, had an adverse effect of participants course results and enabled participants to 

complete their course of study (Appendix 13 Table 14).  

 

Table 5.43 Participants experience of working in paid employment during their course of study  

Working in paid employment during 
my course: 

Course of study Strongly 
agree/Agree 

%(n) 

Strongly 
disagree/ 
Disagree 

%(n) 

 
p 

Provided experience for my course 
placements (n=104) 

Nursing (n=92) 85.9%(79) 14.1%(13) 
.03

‡
* Non-Nursing(n=12) 58.3%(7) 41.7%(5) 

 
Affected my study pattern (n=127) Nursing (n=109) 74.3%(81) 25.7%928) 

.38
†
 Non-Nursing(n=18) 61.1%(11) 38.9%(7) 

 
Had an adverse effect on my course 
results (n-127) 

Nursing (n=108) 44.4%(48) 55.6%(60) 
.43

†
 Non-Nursing(n=19) 31.6%(6) 68.4%(13) 

 
Enabled me to complete my course 
(n=128) 

Nursing (n=110) 92.7%(102) 7.3%(8) 
1.00

†
 Non-Nursing(n=18) 94.4%(17) 5.6%(1) 

 
Maintained my social life (n=120) Nursing (n=102) 23.5%(24) 76.5%(78) .01

†
* 

Non-Nursing(n=18) 55.6%(10) 44.4%(8) 
†
 Yates Continuity Correction            

‡
 Fisher’s Exact Test         * Significance at p <0.05 

 

5.3.14   Attendance 

Four questions within the survey (Appendix 5, Questions 35 to 38) sought information pertaining 

to the number of days participants were absent from their course of study in the current 

academic year. Current academic year refers to the year in which the survey was completed by 

the participant. Participants (19%(43)) reported that they had no absences from their HEI, of 

which 20%(35) were nursing participants (n=173) and 16%(8) were non-nursing participants 

(n=49). Of the participants (n=184) who identified being absent from HEI in the current academic 

year the mean number of reported days absent was 5.82 ± 6.43(1-60). The reported mean days 

absent for nursing participants (n=138) was 5.05±4.14 (1-20) compared to 8.27±10.85 (1-60) for 

non-nursing participants (n=41). Of those participants who reported that they had absences 

from their HEI. (n=184) absence for two days was the most frequent identified number of 

absences (16%(30)) (Figure 5.14).  

The most frequent number of absences accrued by nursing (n=138) participants was for one 

(16%(20)) and two day absences (16%(20)) and for non-nursing participants (n=41) two day 

absences was the most frequent number of absences (17%(7)) (Figure 5.15). There was no 

significant association indicted between number of days absence from HEI and course of study 

(² (2, n= 179) = 2.991, p = .224, V= .129). 
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Figure 5.14 Number of Days Absent from HEI in the Current Year by Participants (n=184) 

 

 

Figure 5.15 Number of days absent from HEI and course of study (n=179) 
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Figure 5.16 Absences from HEI: Reasons and Total Number of Days (n=184) 

Participants were asked to identify how many days absence they had in relation to the six 

reasons identified in Figure 5.16. Some participants had absences for more than one reason. Of 

the participants (n=184) who reported being absent from HEI personal sickness was the most 

common reason for absences reported by 119 participant (Figure 5.17).   
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Figure 5.17 Mean number of days absent from HEI according to reason (n= 184) 

 

When compared to non-nursing participants there was a trend  nursing participants had higher 

mean number of days absent from HEI due to family sickness  and part-time job and non-nursing 

participants had higher mean number of days absent for personal sickness assignment deadlines 

studying for examinations  and social commitments. In the majority of instances the majority of 

students missed only 1-2 days for the different reasons cited. 

 

There was only a significant association with small effect indicated between course of study and 

studying for examinations, (2 (1,n=172) =4.60, p=.03, phi=.15) a higher proportion of non-

nursing participants (n=25) incurred an absence due to studying for examinations (36%(14) 

compared to 18%(24) of nursing participants (n=133) (Appendix 13 Table 14). There was no 

significant association indicated between course of study and the other reasons for absences  

 

Sickness 
self 

Family 
sickness 

Part-time 
job 

Assignment 
deadlines 

Studying 
for 

examinatio
n 

Social 
reasons 

Courses combined 3.58 3.36 3.33 2.42 2.13 1.91 

Nursing  3.19 3.42 3.8 2.15 2 1.69 

Non-Nursing 4.7 2.33 2 3 2.07 2.43 

0 

0.5 

1 

1.5 

2 

2.5 

3 

3.5 

4 

4.5 

5 

M
ea

n
 n

u
m

b
er

 o
f 

d
ay

s 
ab

se
n

t 



 

137 
 

Participants were asked to identify any other reasons for their HEI absences, the results of the 

content analysis of the participants (n=33) responses are presented in Table 5.44, personal and 

family issues were the two main reasons identified by both nursing and non-nursing participants. 

 

Table 5.44 Other reasons for participant absences from HEI 

 

Themes  
 

Responses related to 
 
 

% (n) 

         
Nursing    Non-nursing 

%(n)              %(n) 

Personal issues Stressed out 
Tiredness 
Apathy 
Lost interest 
Hangover 
Hospital appointment 
Vacation 

 

39.4%(13) 33.3%(9) 66.4%(4) 

Family issues 
 

No childcare 
Family crisis 
Family bereavement 
 

27.3%(9) 25.9%(7) 33.3%(2) 

Course design issues Only one or two lectures per day 
Travelling time too long to attend 
for one lecture 
 

15.2%(5) 
 

18.5%(5) 0%(0) 

Financial issues Financial difficulties 
No money for travel 
 

12.1%(4) 14.8%(4) 0%(0) 

Attending HEI 
meetings 

HEI committee meeting 
Student representative meeting 
 

6.1%(2) 7.4%(2) 0%(0) 

 Total comments 100%(33) 100%(27) 100%(6) 

 

The proportion of participants that were absent from their clinical / work placement in the year 

they completed the survey was lower than those with absences from the HEI. With 62%(118) of 

participants (n=192) reported that they had no absences, 62%(103) nursing participants (n=167) 

and 61%(14) non-nursing participants (n=23) reported that they had no absences from clinical / 

work placements. Of the participants (n=74) who identified being absent from placement the 

mean number of reported days absence was 4.43 ±5.407 (1-24). The reported mean days absent 

for nursing participants (n=64) was 4.33±5.49 (1-24) compared to 4.89±5.33 (1-18) for non-

nursing participants (n=9).  
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Of those participants who reported that they had absences from placement (n=74) a one day 

absence was the most frequent absence identified (31% (23)) and up to 24 absences was 

reported (Figure 5.18 and Figure 5.19).  

 

 

Figure 5.18 Number of Days absent from Placement (n=74) 
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The most frequent number of absences accrued by nursing (n=64) participants was for one 

(32.8%(21)) and two day absences (21.9%(14))  and for non-nursing participants (n=9) three day 

absences was the most frequent number of absences (33.3%(3)). 

 

Participants were asked to identify if their absences where due to any of the following reasons: 

their own sickness, family sickness, part-time job, assignment deadlines, studying for 

examinations or social commitments (Figure 5.20). 

 

 

Figure 5.20 Absences from Placement: Reasons and Total Number of Days (n=74) 

 

48 

19 

3 5 1 4 
0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

60 

Sickness Family Sickness Part-time Job Assignment 
Deadline 

Studying for 
Exams 

Social 
Committments 

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

P
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
 



 

140 
 

 

Figure 5.21 The mean number of days absent from placement according to reason (n=74) 

 

Whilst some participants had absences for more than one reason, personal and family sickness 

was the main reasons reported for absences from placement (Figure 5.21).  

 

Participants were asked to identify any other reasons for their work placement absences, of the 

participants (n=11) who replied 27%(3) were not cleared for placement, 18%(2) had either a 

bereavement, couldn’t attend because of adverse weather conditions, couldn’t attend because 

they were out of the country or working in paid employment, 9%(1) had a hospital appointment 

or was repeating an examination. Of the participants that replied ten were nursing and one was 

non-nursing participants and the area common to both was the adverse weather conditions. 

 

Participants were asked what they would normally do if they needed to take time off from HEI or 

practice / work placements to care for a sick child / family member (Appendix 5, Question 56).  

Just over half (53% (96)) of the participants (n=180) reported that they would telephone HEI or 

practice placements informing them that the child / family member is unwell (Figure 5.22). 

There was no significant association indicated between what persons would normally do if they 

needed time off to care for a sick family member and subject area.  
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Figure 5.22 What participants normally do if they need to take time off to care for sick child / 

family member (n=180). 
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effects of the recession was the most frequently cited concern (63% (89)) (Table 5.45). The effect 
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participants. 
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Table 5.45 Participants concerns or doubts for their future employment (n=120). 

 

 

Themes  
 
Responses related to  

 
%(n) 

          
Nursing       Non-Nursing 
   %(n)                 %(n) 

Effects of the recession  Lack of job opportunities 
Decrease in salaries 
No jobs available 
 

63.1%(89) 65.7%(69) 56.4%(22) 

Not being able to 
source work locally 

Don’t want to emigrate 
Need to be able to access 
work locally 
 

18.4%(26) 21.6%(22) 10.3%(4) 

Employability Age 
Self-doubt 
Future of the profession 
Will have to do 
postgraduate education to 
secure employment  
 

11.3%(16) 6.9%(7) 23.1%(9) 

Undecided about 
pursuing career choice 

Don’t want to work in this 
area 
Not sure of career path  
 

6.4%(9) 4.9%(5) 10.3%(4) 

Burnout Burnout  
 

.7%(1) 1%(1) 0%(0) 

        Total responses 100%(141) 100%(102) 100%(39) 

 
Two open ended questions (Appendix 5, Question 58 and 59) asked participants to identify how 

being a mature student impacted on their course of study and their HEI mature student 

experience. The results of the content analysis of participants (n=159) responses is presented in 

Table 5.46. Some of the participants identified more than one factor. Just over half (58%(110)) of 

the participants responses (n=190) identified that being a mature student had a positive impact 

on their course of study. This positive impact was identified in 56%(84) of nursing participants 

responses (n=150) and in 65%(26) of non- nursing participants responses (n=40) and identifies 

the attributes that mature students can bring to their course from their life experiences to being 

more focused and motivated and determined to succeed. Some of the negative impacts 

associated with being a mature student focused on lifestyle issues such as balancing family and 

study and issues pertaining to getting back into study.  
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Table 5.46 How being a mature student impacts on course of study (n=159). 

Themes  Responses related to  
 

%(n) Nursing   Non-Nursing  
    %(n)            %(n) 

Positive impact  Life experience has helped me 
take the course more seriously 
More focused on study 
More organised 
More determined to succeed 
Better coping skills 
Have more confidence 
More responsible 
More dedicated 
More motivated 
Appreciate it more 
 

57.9%(110)) 56%(84 65%(26) 

Negative impact  Harder to get back into study 
Family takes precedence over course 
Have to put in more effort 
Have outside commitments 
Feel more pressure to succeed 
Find it hard to study / do assignments 
Hard to balance course and family 
 

42.1%(80) 44%(66) 35%(14) 

       Total responses 100%(190) 100%(150) 100%(40) 

 
 

Participants were asked if they wanted to say anything else about their HEI student experience, 

the results of the content analysis of participants (n=85) responses is presented in Table 5.47. 

Some of the participants identified more than one factor.  The responses were approximately 

equally divided into positives and negatives.  The positive responses illustrate the HEI experience 

has been a personal and socially rewarding experience for the mature student whilst the 

negative experience focus on the academic, financial and social adjustments associated with 

returning to study. 
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Table 5.47 How being a mature student impacts on HEI student experience (n=85). 

 
Themes  

 
Responses related to  

 
%(n) 

        
Nursing  Non-Nursing  
 %(n)           %(n) 

Positive HEI 
experience  

Love being a student 
HEI very supportive 
Has been great fun 
Enjoyed the experience 
Difficult but rewarding 
Have had a good experience 
The best thing I’ve ever done 
Have enjoyed mixing with younger 
people 
Have made very good friends 
Lecturers support mature students 
Have met people from all walks of 
life 
 

49.5%(50) 50%(43) 46.7%(7) 

Negative HEI 
experience  

Hard to adjust to HEI/Course 
Missed out on social aspect of HEI 
HEI doesn’t understand the 
challenges for mature students 
Academic side is hard 
Haven’t made as many friends as I 
had expected  
Financial pressure is difficult 
Difficult adjusting to large numbers 
of students in class 
 

50.5%(51) 50%(43) 53.3%(8) 

          Total responses 100%(101) 100%(86) 100%(15) 

 

   

5.4    Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the survey exploring the experiences of mature nursing 

and non-nursing students on fulltime undergraduate courses. The overall mature students 

experience is a positive one with no significant differences between nursing and non-nursing 

students. 

 

The first objective of the study pertains to participants entering the HE community and in so 

doing describes the profile of matures nursing and non-nursing students on fulltime 

undergraduate courses. Overall the profile of students across the courses was very similar. The 

majority of mature student participants were single, female, aged 23-29, entered college by the 

Central Applications Office mature student code route, had a post leaving certificate or diploma 
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qualification, were in full-time paid employment before commencing their undergraduate 

studies, did not have to move residence to take up their studies, travelled less than an hour to 

get to their HEI, and just over half of the participants engaged in paid employment during HEI 

term. Wanting a career change was the main reason participants commenced their course of 

undergraduate study. Nursing participants, when compared to non-nursing participants in the 

study, were more likely to be female, have children, be attending a university, undertaking their 

programme of study in Dublin and had been in paid employment before commencing their 

undergraduate studies. The majority of participants made personal preparations prior to 

commencing their course of study. Organising their financial responsibilities was the main 

preparation undertaken by the majority of nursing participants whilst the majority of non-

nursing participants financially adapted their lifestyle. Female participants with children who 

organised their childcare prior to commencing the course found this helpful.  

 

The second objective explored the HEI support services utilised by the mature student before 

commencing and during the course. A range of HEI support services were available to potential 

mature students before they commenced their studies, these included HEI and School websites 

and a number of pre-entry programmes. There were no significant association between nursing 

and non-nursing students and attending pre-entry HEI programmes. Participants who attended a 

Dublin HEI are over 2 times more likely to have accessed their HEI /School website prior to 

commencing their course of study and 4 times more likely to report that they are happy with 

their course of study. The majority of HEI’s offered a variety of support services to mature 

students prior to entry, these included orientation programmes (71%), library skills programmes 

(61%), and information evenings (58%).  Attendance at these and other pre entry programmes 

ranged from 4% to 55%.  Orientation programme for mature students and library skills 

programme were the two main pre-entry programmes offered by the HEI’s and were the 

programmes attended by the majority of participants (55% and 47% respectively) who 

completed a pre-entry programme. Those who completed a HEI pre-entry programme were 3 

times more likely to know the HEI supports that are available to them, over 5 times more likely 

to find their personal preparation prior to commencing their course of study helpful, over 4 

times more likely to be happy with their course, 6 times more likely to still find written 

assignments difficult and 3 times less likely to have study and time management issues.  

 

The second, third and largest objective of the study pertained to the mature nursing and non-

nursing students experience of fitting into and staying in the HE community. The majority of 
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participants found managing their time difficult (65%), found it hard to get time to study (70%), 

found it difficult to concentrate on study (63%) and had difficulty with the first assessment 

(78%). The most common challenge that participants identified in relation to staying on the 

course was financial.  When compared to non-nursing participants nursing participants found 

balancing the course and family time challenging, whereas more non nurse participants 

identified that course issues were challenging for them. However the majority of nursing and 

non-nursing students cited that they were happy to be studying in HE (98%), that the course 

provided them with skills to complete it (97%), that they were being equipped to be a lifelong 

learner (86%) and found the feedback on written work useful (94%). In relation to participants 

learning approach the majority identified that they like to understand the subject 69%), the 

lecture is their preferred teaching and learning method (37%) and the written assignment is the 

preferred method of assessment (28%). In relation to their academic progress the vast majority 

of participants not only achieved the results they were expecting in their examinations 

responses from participants indicate that did better than they expected. Course work overload 

was the main reason cited by participants as the main contributing factor to lack of success in 

examinations (79%). The majority of participants identified that having a goal (98%), passing 

examinations (98%), support from family (95%) and students peers (76%) and help with finances 

(81%) helped them to stay on their course.  

 

Participants who have a regular study pattern are 2 times less likely to consider leaving the 

course. Participants who reported that they considered leaving the course were 4 times more 

likely to report that help with household chores helped them to stay on the course. The majority 

of mature students reported overall satisfaction with the HEI support services (75%) and their 

lecturers (89%). HEI’s had the following supports services: study skills, mature students group, 

disability service, support from course coordinator and support from nominated support person.  

Participants who reported satisfaction with HEI supports were 4 times more likely to be happy 

with their course of study, and 2 times more likely to attend a Dublin HEI. Participants who 

reported that HEI support services helped them to stay on the course are 3 times more likely to 

be happy with their course and 2 times more likely to have had difficulty with their first written 

assessment. Participants who reported that lecturers helped them to stay on their course were 

over 3 times more likely to have found their first assessment difficult and over 2 times more likly 

to feel responsible for their own learning.   
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The fourth study objective compared the profile and experiences of nursing and non-nursing 

participants. Whilst the experiences identified by nursing and non-nursing are generally the 

same nursing participants were significantly less involved in HEI Societies, more likely had paid 

employment prior to their course, have financial assistance in the form of a healthcare workers 

sponsorship scheme, found part-time employment during their course helpful, and feel 

responsible for their own learning. Non-nursing participants were significantly more likely to 

have attended a Foundation / Access programme, found that having a regular study pattern 

helped them, that not doing enough study was a contributing factor to their lack of success in 

examination, prefer the project as a method of assessment, are in paid employment during their 

course to maintain their social life incurred an absence from HEI due to studying for 

examinations and are more concerned about their future employment opportunities. 

 

Participants responses derived from content analysis of the open questions identified that the 

hardest thing for them on the course was the course the workload and balancing family and 

study time. Participants identified that they faced a number of challenges to stay on the course, 

namely financial burden associated with attending HEI and balancing course and family time. 

Family supports and friends helped participants (51%) most to stay on the course followed by 

HEI supports as identified by 13% of responses. The main motivation to stay on the course was 

identified as being on the right course, the sheer determination and motivation of the 

participants and the end result of receiving a qualification. Stress associated with balancing 

family and study commitments, being overwhelmed by course work and financial struggles were 

the main reasons why participants considered leaving their course.  

 

A number of positive and negative factors were identified from the open questions in relation to 

how being a mature student impacts on the students experience of the course.  Negative 

impacts included, it’s harder getting back into study and balancing family and study life as well 

as pressure to do well, whilst the positive factors identified included the benefits gained from 

life experiences, having good coping and organisational skills, and having the motivation and 

determination to succeed.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

 

6.1   Introduction 

In recent decades the prevailing educational and political commitment, seen both nationally 

and internationally, to increasing participation and access to HE has resulted in a change in the 

HE student demography and in student sub-groups, most notably in an increase in the number 

of mature student enrolments (Davies & Williams 2001, O’Donnell & Tobbell 2007, OECD 

2004). Consequently mature age students have increasingly become a significant portion of 

students in HE. This quantitative research multi-institutional site study explored the 

experiences of mature nursing and non-nursing students on fulltime undergraduate courses in 

the Republic of Ireland. Unlike other studies (Reay et al 2002, Tones et al 2009, Heagney & 

Benson 2017) this study did not assume a deficit model to explore the experience of mature 

students in HE. 

 

This chapter endeavours to interpret the main findings of the study and discuss them in 

relation to relevant literature on the mature student experiences on fulltime undergraduate 

courses and the theoretical framework alienation and engagement. Key findings of the student 

experience entering, fitting into and staying in the higher education community will be 

discussed. No critical differences between the experiences of nursing and non-nursing 

students were identified from the logistic regression models. Where significant differences 

between the experiences of nursing and non-nursing students from bivariate inferential 

statistics occur they will be identified otherwise the findings will refer to all participants. While 

this study did not track participants through their course of study, it did include participants 

from each of the four years of the undergraduate course. The findings need to be interpreted 

in the context that data was collected in 2012 at a time of an economic recession in Ireland 

and Ireland is now in a period of economic recovery. The limitations of the study and 

recommendations emerging from the study will be presented at the end of the chapter. 

 

6.2   Entering the Higher education community 

The overall profile of the mature students in this study were young in age, they came to HE 

from a position of educational advantage, had been in fulltime employment prior to entering 

HE and their main motivation for commencing their undergraduate course was wanting a 

career change. Whilst acknowledging that mature students are not a homogenous group 
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aspects that differentiate them from direct entry students are their chronological age on 

commencing their course of study, their motivation for pursuing HE and their progression 

through their course of study (Osborne et al 2004, Davies & Williams 2001, Davies et al 2002). 

The findings of this study indicate that the social characteristics of the study cohort were 

similar to the findings of a UK nationwide survey of mature students, (Davies et al 2002) and 

Lynch (1997) and Fleming & Murphy (1997) Irish studies. Within this section key findings 

pertaining to participants’ experiences of entering fulltime undergraduate courses will be 

discussed firstly in relation to age, gender, prior education and motivation for entering HE 

secondly, the personal preparation that the participants made for entering HEI, and thirdly the 

HEI pre-entry supports available to mature students. 

 

6.2.1 Age on entry to HE 

The findings of this study indicate that 79% of participants were in the 23-39 year age group 

and so as mature students they were young in age. Osborne et al (2004) Scottish study in 

identifying six categories of matures applicants to HE refers to the mature student in their 

early twenties as “delayed traditional students” (2004:296) whilst Mallman & Lee (2017) in 

their Australian study refer to this group of mature students as the ‘young mature-age’ 

(2017:1). The finding from this study is comparable to the findings of Irish (Fleming & Murphy 

1997, Fleming & McKee 2005, O’Brien 2017), UK (Woodley et al 1987, Davies et al 2002, 

Mercer et al 2016) and Australian (Mallman & Lee 2017, Heagney & Benson 2017) studies. It is 

also comparable to the OECD (OECD 1987) enrolments rates for Finland, France, Germany, 

Sweden, UK, Canada and US which indicated that the typical mature student was between the 

ages of 25 to 34.  The recent HEA 2017-18 data (HEA 2018) show that mature student 

enrolments to fulltime undergraduate courses were 8% down from 13% on the 2012-13 

figures. The report also identifies that 13% of total fulltime new undergraduate (direct entry 

and mature entry pathways) entrants are in the lower age spectrum (23-29 years of age) with 

6% in total in the 30 and over age bracket. Within this study just over half (55%) of participants 

at the time of their enrolment were in the 23-29 year age group and 45% were in the 30 and 

over age group, confirming that in Ireland the mature student on fulltime undergraduate 

courses tends to be of young age.  

 

In Ireland the average age of students on completion of secondary education is 18 years of 

age, somewhat younger than what is seen in other European countries, and may contribute to 

why our mature student population is of a young age.  However whilst younger in age they 

would have accrued up to 5 years of life experiences, either in continuing their education or in 
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employment, from completion of their secondary school education before they embarked on 

their current undergraduate course. The life experiences gained by mature students prior to 

commencing their course of study was found to be helpful to them and reflects the findings 

from other studies (Newson et al 2011, Shanahan 2000, Topham 2015).  

 

6.2.2 Gender 

The vast majority of participants (76%) in this study were female.  In Ireland whilst female new 

fulltime entrants, under the age of twenty three, to fulltime HE courses outnumber males 

marginally, 52% and 48% respectively, the gender distribution for mature student’s 

enrolments to fulltime undergraduate courses in 2017/18 was 50:50 (HEA 2018). The HEA 

(2018) data is in keeping with the gender distribution identified in the literature for mature age 

students where the gender balance seldom deviates more than 8% from 50:50. Whilst 

traditionally in Ireland a higher percentage of mature students were male (Lynch’s  (1997) 

there has been a shift in the gender differentials with an increase in the number of mature age 

females undertaking fulltime undergraduate courses across the HEI’s. HEA data (HEA 2018) has 

shown that female mature students’ enrolments on undergraduate courses have increased 

since 2012/13. This increase in mature female students’ enrolments is seen in both the 

universities and the IOT’s. In 2012/13 female mature students comprised 50% of mature 

student fulltime enrolments in the university sector and increased to 59% in 2017/18. Whilst 

male mature students account for the majority of mature students on fulltime course in the 

IOT’s, mature student female enrolment has increased from 38% to 44% in the IOT’s in the 

same period.  

 

Within this study the proportion of females to male was higher in both the nursing and non-

nursing participants, and much higher than in that reported in the literature and HEA reports. 

This is not surprising and can be attributed to the fact that nursing is predominantly a female 

oriented profession (Kevern & Webb 2003, Yi & Keogh 2016) so the higher percentage of 

females would be expected. Within the Irish Universities 59% of females enrol on 

undergraduate business courses compared to 41% percent of males, whilst the majority (76%) 

of students taking undergraduate computer science courses are male (Delaney et al 2009) so 

this could explain the higher number of female participants in this study. Given that the vast 

majority of students in the study undertook courses that were mainly female dominated 

comparing the proportion of males and females is not very valid thus care will be taken in the 

interpretation of other results for the   possible influence of a gender effect. 
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6.2.3 Education attainment on entry to HE  

Within this study the majority (75%) of participants entering their course of study had attained 

education qualifications ranging from post leaving certificate courses to master’s academic 

qualifications and so were coming to their undergraduate study with education advantage 

which positions them to be successful on their course. This is comparable to Inglis & Murphy 

(1999) Irish study that identified that 82% of mature students on fulltime undergraduate 

courses had completed their leaving certificate, with over one third having previous 

experience of higher education. Kearns (2014) Irish study across two HEI’s also identified that 

one third (n=10) of participants were returning as undergraduates for the second time. Despite 

students having achieved a high level of education prior to entry to HE, if they have been away 

from formal study for a period of time they may experience some initial study difficulties 

because they haven’t used their study skills in a formal academic environment in a while. Pre-

entry HEI supports (Section 6.4.2) such as the timely availability of study skills courses to all 

mature students prior to commencing the course is one way the HEI can prevent alienation 

and promote engagement of this student group by giving them the opportunity to update their 

skills before commencing their course and in so doing can set the student up for success on 

their course. 

 

Although 96% of participants entering their course of study with leaving certificate and further 

education qualifications, the majority (63%) of participants entered HE through the CAO 

mature students code. Although these participants had completed their secondary education it 

is not known whether or not they had attained the required points to enter through the CAO 

direct entry code for their chosen course. It may be that they thought that they would have a 

better chance of getting a place on their course of choice through the reserved mature student 

quotas as opposed to through the COA direct entry code application. 

 

6.2.4 Motivations for entering higher education  

The three main reasons identified in this study for pursuing their undergraduate course was, 

wanting a career change, personal fulfilment and missed the opportunity to go to HEI. In 

identifying the motivations of mature part-time students return to study Swain & Hammond 

(2011) categorised motivation into extrinsic motivation, those that have a utility or 

instrumental value such as career change, and intrinsic motivation those that are internal to 

the individual such as personal fulfilment. Similar to other studies (Challis 1976, Blaxter et al 
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1996, Peters 2000, Reay et al 2002, Kenny et al 2011) in this study the mature student’s 

decision to commence HE studies was a conscious intentional one.  

 

Whist there are many reasons why a person will return to study as seen in this study the main 

motivation for matures students to return to study was job related in terms of the 

improvement in career prospects it offers them. Warmington (2003) study identified that 

participants perceived lack of qualifications as a barrier to gaining employment and conversely 

educational qualifications would enhance employment opportunities. In relation to mature 

students on undergraduate nurse education courses, Kenny et al (2007) Australian study and 

O’Brien et al, (2009) Irish study, found that like this study employment opportunities was one 

of the reasons cited by participants for commencing their nursing programme. Personal 

advancement in terms of career prospects has also been widely cited in the non-nursing 

literature across OECD national studies and Irish, UK, and Australian studies (Phillips 1986, 

OECD 1987, Fleming & Murphy 1997, Inglis & Murphy 1999, Lynch 1999, Davies & Williams 

2001, Davies et al 2002, Leathwood & O’Connell 2003, Leder & Forgasz 2004, Osborne et al 

2004, Marandet & Wainwright 2010, McCune et al 2010). 

 

In this study wanting a career change was a significant finding in participants who had post 

leaving certificate academic qualifications. The shift from lifelong employment in the same 

career and with the same employer to having multiple careers is becoming more 

commonplace (Baruch & Campbell Quick 2007, Clarke 2008). Due to the absence of a 

consensus on the criteria for defining career changes (whether it pertains to changing  jobs 

within the same career field or changing career fields) it is difficult to ascertain how many 

times a person will change their career within their lifetime (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2017). 

Career change is a reality of the 21st Century and anecdotal evidence suggests that the average 

person is expected to change their career 6 to 8 times before they retire. This will mean that 

we will see more and more mature students entering HEI’s as they diversify within their career 

or change their career field. 

 

Findings from this study indicated personal fulfilment as the second main motivation reason 

for commencing study which is contrary to studies from the UK, Australian and Northern 

Ireland where it was identified as the main motivation for this participant group returning to 

study (Walters 2000, Leder & Forgasz 2004, Montgomery et al 2009). The third reason for 

pursuing undergraduate study identified in this study was missed opportunity to go to HEI. 

Blaxter et al (1996) asserts that a greater number of mature women missed out on 
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participating in HE at a younger age. One of the reasons for this is that they may be because 

they were working in the home fulltime (Lynch 1999). Webber (2015) states that earlier 

studies on women identified that by virtue of their gender they were disadvantaged in terms 

of being able to avail of opportunities for education. This was of significance in the current 

study were more female participants and participants in part-time employment prior to 

commencing their course cited missing the opportunity to go to HEI when younger. However 

the reasons why they missed the opportunity to attend HE at an earlier age was not 

ascertained within the study and is an area that should be explored in future research. 

 

6.3   Personal preparation for entry into HEI 

There are a number of issues that the mature student needs to consider when contemplating 

embarking on an undergraduate course. The issues for consideration may differ for each 

person depending on their current roles and responsibilities, length of time away from formal 

study, finances, availability of personal and HEI supports and the course requirements. These 

issues are not always made in isolation but often involve consultation with family, friends and 

significant others.  This section will discuss issues pertaining to the participant’s choice of HEI 

and their personal preparation in terms of financial preparation prior to embarking on their 

studies. 

 

6.3.1 Choosing the HEI 

The findings of this study indicate that 89% of the participants were undertaking their degree 

in the HEI and 86% in the course of their choice, 80% did not have to change their place of 

residence to attend the HEI and travel time from their place of residence to their HEI took up 

to one hour for 79% of participants. This would indicate that students live within commuter 

distance to their HEI and the geographic location of the HEI may have been a contributory 

factor in choosing their HEI and course as indicated in Shaw’s study (2011). Christie et al (2005) 

Scottish and Heagney & Benson (2017) Australian study found that leaving home was not an 

option for the older student. Given that the majority of participants did not have to change 

residence to attend HE it is difficult to ascertain from the current study if the participants 

decision to apply to the HEI was a forced one, determined solely by the pragmatic issue of 

geographic location of the HEI in relation to their place of residence and their personal 

circumstances, or if it was their ‘true’ first choice. Christie et al (2005) study of non-traditional 

students across two Scottish universities found that it was not uncommon for mature students 

to study locally, as this  enables them to continue to live at home, maintaining the same family 
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responsibilities and social networks that they engaged in before they commenced their 

studies.  

 

6.3.2 Financial preparation 

In the current study 74% of students were in employment before they commenced their study 

and for 79% employment was fulltime as opposed to part time, indicating that participants had 

some degree of secure employment which had to consider giving up when contemplating their 

decision to enter HE. This is an improvement on Inglis & Murphy (1999) Irish study findings 

which identified 52% of the study cohort were in stable paid employment prior to commencing 

their course, of which one third were in low wage positions in their employment. However the 

current study findings differ from Heagney & Benson (2017) review of mature students profiles 

between 1996 and 2007 in Australia where they identified that this cohort of students are 

more likely to be unemployed prior to commencing  HE. The data for the current study was 

collected in the academic year 2011-12 so some of the participants would have been in 

employment during the Celtic Tiger, which may help to explain the high fulltime employment 

rates. Indeed as the main reason for commencing HE was found to be career prospect it could 

well be that the down turn in the Irish economy was the impetus that prompted participants 

to return to study. This was not ascertained in the study as the economic crisis was not 

envisaged at the time of questionnaire development. 

 

The current study did not ask participants to disclose their average weekly wage but what is 

evident in the literature is that being able to finance themselves and their families during their 

course of study is a crucial issue for this cohort of students (Osborne et al 2004, O’Brien 2017). 

It has been reported that one of the main barriers to participation in HE is the fear of lack of or 

inadequate finances and entering into financial debt (Davies & Williams 2001, Marandet & 

Wainwright 2010) yet in order to participate as a fulltime student participants would have to 

give up their current salary for the period of their undergraduate studies (Howard & Davies 

2013).  This may entail them having to find alternative financial sources such as student loans 

and plan how they would manage their finances. This has been identified as major cause of 

concern for most participants (Lynch 1999, Davies & Williams 2001, Bolam & Dodgson 2003, 

McCoy et al 2009, Heagney & Benson 2017). Because of the relatively low HE student fees in 

Ireland and the availability of grants for those who are eligible, Irish students may be 

financially better off than their counterparts in other jurisdictions where it is has become the 

norm for students to finance their HE through students loans. Within this study 85% of 

participants were in receipt of some form of financial assistance. Sixty five percent of 
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participants received an education grant, 14% were sponsored under the healthcare workers 

sponsorship scheme and 6% received a scholarship.  Over half (54%) of participants reported 

that they would not have been able to take up their course offer without financial assistance in 

the form of one of the above grants and being in receipt of such assistance was an influencing 

factor in them returning to study. This will be addressed further in Section 6.5.3. 

 

The majority of participants in this study organised their financial responsibilities, applied for 

financial educational grants and financially adapted their lifestyle which they found helpful to 

offset the loss of earnings incurred through giving up fulltime employment to embark on their 

course of study. Meagney & Benson (2017) found that financially adapting lifestyle and 

identifying how to manage their finances was a key concern for some of the participants some 

of whom moved back into their parent’s family home so that they could manage financially.  

 

To meet the financial costs of participating in HE it is becoming common place for both direct 

and mature entry undergraduate students to secure part-time employment during term time 

(Darmody & Smyth 2008, Banks et al 2012). Because of the time spent in the labour market 

mature students may receive higher earnings from part-time employment when compared to 

non-mature students however they tend to have higher living costs, especially those who have 

children (McCoy et al 2009).  In this study participants who organised childcare prior to 

commencing their studies found this helpful. Just over a half and a third of nursing and non-

nursing participants respectively applied for part-time employment. This is not surprising as 

McCoy et al (2009) identifies that the participation rates of part-time term employment for 

mature students is lower than that for non-mature students for a number of reasons including, 

prohibited from engaging in term employment due to demands of balancing HE and family and 

childcare responsibilities, are more likely to be in receipt of social welfare payments and grants 

and are supported financially by their partner during their period of study.  

 

Making the decision to undertake undergraduate study is not a decision that can be made 

lightly but requires careful consideration particularly in relation to the direct and indirect 

financial costs of participating on the course over a four year period and how the individual is 

going to balance their external roles and responsibilities with their studies. To help the 

prospective student in making their decision the information that they require in relation to 

financial assistance, grants and requirements of the course should be available from the HEI so 

that they can make an informed timely decision in relation to embarking and completing a four 

year degree course. Similar to Fleming & McKee (2005) this study identified that mature 
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students would have liked more information about the course content, finances and 

timetables before they commenced the course. From the HEI perspective this would be seen 

to be engaging with the potential student so they can make an informed decision and have 

time to arrange their finances and put realistic structures and supports in place so that they 

can participate in the course. The information provided by the HEI should not just be about 

access but should also emphasise completion of the course. When this information is not 

available, or not available in sufficient detail to prospective students the HEI may be seen to 

alienate this student group. 

 

6.4   HEI Supports available to participants pre-entry 

There are a number of supports that HEI’s make available to students prior to commencing 

their studies. These include information on the courses, the students support services available 

and HEI information.  This information can be found on the HEI website, course brochures, HEI 

open days, career fairs and pre-entry courses ranging from access or foundation courses of 

one year’s duration to shorter courses on study skills, mature student orientation courses, 

information technology among others. Within this section the significant findings pertaining to 

the pre-entry supports provided by the HEI’s to the mature student applicants prior to 

commencing their course of study will be discussed and will focus on the utilisation of the HEI 

websites and HEI pre-entry courses by the study participants. 

 

6.4.1 HEI Websites 

Within the current study 83% of participants identified that they accessed the HEI/ School 

website for information pertaining to their course of study with 87% identifying that they 

found the website useful. Although a smaller percentage (44%) of participants accessed the 

HEI mature students website it was also found to be helpful by 89% of participants. When 

prospective students have sufficient information they can make good decisions about their HEI 

and course choice and have better retention rates. Within this study in multivariate analysis 

participants who accessed the HEI/School website for course information pre-entry were 4 

times more likely to report that they were happy with their course of study (p=.004, OR 4.68) 

and 2 times more likely to be attending a Dublin HEI (p=.036, OR 2.40).  With the exponential 

use of the internet and mobile technology as a tool for accessing information it is not 

surprising that this platform is one of the main sources of information used by students when 

accessing pre-entry course information (Connor et al 1999). In the Irish context lack of specific 

course and HEI information and guidance supports have previously been identified as barriers 
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for mature students trying to access HE (Department of Education and Science 2001). The 

availability of pre-entry HEI college information is essential if the prospective student is to 

make to make an informed decision about their course selection and study location (McGivney 

2004). Simões & Soares (2010) Portuguese study identified that HEI websites are the most 

used source of information by potential applicants to the HEI.  Obermeit’s (2012) review of 

German and American models of university choice found the internet was unequivocally the 

main information source used by prospective students when accessing information in making 

their decision about which HEI to attend. Despite this, Newson et al (2011) UK study found 

that 25 of the 62 UK university websites that they searched did not have a dedicated webpage 

for the mature student. The information provided on the web pages related primarily to the 

application process and finance with just over 50% including information on childcare facilities. 

In their German study Ihme et al (2016 ) found that when the HEI website emphasised age 

diversity, as opposed to emphasising the HEI’s academic reputation, in their recruitment 

strategies the students confidence was reinforced in the HEI that it would offer an 

environment in which the social and personal identify as an  older student would not be a 

threat to their HE success. Acknowledging that a person’s decision to enrol on a course of 

study is determined by many factors the HEI website may be the first point of contact for the 

potential student and information and perceptions gleaned from the website may be 

instrumental in the potential student’s decision to pursue the application, go to another HEI or 

indeed not embark on HE.  

 

Jones (2008) synthesis on the research on student retention and success in HE identified a 

number of reasons why students’ leave their course of study among which  inadequate 

preparation for HE and poor HEI and course choice were reported. Selecting the wrong course 

was a recurrent theme in the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in 

Higher Education (2015) Irish study on the reasons why students leave HE. At the pre-entry 

stage many students have difficulty accessing full course details, specifically in relation to 

timetabling, course content and workload (McGivney 2004).  As borne out in Thomas’s (2011) 

review of the literature when students have poor or insufficient information pre-entry they 

can make poor decisions about their course and HEI choice which can result in withdrawal 

from their studies. Poor choice impacts negatively on how the student engages with their 

course and HEI (Yorke 2000, Dodgson & Bolam 2002, Yorke & Thomas 2003) and ultimately 

their satisfaction with the course and progression through HEI and can result in withdrawal 

from the course (Yorke 2000, McGivney 2004). Conversely when prospective students have 
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sufficient information they can make good decisions about their HEI and course choice and 

have better progression rates. 

 

When the prospective student is able to make early informal contact with the education 

institution some of the fears they may have regarding returning to study can be alleviated 

(Bolan & Dodgson 2003, Burton et al 2011). It is imperative that the HEI know the preferred 

information sources of prospective students so that they can take cognisance of this in their 

recruitment strategy (Veloutsou et al 2004). As HEI websites are the preferred source being 

utilised by prospective students when making decisions about their course and HEI choice this 

critical influencing factor should be acknowledged when developing and updating the websites 

to ensure that all the relevant course information and links for all student groups are available 

(Veloutsou et al 2004, National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher 

Education 2016). It is also important for the HEI to take cognisance of this and Ihme et al  

(2016) when deciding on the emphasise of their website.  For mature student applicants HEI 

websites should also include information on widening access schemes (Department of 

Education and Science 2001) and the availability of student support services prior to and 

during the students’ course of study. Ensuring that the website is of a high quality, well 

maintained with reliable interactive current information, may require the HE to make 

substantial investments in its marketing strategies and information pathways but the return on 

the investments may well be reflected in higher enrolment rates, better student course and 

HEI choice and students satisfaction, which can result in improved retention and engagement 

rates (Dodgson & Bolam 2002, Jones 2008).   

 

6.4.2 HEI pre-entry courses 

Within this study 74% of participants completed one of the pre-entry programmes offered to 

them by their HEI, with 96% reporting that they found the programme helpful. The two most 

frequently attended programmes were the orientation programme for mature students and 

library skills programme. Key findings identify that completing a pre-entry programme was 

seen to be advantageous to the participant. Multivariate analysis indicated that students who 

completed a pre-entry programme were 3 times more likely to know the HEI supports that are 

available to them, 4 times more likely to be happy with their course of study, 5 times more 

likely to have found the personal preparation they made prior to HEI was helpful to them, 6 

times more likely to still finding written assessments difficult and 3 times less likely to have 

study and time management issues. 
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For the mature student the transition into HEI can be challenging and stressful (Smithers & 

Griffin 1986, McGivney 1996, Morosanu et al 2010, Kenny et al 2011) particularly in relation to 

how they adapt academically within their course of study. Seeking early advice and support 

from the HEI and availing of pre-entry courses are ways to help the mature student prepare for 

and adapt academically within the HEI environment. This study supports previous work 

indicating that by giving students the opportunity to become familiar with the HEI and what 

the course will involve helps to instil academic confidence in the individual (Smithers & Griffin 

1986, McGivney 1996, Bolam & Dodgson 2003, Fleming & McKee 2005, Keane 2013) and has 

been cited or shown to improve students retention rates (McGivney 1996) all of which 

promotes a HEI environment of engagement over alienation.  Reay et al (2002) UK study found 

that students who utilise support services experience less stress than those who do not utilise 

them (Reay et al 2002) and Kenny et al (2011) Australia study identified that students who 

complete a pre-entry course are more successful than those who do not compete such 

courses. In her report on the Irish case study on widening participation in HE Keane (2013) 

identified that those students who completed an access course reported that they were more 

advantaged than direct entry students in terms of their preparation for HE and Murphy et al 

(2015) Irish participants described the access experience as invaluable. However despite the 

known advantages of providing pre-entry courses Newson et al (2011) study found that only 

47% of universities offered such courses for mature students. 

 

Whilst in the current study participants identifying that written assessments are still difficult 

for them is clearly not an advantage, it can be argued that this they may have been difficult for 

them in their past educational experiences and may have been one of the reasons why they 

embarked on the pre-entry programme in the first instance. When students are aware that 

they are having difficulty with written assessments they are more likely to seek help and 

support to address this (Ooms et al 2013). As in previous research having participated in a HEI 

pre-entry programme participants are more aware of the HEI supports that are available to 

them to support them with their written assessments and are well positioned to seek 

academic support as required during their undergraduate studies (Ooms et al 2013). Mature 

students tend to take a deeper approach to their learning (Richardson 1995, Trueman & 

Hartley 1996) and academically do very well and perform better than their younger peers 

(Smithers & Griffin 1986, Richardson 1994, 1995, Trueman & Hartley 1996, Ofori 2000, 

Cantwell et al 2001), despite this they find written assessments, particularly the first one 

stressful (Shanahan 2000, Bolam & Dodgson 2003, O’Brien et al 2009). Within this study 78% 

reported that they found writing the first assignment difficult and writing assignments was still 
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difficult for 60% at the time of completing the survey. The survey in this study did not seek to 

ascertain what aspect of written assessments were still difficult for the participants so it is 

difficult to establish if the difficulty is related to student poor self-concept (Glackin & Glackin 

1998), lack of one’s ability or confidence in academic writing (Shanahan 2000), putting 

pressure on oneself to do well (Shanahan 2000), fear of failure (Moran 2015) or other 

contributing factors.  

 

Within this study some participants did not know if pre-entry courses were available (Section 

5.2.10 Table 5.8 & 5.9). This resonates with McGivney (1996) finding that students were not 

always aware of the supports and guidance offered by the HEI’s. Though not specific to pre-

entry programmes Moran’s (2015) Irish study across five IOT’s identified a number of 

participants were not aware of the learner supports available to them within the HEI. If 

students do not know of the existence of HEI support services they cannot utilise them 

(McGivney 1996). This would substantiate the recommendation made above for increased 

visibility on HEI websites on information pertaining to widening access schemes and the 

availability of student support services throughout the student journey that would enable the 

student to even better engage with their HEI and course of study. 

 

Mature students in Bolan & Dodgson (2003) UK study across six universities found the advice 

and support they received from HEI staff pre-entry very beneficial in helping them, not only to 

make their decision to undertake their course of study, but also in giving them the confidence 

to succeed in their studies. They contend that students who are not confident are not likely to 

look for help from HEI supports and services. Fleming & McKee (2005) study on the 

development and evaluation of a welcoming programme for mature students in one Irish 

university found the programme benefited the participants in relation to giving them 

confidence and helping them to integrate into the HEI. Participants also achieved slightly 

significantly better progression on their undergraduate course compared to those who did not 

participate in the programme. Similarly Murphy et al (2015) on mature undergraduate 

students in one Irish university found that participants had a positive experience of the 

orientation programme particularly in relation to support with academic and computing issues. 

These findings, although single site studies, indicate that pre-entry programmes are 

advantageous to potential HE students in their engagements in their course. Findings from this 

study identified that participants who availed of HEI pre-entry programmes not only found 

them beneficial but participants were more likely to know and utilise the HEI supports 

available to them during their course. When pre-entry programmes are not available to 
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particular cohorts of students it may be inferred that they are not important to the HEI and so 

they may feel alienated as the opportunity to engage with the HEI pre-entry in preparing for 

their course of study is not provided. 

 

Pre-entry HEI information supports the prospective applicant in making decisions on their 

course and HEI choices and plays a role in the student having realistic expectations of the HEI 

and improves retention rates (McGivney 1996, Bolam & Dodgson 2003, Jones 2008). Given the 

many benefits of pre-entry programmes to the potential mature student it is imperative that 

these are clearly publicised on the HEI website for potential applicants and by HE personnel 

when the prospective student makes initial contact with the HEI. In promoting these courses it 

may also be beneficial to include student testimonials on the value of these courses on the HEI 

websites. Though not specific to pre-entry programmes Ooms et al (2012) study across two UK 

universities identified that whist each HEI had thorough and creative advertising methods of 

the support services available within the HEI, students perceived that the marketing of the 

support services need to be improved upon.  The marketing strategy within HEI’s needs to 

ensure that the support services that they are offering to their prospective and actual student 

population reach the students they are intended for. This may necessitate research within the 

HEI to ascertain if information on the HEI support services is reaching the student populations 

they are directed towards and if not why it is not reaching the student. This research could be 

facilitated through student support services with current and past mature students.  

 

This study identifies that the pre-entry courses offered by their HEI were helpful to them. Pre-

entry support services play a pivotal role in the transition of the mature students into HE 

(Smith 2008, Kenny et al 2011).  The timing of the course information is crucial, potential 

students need the course information before they start the course, particularly around 

timetabling, course structure and financial assistance (Osborne et al 2004). Findings from this 

study indicate that the three most frequently areas of personal preparation made by 

participants prior to course entry were finance related: organising their financial 

responsibilities, applying for financial grants and financially adapting their lifestyle. Participants 

found this preparation helpful. Information on financial grants and the actual cost of 

participating in the course need to be available to students before commencing their studies 

so that they can take cognisance of this in their financial preparations. Providing information 

on the course structure and timetables in a timely fashion prior to the commencement of the 

course would give the applicant time to make provision in relation to their external 

commitments and responsibilities (Kevern & Webb 2004, Kenny et al 2011, Newson et al 2011) 
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and give them time to address their financial, work and caring responsibilities prior to 

commencing the course and in so doing help to reduce student stress (Reay et al 2002). This 

study supports these findings that whilst timetables may be available to the student prior to 

undertaking their course often the real demands and expectations of the course are not 

explicit and may cause the student to consider leaving the course. it is imperative that 

information on the course structure and timetable reflects the real demands and expectations 

required to undertake the course  not just the time required to attend class but also the time 

required for out of class reading, group work and  assignments (Carney-Crompton & Tan 2002, 

Chapman et al 2007). 

 

6.5   Fitting into and staying in the higher education community 

The findings from this study indicate that the overall student experience of fitting into and 

staying in the HE community was a positive one. A number of HEI supports are available to 

students during their studies to help them to fit into and stay in the HE community, including 

study skills support, mature students groups, lecturers, personal tutors and crèche facilities. 

Within this section the significant findings pertaining the participant’s experience of the 

helpfulness of HEI student support services during their undergraduate course and their 

personal experience of being a mature student during that time including their experience and 

satisfaction with their course and their academic progress. The financial issues they experience 

in relation to staying on the course and they reasons they considered leaving will be discussed. 

 

6.5.1 Experience of using the HEI student support services 

Within this study multivariate analysis indicated that participants who reported that HEI 

supports helped them to stay on the course were nearly 4 times more likely to report that they 

were happy with their course and although they were still 2 times more likely to have had 

difficulty with their first written assessment. Participants who reported that they were 

satisfied with the HEI support services were 4 times more likely to report that they were happy 

with their course and over 2 times more likely to be attending a Dublin HEI. This study in 

support of previous work found that mature students have different needs than their 

traditional student counterparts and require different supports, with financial support, 

childcare and relevant preparations for their academic work identified as the main issues for 

this student group (Irish Universities Quality Board 2006). This study identifies that students 

who found HEI support services and lecturers helpful were more likely to have had difficulty 

with their first written assignment. Although the reasons why students found their first written 
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assignment difficult were not ascertained within this study reasons from previous studies 

indicate that these could include, difficulty adjusting academically (Morosanu et al 2010, 

Kenny et al 2011) particularly if they haven’t participated in formal education for some time to 

trying to fulfil their external commitments with their course work. Mature students are 

generally focused and highly motivated students (Fleming & Finnegan 2011, Wyatt 2011) who 

want to succeed on their course and tend to take a deep approach to their learning 

(Richardson 1994, Scott et al 1998). In this study 99% of participants reported that they feel 

responsible for their own learning with 72% identifying that they found the first written 

assignment difficult. Taking responsibility for their learning would involve seeking support with 

their written assignments from HEI support services and or lecturers, indicating that they are 

proactive in identifying their learning needs and seeking support to address them. So in this 

study and with previous work although they found the first assignment difficult they were  

doing their best  to address these difficulties by availing of HEI support services to reduce 

stress (Reay et al 2002) and help them to develop the skills they require to succeed on their 

course.  

 

It has been reported that mature students tend to utilise HEI supports less frequently than 

their younger peers (Walsh et al 2009, Topham 2015, Heagney & Benson 2017) but when they  

are used they are found to be supportive and beneficial (Moran 2015, Topham 2015, O’Brien 

et al 2017). Although 75% of participants’ were satisfied with the HEI support services available 

during their course of study similar to the findings pertaining to pre-entry HEI supports some 

participants did not know if HEI supports were available to them during the course of their 

undergraduate studies. This finding from this study that students not been aware of the HEI 

supports available to them supports similar findings in the literature from the UK, Australia and 

Ireland (McGivney 1996, Tones et al 2009, Marandet & Wainswright 2010, Moran 2015). The 

reason why participants did not know of the HEI support services was not ascertained in the 

current study. It may be that the participants did not need the supports and so did not seek 

them out or it may be that that the HEI support services are not adequately advertised within 

the HEI and students who require them are not able to find out the information they require in 

order to access the services. HEI’s may need to address how the information pertaining to the 

student support services reaches the student population to ensure that the student population 

are aware of the available services. Incorporating information on student support services into 

the curriculum and pedagogical practices has been suggested as a way of raising awareness of 

the availability of student support services (Dodgson & Bolam 2002, Heagney & Benson 2017). 

Buultjens & Robinson (2011) found agreement among the student participants in their 
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Australian study that a student hub where services were amalgamated centrally was easy for 

the student to access and created an awareness of the all services that were available to 

students. They also suggested that a virtual hub online linked to the HEI homepage would be 

beneficial. 

 

From the content analysis of participants’ responses in this study 33% of participants identified 

that although supports are available they are not able to avail of them because of the cost 

involved and they are not able to access them whilst on work placement. The later may be that 

the work placements may not be in the vicinity of the HEI and the student is prohibited by the 

travel costs of returning to the HEI to avail of the services or they don’t have the time to do so. 

Another contributing factor may be that not all support services are available after 6pm.  This 

finding is supported by the work of O’Brien et al (2009) in their single site Irish study that 

found that students who needed support with writing their assignments were prohibited from 

using support services as the timetable did not facilitate access to support services whilst 

Marandet & Wainswright (2010) UK study identified that students with children do not have 

the time to attend HEI support services.  

 

Tones et al (2009) Australian study on mature students reported that awareness of HEI 

support services was poor among the study cohort, the availability of support services was 

limited and services were not available when the students needed them. Though not confined 

to mature students Buultjens & Robinson (2011) study in a large Australian university found 

that whilst services were available they were dispersed across the university and participants 

did not know how or where to get access to them. This could be particularly difficult for the 

student in a large HEI or if the HEI is across many sites. Banks et al (2012) identified that 

although student nurses and midwifes may be in need of greater support from student 

services during their placements they experience difficulties accessing the services whilst on 

placement. There is a need for the HEI to look at how students on work placements are 

supported either locally or remotely to access HEI support services if required so that the 

student doesn’t feel alienated from HEI services because they are off campus as part 

requirement of their course. This could include the possibly of models that incorporated 

remote after hour access particularly in the first instance.    

 

6.5.2 Support from lecturers 

Eight nine percent of participants in this study reported that they were satisfied with their 

course lecturers. Multivariate analysis indicated that participants who reported that their 
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lecturers helped them to stay on the course were 2 times more likely to report that they feel 

responsible for their own learning and still nearly 4 times more likely to report that they found 

the first written assessment difficult. Participants in Walsh et al (2009) UK study reported that 

during their first year of studies their academic tutor was the person they went to when they 

needed support with their academic work and Moran (2015) Irish study found the majority of 

participants had very positive experiences of their lecturers. Leathwood & O’Connell (2003) UK 

single site study reported that students found it difficult to access lecturers. This could in part 

be a result of the impact of massification and the ensuing demands on lecturers’ as they teach 

and support more students than previously. Since the downturn of the Irish economy in 2008 

overall funding in the HE sector has reduced whilst fulltime student numbers have increased.  

This has resulted in deterioration in the staff student ratio from 1:16 in 2008 to 1:21 in 2014 

which is above the OECD average of 1:17 (HEA 2016c). The Cassell Report (HEA 2016d) 

identifies that within this period lecturers were required to take on additional activities taking 

them away from their core teaching role whilst still expected to provide quality teaching and 

learning. This coupled with the staff student ratio reduction limits lecturer interaction with 

students in activities such as small group teaching, individual feedback sessions all which can 

impact negatively on student progress, engagement and achievement of learning outcomes 

and ultimately course completion. In order to provide a quality higher education service for 

the projected population and to improve the staff student ratio and student and staff support 

service an increase in additional funds to €600 million by 2021 and €1 billion by 2030 it is 

recommended (HEA 2016d). This study was conducted during the fourth year of the economic 

recession so it is heartening to see that despite the reduction in HE funding and a moratorium 

on staff recruitment that students reported satisfaction with their lectures and the support 

they received from lecturers helped them to stay on the course.  

 

In this study 94% of participants identified that getting feedback on their written work was 

helpful to them, however content analysis of students responses indicated that some 

participants have received very little or no feedback, or feedback when received was vague.  

Formative feedback on course work and progress is important for all students and particularly 

for the person who has been away from study for some time who may require and seek more 

support (Harvey et al 2006, Topham 2015). For the mature students in Shanahan (2000) study 

feedback was important for developing their confidence and allaying their stress and anxiety 

around examinations and assignments. Particularly for the first year student who may have 

been away from formal study for a period of time receiving feedback from academic staff was 

found to be an important motivator and confidence builder for the first year student (Harvey 
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et al 2006). Students find the first written assignment difficult for a number of reasons 

including poorly developed writing skills to having to complete a number of assignments on 

different subjects at the same time and the assignment can become a vehicle to either student 

integration or attrition (Krause 2001).  However the quality of the feedback is crucial and must 

be given in a timely fashion if it is to benefit the student (Harvey et al 2006, Krause 2001, 

Topham 2015) and should be available to all students not only those who fail assignments 

(Topham 2015).  This becomes more onerous for lectures that are supporting larger numbers 

of students in a climate where funding and staffing is reduced. When the interaction with 

lecturers and students is supportive it creates opportunity for student integration and 

engagement (Krause 2001). There is also a responsibility on the part of the student to avail of 

the support services offered, it is often the students who need support the most are the ones 

who do not avail of it (Harvey et al 2006). What is apparent is that students do and can benefit 

from support from their lecturers and HE support services in general (Banks et al 2012, Ooms 

et al 2013, Topham 2015, O’Brien et al 2017). This study indicates that feedback is helpful for 

this cohort and as with all, feedback, particularly on the first written assignment, acts as an 

important aspect of the learning process not only academically but psychologically, promoting 

confidence and growth.  It also may be a stepping point in the fitting in process, providing 

opportunities for helping students to integrate into HE and to overcome any perceived or real 

alienation barriers.   

 

6.5.3 Financial issues 

Within the current study 65% participants were in receipt of an educational grant with 56% 

identifying that this was an influencing factors in their decision to enter HE and 54% identified 

that they wouldn’t have been able to accept a place on the course without receiving financial 

assistance in the form of an education grant. These results reflect Fleming & Finnegan (2011) 

findings that receiving educational financial assistance is an influencing factor in the student’s 

decision to undertake their studies and participants would not have been able to pursue their 

studies without this financial assistance. In this study those mature students who have 

dependents reported that one of the hardest things for them on this course was the financial 

worries they experienced and the cost of childcare. This supports the findings from previous 

UK and Irish studies (Osborne et al 2004, Mc Coy et al 2009) that mature students’ are likely to 

experience financial strain particularly those with family and other commitments. 

 

Findings from this study identified that 65% of participants who engaged in paid employment 

during term time did not receive any educational financial assistance, 72% of participants 
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identified that working during HEI term affected their ability to keep up a regular study pattern 

with 43% reporting that working in paid employment during term time affected their course 

results. Overall 52% of participants in this study were engaged in paid employment during 

term time. On face value this seems to be comparable to Mercer et al (2016) who reported an 

increase in students in paid employment during term time in recent years with 50 – 60% of 

students (not confined to mature students only) engaging in paid employment during their 

undergraduate studies as a direct response to the change in the funding of undergraduate 

courses in the UK and Australia (Broadbridge & Swanson 2005, Hall 2010). Similar to this study 

McCoy et al (2009) identified that in Ireland students are financing their HE education and 

undertaking paid employment to support them in this endeavour. The current study supports 

previous studies which identify that supporting oneself financially through undergraduate 

studies is one of the main issues impacting on the student’s progression throughout their 

course and is one of barriers to the mature student entering HEI (Scheutze & Slowey 2002, 

Marandet & Wainwright 2010) and one the reasons they considered leaving their course of 

study (Trotter & Cove 2005).  

 

In the current study it was not ascertained in the study survey if participants who were in paid 

employment during term time and who did not receive any educational financial assistance in 

the form of grants used their personal savings or received financial support from family or 

other sources outside of grants and paid employment to support them during their course. 

Consequently engaging in term paid employment may have been their only source of finance 

to cover their cost of HE (Scheutze & Slowey 2002, Marandet & Wainwright 2010) and living 

and may have been one of necessity as opposed to choice.  Participants in this study reported 

that they worked 18.86 ± 9.24 hours a week.  Bolam & Dodgson (2003) found that students 

can meet their study, work and family balance provided they are not in paid employment more 

than 20 hours a week. This also has to be considered in the context of the number of direct 

contact hours the student has to attend HEI, time required to meet the study demands of the 

course, time spent travelling to HEI and proximity of paid work to HEI and home and the 

amount of hours spent in paid employment. What is apparent in this study is that similar to 

previous research some of the participants were in employment in excess of 20 hours a week 

which is demanding on the student’s time when trying to balance study, employment (Glackin 

& Glackin 1998, Bowl 2001, Moran 2012) and family commitments. This study found that 

engaging in paid term employment reduced the amount of time the student had available for 

study, impacted on their course results, and showed that students were struggling  to  finance 

their study  and balance their work, study and home life commitments as indicted in previous 
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research (Leder & Forgasz 2004, Broadbridge and Swanson 2005, Greenbank et al 2009,  Hall 

2010). 

 

Content analysis of participants responses to the challenges they had to stay on the course   

indicated that financial burden relating to course fees, managing their money and financial 

difficulties and strain was most challenging for them. It is becoming a fact of life that most 

students including mature students may need to engage in term employment to financially 

support them self through their studies (McCoy et al 2009).  In recent years there has been a 

decline in the number of mature students enrolling in fulltime undergraduate courses from 

13% in 2012/13 to 8% in 2017/18 (HEA 2018) with mature students preferring the more 

flexible pathway of part-time undergraduate study with employment and having a more 

balanced study  life balance. That being said part-time undergraduate courses are not available 

in all the courses at undergraduate level 8 and so part-time study is not the panacea for all 

mature students. In Ireland student financial grants have been aligned with inflation, however 

they are not aligned with other indicators of living standards such as social welfare payments 

wage and rent rates (McCoy et al 2009) and consequently the living standards for those 

students relying solely on education grants is compromised. Students may be left with no 

option but to seek term paid employment, when available, to support their income and as a 

consequence as borne out in this study working in paid employment during term time can 

have a negative impact on student’s academic results. Government policy needs to revise the 

financial supports available to undergraduate students to ensure that they are aligned with 

current living standards. The financial cost of participating in undergraduate courses will vary 

across courses.  A possible area of research for the HEI’s is to identify the actual financial cost 

to the students to participate in the undergraduate course and to make this information 

transparent and available to prospective students before the point of entry along with 

information in relation to student grants so that the potential student can make an informed 

decision about embarking on undergraduate study. 

 

Whilst the adverse effects of working in paid employment are often highlighted it must also be 

noted that there are many benefits to employment during term time (Richardson et al 2014, 

Hall 2010, Greenbank et al 2009, Curtis & Williams 2002). Key skills such as time management, 

organisational and team working and problem solving skills can be learnt and developed 

during term employment (Eurostudent Survey IV 2011) and may be skills that the mature 

student has already developed in their previous employment and brings to their HE 

experience. However in trying to maintain this study work balance the student may miss out 
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on aspects of the HE experience such as participation in college societies (Broadbridge and 

Swanson 2005, McCoy et al 2011), findings that resonates with this study. 

 

6.6   Staying on or leaving the course  

Financial burden and problems are cited as a reason matures students consider leaving their 

studies (Thomas 2002, Yorke 2000, Trotter & Cove 2005).  Mature students tend to leave their 

course of study before completion for reasons other than academic failure (McGivney 2004, 

Harvey et al 2006). Women tend to leave because of change in caring or family commitments 

whilst men are more likely to withdraw because of course related or finance related issues 

(McGivney 2004, Markle 2015).  

 

Within this study participants were asked if they had ever considered leaving the course and if 

they had to indicate their reasons. Forty seven percent of participants at some stage during 

their course considered leaving their course and this was seen across gender (women 52%, 

men 36%). From the content analysis of participants’ responses stress was identified as the 

main reason participants considered leaving and this was evident in 45% of responses.  The 

stress related to balancing home and course life, being overwhelmed by course workload, 

adapting to the HEI and examination stress. Financial struggles were identified in 28% of 

response and related to participants’ financial difficulties and worries and money problems, 

factors that have been cited in previous studies (Thomas 2002, Yorke 2000, Trotter & Cove 

2005). Consistent with findings from McGivney (2004) and Harvey et al (2006) in this study 

academic failure was not a factor when considering leaving their course.  Participants in this 

study identified that passing examinations (98%) and having a goal (98%) were the main 

factors that helped them to stay on their course followed by their family /partner support 

(95%). Help with finances (81%), children (74%) and household chores (65%) were also 

reported as factors that helped them to stay. Similar to Harvey et al (2006) review of the 

literature this study identified that  more female participants cited help with finances and 

children and household chores as being helpful which would indicate that in this study women 

continued with their household and caring responsibilities during their undergraduate studies. 

This was borne out in this study where multivariate analysis identified that participants who 

reported that they considered leaving the course were over 4 times more likely to identify help 

with household chores helped them to stay on the course. It also identified that participants 

who had a regular study pattern were over 2 times less likely to report that they had 

considered leaving the course.  
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From content analysis of participant responses being on the right course and their own self-

determination and motivation were the most cited reasons on what motivated them to stay on 

the course, traits that have previously been identified in mature students (McGivney 2004, 

Trotter & Cove 2005, Brooks 2005, Markle 2015). Within this study participants not only 

achieved the end of year results they were expecting but similar to other studies (James 1995, 

Shanahan 2000) they achieved better results than they expected. This was seen across the four 

years of the course despite as identified earlier participants identified that being in paid 

employment during their course impact on their study time and their exam results. In the 

current study it was not ascertained if doing better than expected was down to lack of belief or 

awareness  in their academic ability or if they had lower expectations of the course standard 

than what was actually required. As noted previously 99% of participants identified that they 

feel responsible for their own learning and 69% identified that they like to understand their 

subjects. Richardson (1994, 1995) identified that mature students have more desirable 

approaches to learning and it may be their approach to learning that supports a deep as 

opposed to a surface approach that help them to achieve better results. From the student 

responses self-determination and motivation was underpinned by wanting to succeed, 

wanting to prove to self that they could do it.  Wanting to succeed and not fail traits that have 

been reported in previous research in relation to mature students (Glackin & Glackin 1998, 

Reay et al 2002, Leder & Forgasz 2004, Stone 2008, Wong 2018). 

 

 The theme self-determination and motivation emerged from the content analysis in  this 

study in relation to what helped participants most during the course and what motivated them 

to stay on the course. The findings indicated that the study participants were resilient and 

persistent in their determination and motivation to succeed, stay focused and keep on top of 

things. This persistence has been linked to the higher intrinsic motivation of the mature 

student (Xuereb 2012). Aburn et al (2016) contends resilience is the individual response to a 

challenging situation.  Older students have been found to have high levels of resilience (Pitt et 

al 2014) often emanating from their life experiences (Chung et al (2017) and similar to this 

study previous research has reported determination to succeed (Dodgson & Bolam 2002, 

Heagney & Benson 2017, Wong 2018) and the role of resilience in helping mature students to 

succeed in HE (Chapman et al 2007, Munro & Pooly 2009). Resilience is a strength that mature 

students use to help them adapt, cope and succeed in HE. This is an area that the HEI can 

capitalise on by acknowledging the strengths in relation to persistence and resilience that the 

mature students bring with them to the HEI and which supports them in adapting to and 
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successfully completing their studies. An area for further research is to explore resilience 

further in relation to the mature student and its impact on the overall student experience. 

 

6.7   Study limitations 

There are a number of limitations that need to be highlighted. The main limitation is in relation 

to the sample size and response rate. At the time of data collection there were no available 

statistics on the exact number of mature students on undergraduate fulltime degree courses in 

Ireland or attrition rate so the HEI’s for inclusion in the study were on selected on the basis 

that they offered the three main courses (nursing, business studies and computer science) and 

had sufficient number of students to apply the HEA quotas for mature students. The minimum 

sample size to represent the population was estimated at 329 and this was achieved, and the 

demographic profile represents mature students across the four years of the degree courses.  

 

Cognisance needs to be taken of the time lapse of six years from data collection to 

presentation of findings. Data collection took place in the first half of 2012 so the results have 

to be interpreted in light that the findings relate to a time of economic recession in Ireland. In 

times of economic recession more people avail of HE opportunities, since the economic 

recovery Ireland has seen a decline in mature student fulltime undergraduate entrants from 

13% in 2012/13 to 8% in 2017/18.  

 

The findings indicate that the experience of the mature student on undergraduate fulltime 

degree courses is a positive one, however the data received only pertained to mature students 

who self-selected to participate in the study and so there may be an element of selection bias 

as those students who participated may have wanted to share their positive experiences. It is 

not known if those who choose not to participate in the study or had left their course before 

completion would have had similar demographics or experiences. 

 

Due to the large number of bivariate inferential analysis in the study there is a risk that they 

inflate the overall alpha level resulting in the probability of making Type 1 errors. To offset the 

imbalance of Type 1 errors logistic regression was used to examine the study population in 

more depth. 

  

The difficulties in making comparisons with other studies from other jurisdictions has been 

mentioned earlier in the dissertation, particularly in relation to entry routes, admission 
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procedures and fee structure and study design so whilst the findings from this study may not 

be generalised to other countries in relation to these areas there are a number of findings that 

could add to the mature student literature. 

 

6.8   Conclusion. 

Student enrolments to HE have increased over recent years and are set to continue to 

increase. However in recent years in Ireland we have not seen a corresponding increase in the 

number of mature students enrolling in fulltime undergraduate courses as numbers have 

declined year on year since 2012. The mature student brings a lot of strengths with them to 

HEI and overall tends to have a positive HEI experience. There is a risk that in attempting to 

attract future mature student into HE the HEI focus may be solely on increasing student 

numbers to the detriment of addressing the particular needs of this student group.  If not 

already doing so the HEI needs to shift towards acknowledging the mature students as an 

integral part of the HEI, who generally performs well academically, with higher progression 

rates than younger students and brings with them life skills that not only are helpful to them in 

their studies but can be capitalised upon in their HEI course of study. In so doing the HEI would 

be seen to promote an environment of mature student engagement over alienation. Despite 

the HEI putting processes in place to support student interaction and engagement the student 

may decide not to interact with these processes hence choosing alienation over engagement. 

 

The mature student cohort is this study tended to be of younger age when compared to other 

countries and come into HE with an academic advantage in so far as they tend to have attained 

completion of secondary education and beyond. The main reason for commencing their 

studies was career change. As career change is a reality of the 21st century it is likely that 

mature student may return to HE to prepare for that change. Overall the HE experience was a 

positive and satisfactory one for the student both prior to commencing and during their 

course. Preparation for HE is critical in terms of personal preparation particularly in relation to 

organising finances and external responsibilities and commitments and these need to be 

signposted much earlier for the potential student in the pre-entry course information available 

to students.   Students identified that they couldn’t take up their course offer without financial 

assistance so securing finances in terms of an education grant or paid employments is 

necessary. HEI’s offer a variety of supports prior to entry which are advantageous to the 

student and promote student engagement but they need to be publicised more. 
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The HEI website tends to be the first point of contact between the potential student and the 

HEI thus the information available on the website is crucial in helping the student make an 

informed decision about the HEI to attend and in selecting their course choice. This needs to 

be taken into consideration when developing and updating the HEI websites to ensure that all 

the relevant course information and links for the student are available. The emphasis on 

diversity as opposed to HEI academic excellence had been reported in the literature to imbue 

confidence in the older age student in relation to the HEI and their prospective HEI experience 

and crate a culture of engagements over alienation. Websites also need to include current 

information on the availability of student support services prior to and during the students’ 

course of study, the actual financial cost of undertaking full-time study and the financial 

assistance that may be available to the student. As indicated in this study, whilst timetables 

may be available they are often not available early enough for participants to organise their 

commitments outside of their course. Website update or redesign may require a substantial 

marketing investment by the HEI to update their website but the costs may be offset by higher 

enrolment rates, improved student course choice, satisfaction, retention and engagement.  

 

Despite students having achieved a high level of education prior to entry to HE, participants 

who have been away from formal study for a period of time may experience some initial study 

difficulties because they haven’t used their study skills in a formal academic environment in a 

while. Pre-entry HEI programmes were completed by 74% of participants and found to be 

helpful not only in relation to the programme content but also in finding out about the HEI 

supports that would be available to them during their course. Providing HEI pre-entry support 

programmes is one way that the HEI can show that they value students returning to study and 

promote early engagement between the student population and the HEI.  

 

The commitment of the mature student to their undergraduate studies was seen in the 

number of participants (79%) who gave up their fulltime employment so that they could 

undertake their studies. However as a result of this 85% of participants had to secure some 

form of financial assistance to enable them to commence the course. Taking up a course offer 

was not viable unless they had such financial assistance as identified by 54% of participants in 

this study. Even with financial assistance in the form of grants, participants had to organise 

their financial responsibilities, financially adapt their lifestyles and secure part-time paid 

employment during term time to meet the costs of participating in HE and covering their living 

costs. In this study those mature students who have dependents reported that one of the 
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hardest things for them on this course was the financial worries they experienced and the cost 

of childcare. 

 

Once on their undergraduate course this study identified that 99% of participants report that 

they feel responsible for their learning, with 69% identifying that they like to understand the 

subject. This would indicate that they are focused and take a deep approach to their learning. 

Participants (72%) identified that they found the first written assignment difficult. This is not 

an uncommon phenomena for first year students and is not only confined to the mature 

student, however in this study  94% of participants identified that although feedback could be 

improved, getting feedback on their written work was helpful to them. This study indicates 

that feedback, particularly on the first written assignment, is helpful to the student. Academic 

failure was not a factor when participants considered leaving their course in this study.  

Participants identified that passing examinations (98%) and having a goal (98%) were the main 

factors that helped them to stay on their course, followed by their family /partner support 

(95%). Help with finances (81%), children (74%) and household chores (65%) were also 

reported as factors that helped them to stay. 

 

From participants responses to the survey open questions self-determination and motivation 

emerged from the content analysis in this study as factors that helped students most during 

their course and motivated them to stay on the course. The study participants were resilient 

and persistent in their determination and motivation to succeed by staying focused and 

keeping on top of things. Similar to this study resilience had been identified in previous 

research as a strength that mature students use to help them adapt, cope and succeed in HE. 

The resilience, persistence, determination and motivation to succeed have been shown to be 

very positives traits within this cohort of students that needs to be acknowledged by the HEI in 

course information and in promoting the mature student experience in HE.  

 

6.9   Recommendations 

This section presents the recommendations for practice and research that have emerged from 

the key findings of the study and outlines the key findings underpinning the recommendations. 

   

6.9.1 Recommendations for practice 

Creating a culture of student engagement starts with the first contact the prospective student 

has with the third level institution and for the mature student this interaction with the HEI 



 

175 
 

usually takes place pre-entry via the HEI website. This study found that pre-entry, mature 

students accessed the HEI websites for information pertaining to their course of study and 

whist they found this helpful they would have liked more information about the availability of 

financial grants, the course content and course timetables before they commenced the course. 

Participants identified that they would not have been able to undertake their course of study 

without some form of financial assistance so information on financial grants is crucial to the 

incoming students so that they can financially prepare for returning to study. Those 

participants who organised their finances prior to commencing their course found it helpful. All 

the HEI’s offered pre entry support programmes. The mature students orientation programme 

and library skills programme were the two most frequently attended pre-entry programmes 

and whist they were found to benefit the  participant some participants reported that they 

were not aware of the availability of HEI pre-entry programmes.  

 

As the HEI website is the main vehicle used by mature students to seek information pertaining 

to the course prior to returning to study the following is recommended: 

Design websites that are of high quality, well maintained with reliable interactive 

current information, including student testimonials. This may require the HE to make 

substantial investments in its marketing strategies and information pathways to ensure that 

the information reaches its target audience. The return on the investments may well be 

reflected in higher enrolment rates, better student course and HEI choice and student 

satisfaction, which can result in improved retention and engagement rates.  

 

More signposting and transparency on the HEI websites in relation to the student pre-

entry preparation, availability of financial assistance, course information, including course 

structure and timetables, and support services is required.  This would enable potential 

students to make an informed decision about returning to and completing their course of 

study. If not already doing so the HEI’s course information WebPages should have links to the 

mature students office and student support services.  

 

This study found that whilst HEI supports are available to participants during their course of 

study they are unable to avail of them because of the cost involved or access them whilst on 

work placement. Participants were satisfied with their lecturers, reporting that lecturers 

helped participants stay on the course. Feedback on course work, particularly the first written 

assignment was helpful to participants. However some participants indicated that they 

received very little or no feedback or feedback when received was vague. This research has 
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identified that most participants engage in part-time paid employment during term time to 

financially support themselves through the course. Participants identified engaging in paid 

employment during term time affected their ability to keep up a regular study pattern and 

affected their course results. It is recommended that; 

 

Where students pay directly for support services the HEI reviews these costs to see if 

they can be eliminated or reduced. This review should also address how students, including 

those on course related work placements, are or could be facilitated in accessing, either locally 

or remotely, student support services.  

 

Government policy needs to revise the financial supports available to undergraduate 

students to ensure that they are aligned with current living standards so that students can 

engage with their course of study and do not have to work in excess of 20 hours a week in paid 

employment to support themselves financially though their undergraduate course.  

 

Review current staff student ratio to ensure that pedagogical practices that support 

student’s engagement, progression and retention can be implemented, e.g. feedback in a 

timely manner. 

   

6.9.2 Recommendations for further research 

As indicated above not all participants were aware of the support services provided by their 

HEI. The actual financial cost to the student of participating in HE differs across courses and 

may be a deciding factor in students choice of course. Findings from content analysis indicate 

that mature students were resilient and persistent in their determination to succeed on their 

course. Recommendations for further research include; 

 

HEI to conduct research to identify the information that the potential mature student 

requires to make an informed decision about their course and HEI. 

 

A possible area of research for the HEI’s is to identify the actual financial cost to the 

students to participate in the undergraduate course and to make this information transparent 

and available to prospective students before the point of entry. 

 

An area for further research could explore resilience in the mature student. 
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In an attempt to further understand the mature student experience a longitudinal 

multi institutional study exploring the experiences of the mature student on fulltime 

undergraduate from entry to course completion would be add to the existing body of 

knowledge.
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Appendix 1: Characteristics of studies examining full time mature students’ experiences in higher education which informed the survey.   
(Only study results pertinent to this study displayed, articles displayed chronologically)   
Legend:  Students refers to mature students, MS = mature students, HE=higher education,  HEI= Higher education institution, FE= further education. 
 

Author(s) 
Year of 

publication 
Country of origin 

Aim Study population and sample size 
Methodology, Data analysis 

Key relevant findings 

Challis 1976 UK What is it like to be a mature 
students in HE 

10 Humanities students qualitative, 
interviewed across the 3 years of 
the HEI course. 

Experienced difficulties adjusting to the demands of 
academic study. Students know what they want from 
the course, have strong sense of motivation. Made 
financial or personal sacrifices to attend course. 
 

Phillips  1986 UK Identify characteristics of 
mature students and examine 
their expectation and 
experience  

757 students across 5 HEI’s (FE & 
HE) Quantitative, posted 
questionnaires, descriptive 
statistics   
 

65% student enter HE for career purposes 
Anticipated more academic difficulties than they actually 
had. Received greater benefits than they expected.  

Smithers & Griffin 
1986 UK 

Describe the applicants 
applying for entry to HEI and 
to trace their experience & 
progress 

5 HEI’s , analyses of HEI 
applications not all successful , 
Arts, Economics, Social studies and 
Education courses, mixed  
methods, 314 questionnaires, 119 
interviews of, descriptive statistics 

Only 37% of applicants gained a HEI place. Making entry 
information available to this population is problematic. 
Academic financial and personal problems to be solved, 
support available if one knows where to look for it.  
First year of course difficult mainly due to undeveloped 
study skills and lack of feedback, need for induction 
course in study skills. At honours level they do better 
than direct entry students and rate their HEI experience 
as very worthwhile. 
 

James 1995 UK How can the student 
experience be represented in a 
sociological meaningful way? 

20 social science university 
students, qualitative, semi-
structured interviews.   

Students vary greatly in the nature and scope of 
adjustments they need to make  
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Scott et al 1996 
Australia  

Reasons for leaving HEI 118 female with children who left 
the course. 3 HEI’s, quantitative 
self-report questionnaire, 
descriptive statistics. 
 

Reasons for leaving course students family , work 
finance , practical difficulties, lack of family support, 
course dissatisfaction and lack of self confidence  

Wilson 1997 
Scotland 

To identify if mature students 
see themselves as different 
from other students?  Was 
there some factor in their 
difference that might lead to 
academic failure? 

70 mature students, 1 HEI, mixed 
methods, postal questionnaires,  10 
interviews 

Life experience gives greater levels of confidence. Lack 
of information reason for not attending MS. Young aged 
mature students do not see themselves as being 
‘mature’.  Mature students not a homogenous group. 
Attending MS society functions outside of HE hours 
difficult for those with family responsibilities. Felt 
socially isolated as a MS particularly due to domestic 
situation. High levels of motivation. Experience financial 
difficulties- arose from lack of grant, giving up 
employment and financial independence. 
 

Scott et al 1998 
Australia 

Motivation as a contribution 
factors in returning to study 

Females with children, 117 
graduates 118 dropouts. 
Quantitative, descriptive statistics  

Motivation related to education, age, marital status, 
family life cycle stage, satisfaction with previous 
employment and family support for return to students. 
 

Lauder & 
Cuthbertson 1998 
UK.  

Investigate financial and family 
problems as a result of studies 
across gender. 

58  nursing students, postal 
questionnaire, quantitative  
descriptive and inferential statistics  

 Students experience financial, childcare, relationship 
and family problems. A large number thought about 
leaving the course because of these issues. 
 

Glackin & Glackin  
1998 Northern 
Ireland 

What is it like to be a mature 
students undertaking diploma 
in course  

57 nursing students, postal 
questionnaire, quantitative,  
descriptive  statistics  

Most had high level of previous education and work 
experience and this was not recognised. Perceived they 
were more motivated than younger students. Most 
experience problems around finances, family 
commitments academic study, difficulties adapting to 
course and learning new study skills. 
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Britton & Baxter 
1999 UK. 

Explore the personal and social 
transformation involved in 
becoming a mature student. 
Elicit how and why students 
had returned to education 

21 students entering HE, semi-
structured interviews, narrative 
analysis 

Men and women  tell different stories reflecting 
differences in self and experiences  
4 different conceptions of self that are gender specific. 

1. Struggling against the odds- working class 
female  

2. Unfulfilled potential- both genders 
3. Credentialism- middle-class female. 
4. Self-transformation  and isolation -male  

 
Peters 2000 UK  Explore the experiences of 

women combining study and 
other roles in HEI, the 
attitudes and approaches of 
teaching staff and their 
relationship with fellow 
students.   
 

3 black female students, 
qualitative, interviews 

Organised support groups with other mature students 
on the course. Previously had roles/careers not of their 
own choosing. Teaching staff did not recognise the 
experience or needs of mature students. Despite 
struggles with subject areas, essays & fellow students, 
they felt they gained enormously from their studies. 
 

Shanahan 2000 UK To gain insight into the lives of 
female mature students on 
healthcare programmes 

5 Occupational Health students 
across  Phenomenological 
approach; individual interview 1), 
journal (1 ), questionnaires and 
group interviews (3) 

Education was as a catalyst for change, under pressure 
to succeed,  juggle many roles, and make sacrifices e.g. 
not having time for friends or leisure activities or other 
tasks to the standard they would like and felt guilty, 
Doubted their academic ability, , lack of confidence, 
found the 1st assignment difficult but values feedback.  
Developed new friendships and support from other 
mature students in HEI. Support from family was 
important. Enjoyed group work and their previous life 
experiences helped them to transition into the 
workplace.  
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Walters 2000 UK Investigating the matures 
students’ experience of HE: 
expectations, motivations and 
outcomes.  

241 responses over a 5 year period, 
interviews , questionnaire and 
autobiographies  

The outcomes of HE are positive but the process involves 
pain and loss. Motivating factor to enter HEI one of 
redundancy of roles or skills - from work, divorce, child 
going to school or leaving home. 
Recognition of the possibility, desire or reality to change 
in oneself. Positive change agent.  
Regeneration – restructuring their lives, increase in self-
esteem, confidence and sense of self-worth. 
 

Bowl 2001 UK To explore the impact of 
transition for the students 
perspective and how they 
experienced HEI 

3 stories from a sample of 32  
minority ethnic, participatory 
research design, interviews 

Frustrated by lack of support and guidance, experienced 
financial and time poverty, institutional barriers; onus of 
the students to adapt to HEI as opposed to the HEI 
responding to the needs of the mature. 
 

Davies & Williams 
2001  UK 

To explore the decision making 
process of mature students 
(potential and new entrants) 
to HE and to examine the 
process of applying to enter 
HE.  

9 HEI’s , qualitative concept 
development of previous  
commissioned work  

Despite MS strong commitment to enter HE there was 
lack of confidence in that it would actually happen or 
that they would be able to complete the course.  
Complex balancing act- economic benefits, career 
enhancement and employability and the financial costs 
and implications of attending HE including time.  
Information on course re costs and timetables not 
available until after the course commenced – impacted 
on decision re returning to education.Number of risks 
associated with HE study; future rewards, failure, 
finances, time commitments (family and study) HE 
resources and support services. 
 

Kevern & Webb 
2004 UK 

Understand the experiences of 
preregistration diploma 
nursing students  

 32 third year women nursing 
students in 1 HEI, qualitative  5 
focus groups 
 

Missed opportunities earlier in their lives to study. 
Significant change in personal and social related to 
entering course. Questioned their academic ability, 
didn’t know what to expect from the course. Reality 
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shock competing demands of their personal time and 
course led to role conflict in study life balance. Learning 
the game: Constant juggling of time. Life skills i.e. 
goodtime management and multitasking helped them 
stay on the course as did having a regular study pattern. 
Unable to afford childcare when on placement (shift 
work) so relied on family and friends or older children, 
guilt. Welcomed support from personal tutors and peers 
and experienced satisfaction. 
 

Leder & Forgasz 
2004 Australia 

To compare the daily lives and 
learning experiences of local 
and international mature 
students who course included 
maths as a subject in year one. 

13 mature science /maths students 
doing (local and international, full 
and part time) across 5 HEI’s. 
Mixed method study.  

Motivations to return to study; Career advancement, 
make good the lack of success, unfulfilled opportunities 
and expected financial gain. Financially restrained and 
2/3 worked, juggling study, work activities/family life.  
Succeeded well course work.  
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Tett 2004 UK The experiences of mature 
working class students in a HEI 
whose students are 
predominately from social 
classes 1 and 11. 

10 fulltime  first year students in 
community education. Qualitative, 
Semi structured individual and 
group interviews  

Motivation wanted professional qualification. Student’s 
negative school experiences were a deterrent to earlier 
further participating in education. Had positive life 
learning experiences. Financial and emotional costs of 
HE students often conscious of their differences (class) 
from the rest of the students. HEI timetables, learning 
and support services do not facilitate this group of 
students.  Friends, patents and partners support helped 
with childcare. Finding time to study problematic. 
 

Osborne et al 
2004 UK 

To illuminate the decision-
making process of potential 
mature student entrants. 

110 applicants applying to 6 HEIs 
across England and Scotland, 
qualitative , interviews 

Mature students non homogeneous Decision to enter HE 
is complex and often requires complete re-orientation of 
lifestyle. 
Negative factors: financial, lack of confidence, juggling 
work/ family study. 
 Positive factors:  highly motivated, need for better 
prospects, interest in subject. Need for more 
information on finances, loans, and the interface 
between benefits system and study. HEI needs to make 
more information at an earlier stage to potential 
entrants. 
 

Cuthbertson et al 
2004 UK & 
Australia 

To explore comparisons 
between the course-related 
family and  financial difficulties 
faced  

278 nursing students in 2 HEI’s (1 in 
UK, 1 in Australia), quantitative 
postal questionnaire.  

Most common course related problems: hobbies, 
household duties and socialising. All had financial issues 
and strain. Large number of students considered leaving 
(40% UK and 36% Australia). Most students found the 
course emotionally demanding (89% UK and 87% 
Australia).  
 

Trotter & Cove 
2005 UK 

Explore student’s experiences 
during the 1st year of a 

28  first year healthcare students 
who had left the course , 80% were 

Motivation to undertake course, career prospects, 
money, job satisfaction and flexibility. Lack of social and 
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healthcare degree 
programme.  

mature students ,  1 HEI, 
qualitative, focus groups  

academic integration related to students negative 
experience. Enjoyed placements as these were 
indication of what they will be doing in their future jobs.  
Need for proper induction programme, and programme 
delivery and timetables should enable student to spend 
time more productively. Study has to fit around family, 
leisure and work responsibilities.  
 

Fleming & McKee 
2005 Ireland 

Develop and evaluate a 
Welcoming Programme (WP) 
for mature nursing students  

First year nursing students,  1 HEI 
Quantitative , 3 questionnaires 1 
(33-47 participants ).  

Students would have liked more information before 
commencing their course. WP was helpful in preparing 
students for course, gave them confidence but would 
like more input on study & IT skills. Students were 
prohibited from attending WP work commitments, late 
HE offer, on holidays. Factors that encouraged uptake of 
WP-: opportunity to find out about the course and meet 
other MS. Support from family, friends and peers helped 
them to stay on the course. Considered leaving the 
course due to financial difficulties.  
 

Levett-Jones et al 
2007 Australia 

Explore nursing students’ 
experience of belongingness 
while on clinical placements. 

2 mature nursing students stories 
from a sample of 18 3rd year 
students across 3 HEI’s, (Australia 
(2), United Kingdom (1)) for 
qualitative phase of mixed method 
study.  
 

 Experiencing belongingness determined how much 
students learnt from their placement, how motivated 
they were and how much satisfaction they gained from 
their placement  
 

Chapman et al 
2007 UK 

Investigates the first year 
experience of mature students 
across 3 HEI’s  

Social science and Business studies 
students and Health students 
across 3 HEI’s (number of 
participants not identified). Focus 
groups.  

Motivations for attending HEI; change of direction, 
professional career, opportunity for a second chance, 
role model for children. Made sacrifices to attend HEI: 
job and financial security, lifestyle, family time, social life 
and relationships. ‘Misguided information given during 
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induction. Students were generally happy with feedback 
received on coursework. Most of the support received 
was from family and peers.  
 

Brennan & 
Osborne 2008 UK 

Examines the extent to which 
student diversity and HE 
characteristics combine to 
produce diversities in learning 
experiences and outcomes. 

15 case studies of students 
experiences in bioscience, business 
studies and sociology.  

Mature students were more likely to belong to a group 
that was populated by local students with work and 
family commitments. Engagements with HE limited to 
obligatory coursework and attending lectures, more 
likely to feel they never fitted into HE, the qualification 
was the main objective and their life outside of HE was 
the important aspect of their life, reported lower levels 
of confidence but when compared to other graduates 
they had a clearer view of their future at the end of their 
3rd year than they had at the commencement of the 
course. 
 

Stone 2008 
Australia 

Examine the impact of HE on a 
group of MS who entered HE 
via a non-traditional pathway. 

20 students,  2nd year or higher, 
part and fulltime, 1 HEI qualitative 

4 themes emerged 1) Motivation to enter HE; event was 
the catalyst for action, e.g. children off to school, 
redundancy, inspiration from family or friends, positive 
recent experience of formal learning., long term dream 
and being in the right place at the right time.  
Commencing HE time of anxiety and excitement. 2) 
Challenges: financial struggles, balancing home and 
study, time. 3) Resilience: Help and support from: 
support services, lecturers, partners, family, and peers: 
sheer determination and love of learning helped them to 
keep going, 4) identity: The overall experience was 
transformative- growth in confidence, sense of 
achievement, increased independence.  
 
 



 

209 
 

O’Brien et al 2009 
Ireland 

To explore the experiences of 
mature students  undertaking 
a BSc in Nursing 

28 mature nursing students across 
years 2, 3 & 4 of their course, 1 HEI 
Qualitative, 3 focus groups. 
thematic analysis  

Participants found the first year of the course difficult. 
Fist essay and exam difficult. Participants aware of HEI 
support services unable to access them due to timetable 
constraints. Other MS were major source of support. Life 
experiences were an assist to them. Balancing study and 
home difficult, particularly for women with children. 
Obtained financial support from family they also require 
emotional and practical support.  
 

Keogh et al 2009 
Ireland 

To explore the clinical 
experiences of matures 
students in mental health 
nursing 

8 mature nursing students across 
years 2, 3 & 4 of their course. 1 HEI 
Qualitative, 1 focus group, 
thematic analysis.  

Students found their clinical experience invaluable. 
Because of their age and life experience were often 
given role and responsibilities outside of their scope of 
practice and this conflicted with their supernumerary 
status. 
 

Tones et al 2009 
Australia 

To examine mature aged 
student perceptions of 
university support services and 
barriers to study. 

23 students in Phase 1 of mixed 
method study  – 4 focus interviews 
and 8 individual interviews  
223 full and part time students in 
Phase 2 – online survey. 1 HEI 
Descriptive statistics  

Students from low socio economic status (LSES) made 
more use of financial services than non LSES students.  
Fulltime students made more use of HEI support services 
than part-time students. 
Services viewed as more helpful for year 1 & 2 students 
compared to year 3&4 students.  
Reason for not using support services – not available 
when they are needed. Students over the age of 4 
require greater support adjusting too HE and more don’t 
always know where to go for help. 
 

Williams & Decker 
2009 UK 

Explore the experiences of 
final year mature students on 
a diagnostic radiography 
course. 

12 mature diagnostic radiography 
students, 1 HEI, qualitative, semi-
structured interviews. Content 
analysis.  

Previous life and work experience advantageous to 
students. Balancing course and home life problematic. 
Support from family, friends and fellow MS students 
important.  
 



 

210 
 

 
Montgomery et al 
2009 Northern 
Ireland 

To explore the characteristics 
of mature nursing students, 
including how they perceive 
themselves, and to identify the 
problems they experience, 
which may influence whether 
they continue with their 
course. 

239 1st year diploma nursing 
students Anonymous questionnaire  

Fulfilling a lifelong ambition was the motivation to study. 
Financial issues, family commitments and childcare 
issues are the main factors affecting study. MS more 
focused and committed than younger students. And do 
better academically.  
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Appendix 3: Ethical Approval from 2 HEI’s   
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Appendix 4: Sample Invitation letter and participant information leaflet 
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Sandra Fleming. 

Address 

 

Tel: +353 1 8962691 

flemins@tcd.ie 

Date 

 

RE: Research Study: To explore the experiences of mature students on full time 

undergraduate courses.  

 

Dear Student,  

 

 I am presently undertaking a PhD study in the School of Nursing and Midwifery, Trinity College 

Dublin exploring the experiences of mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses. I 

would be grateful if you would agree to participate in the study. Your participation will involve 

completing an anonymous electronic self-report questionnaire which contains a number of 

open and closed questions on your personal experience as a mature student undertaking a 

fulltime undergraduate course. There are no right or wrong answers and it will take you approx 

20 minutes to complete the questionnaire on line.  

  

 The participant information leaflet providing details of the study is included as an attachment 

with this mail.  

 

 The questionnaire is available at http:///www.surveymonkey.com/s 

 

 Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any issues that you wish to clarify in relation 

to this study.  

 

 

Yours sincerely. 

 

_________________ 

Sandra Fleming MSc, Cert Ed (FE), RNT, RCT, RNID, RPN, RG 

Lecturer  

 

mailto:flemins@tcd.ie
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s
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Appendix 5: Letter requesting access to the seven HEI’s and Departments therein. 
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Nursing 

HEI 1 

HEI 2 

HEI 3 

HEI 4 

HEI 5 

HEI 6 

HEI 7 

 

Physiotherapy  

HEI 3 

HEI 4 

HEI 6 

 

Occupational Therapy 

HEI 4 

HEI 5 

 

Business Studies 

HEI 1 

HEI 2 

HEI 3 

HEI 4 

HEI 5 

HEI 6 

HEI 7 

 

Computer Science 

HEI 1 

HEI 2 

HEI 3 

HEI 4 

HEI 5 

HEI 6 

HEI 7 



 

220 
 

Access Letter Template  

 

Sandra Fleming. 

Address 

Tel: +353 1 8962691 

flemins@tcd.ie 

To: 

Date: 

 

Re: Request permission to access Name of HE1 

BSc (Course Title) mature students. 

 

Dear Name  

 

 I am undertaking my PhD in the School of Nursing and Midwifery, Trinity College Dublin under 

the supervision of Dr. Gabrielle McKee. The purpose of my descriptive quantitative study is to 

explore the experiences of mature students (nursing and non nursing students 23 years of age 

or over at the commencement of their undergraduate course) on fulltime undergraduate 

courses. This study has received Trinity College Dublin, Faculty of Health Sciences ethical 

approval. 

 

 The self-report anonymous questionnaire, which will be distributed electronically, has been 

developed from the literature relating to the mature student. I would like to request 

permission to access and invite all JF, SF, JS and SS who were 23 years of age or over when 

they commenced the BSc. (Course Title) course to voluntarily participate in the study which 

will commence in the academic year 2011. 

 

I would also like to request if you could arrange for one of the administrative personnel within 

your Department to act as a gatekeeper for this study. This will involve distributing the 

prepared documentation electronically to the BSc (Course Title) students via class lists to 

ensure complete anonymity.  All the documentation will be marked for the attention of the 

mature student.  

 

Should access to the mature students be granted the participants will receive an electronic 

letter of invitation and participant information leaflet via the gatekeeper. This will be followed 

mailto:flemins@tcd.ie
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one week later by a letter, via the gatekeeper, containing the electronic link to the 

questionnaire via survey monkey and another copy of the information leaflet. Six weeks after 

the letter of invitation a letter will be sent to the participants thanking them for their 

participation and inviting those who would still like to participate to complete the 

questionnaire. Completion of the questionnaire will be taken as consent to participate in the 

study. The name of your School or University will not be identified in the final study report. 

 

There is a possibility that there may be a second phase to the study and if this comes to 

fruition I will return to you to seek access to a smaller population of mature students for 

interview and I will send you the relevant participant information leaflet, consent form and 

interview schedule.  

 

 Please find attached the letter of invitation, the participant information leaflet, letter 

containing the electronic link, paper copy of the questionnaire and thank you and reminder 

letter. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you require any further information in relation to 

the study. 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

_________________________ 

Sandra Fleming MSc, Cert Ed (FE), RNT, RCT, RNID, RPN, RGN 

Lecturer 

 

Encl: 

a) Letter of invitation to participate in study 

b) Participant information leaflet 

c) Letter with electronic link 

d) Questionnaire  

e) Thank you and reminder letter. 

 

CC: Dr. Gabrielle McKee, PhD Supervisor. 
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Sample Participation Information Leaflet 

 

1. Title of Study:  

To explore the experiences of mature entrant students on fulltime undergraduate courses. 

 

2. Introduction: 

 I am a lecturer in the School of Nursing and Midwifery in Trinity College Dublin and I am 

currently undertaking my PhD in Trinity College Dublin.  The aim of my quantitative study is to 

explore the experiences of mature entrant nursing and non nursing students on fulltime 

undergraduate courses and to explore how these experiences affect the students’ progression 

through their course of study. Your participation in the study is voluntary and if you choose not 

to participate it will not have any effect on your progression through your course. If you 

choose to participate please complete the questionnaire via the electronic link provided. 

Completion of the questionnaire indicates your consent to participate in the study. As the 

questionnaire is anonymous your name will not be known to the researcher. 

 

3. Procedures 

All mature entrant students undertaking fulltime undergraduate courses in Nursing, 

Physiotherapy, Occupational Therapy, Business Studies, and Computer Science in Trinity 

College Dublin, University College Dublin, Dublin City University, University of Limerick. 

University College Cork, Waterford Institute of Technology and Dundalk Institute of 

Technology will be invited to participate in the study. 

 

Participation will involve completing the questionnaire via the electronic link provided. You will 

be asked to complete a number of open and closed questions on your personal experiences as 

a mature entrant student undertaking fulltime undergraduate courses. The questionnaire will 

take approximately 20 minutes to complete. You will have received a first letter of invitation to 

participate in this study with this information leaflet. One week later you will receive a letter 

with the electronic link to the questionnaire and I will resend the information leaflet. I will 

send you a reminder 6 weeks after the letter of invitation thanking you for your participation 

and inviting participants who would still like to participate to complete the questionnaire if 

they haven’t already done so. 
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4. Benefits 

There is no guarantee that you will personally benefit by participating in the  study, but by 

sharing your experiences it is envisaged that you will have contributed to an enhanced 

understanding of the experiences of the mature entrant students, experiences which may 

inform higher education institutes policies for the mature entrant student. 

 

5. Risks 

In the unlikely event that recalling your experiences causes you distress please contact your 

College student support services. 

To set up an appointment; 

Contact details of HEI support services provided 

 Email : HEI support services email provided  

 

6. Exclusion from participation 

All direct entry students under the age of 23 years at the commencement of their fulltime 

undergraduate course and mature entrant students undertaking fulltime undergraduate 

courses in subjects other than those listed above. 

7. Confidentiality 

This is an anonymous questionnaire, your identity will remain confidential and your name will 

not be known the researcher. The research data will be retained for a period of five years 

following the completion of the study. 

 

8. Compensation 

This study is covered by standard institutional indemnity insurance. Nothing in this document 

restricts or curtails your rights. 

 

9. Voluntary participation 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide not to participate you will not be penalised 

in any way. 

 

10. Permission 

This study has ethical approval from the Faculty of Health Sciences Research Ethic committee 

Trinity College Dublin. Permission to access students has also been granted by your College. 
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11.Further information 

You can get more information or answers to you questions about the study, your participation 

in the study, and your rights, from me 

Sandra Fleming at 01 8962691 or flemins@tcd.ie 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this information leaflet. 

 

Your participation in the study is greatly appreciated. 

 

Sandra Fleming 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:flemins@tcd.ie
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Appendix 6: Survey 
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Appendix 7: Sample Thank you and Follow up Letter 
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Sandra Fleming. 

Address 

Tel: +353 1 8962691 

flemins@tcd.ie 

 

 

Date 

 

RE: Research Study: To explore the experiences of mature students on full time 

undergraduate courses. 

 

 

 

Dear Student, 

 

 I would like to take the opportunity to thank you for taking the time to complete the 

anonymous electronic self-report questionnaire, your participation within the study has been 

invaluable. 

 

 If you haven’t had the opportunity to complete the questionnaire and you would like to do so 

the questionnaire is still available at http:///www.surveymonkey.com/s  

 

 Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any issues that you wish to clarify in relation 

to the study. 

 

Yours sincerely. 

 

 

_________________ 

Sandra Fleming MSc, Cert Ed (FE), RNT, RCT, RNID, RPN, RGN 

Lecturer 

 

 

  

mailto:flemins@tcd.ie
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s
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Appendix 8: Letter to Panel of Experts and CVI  
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Sandra Fleming. 

Address 

Tel: +353 1 8962691 

flemins@tcd.ie 

Date 

RE: Research Study: To explore the experiences of mature students on full time 

undergraduate courses.  

Dear  

Thank you agreeing to review my questionnaire for content validity. Using an anonymous 

electronic self-report questionnaire the overall aim of the proposed quantitative descriptive 

study is to explore the experiences of mature students on undergraduate fulltime courses. In 

achieving the above aim the study will explore  

 the profile of mature students on fulltime undergraduate courses. 

 the support mechanisms available to mature students across the HEI’s and how are 

they utilised by the mature student  

 factors that influence how the HEI’s support mechanisms are utilised by the mature 

student  

 the experiences of mature nursing and non –nursing students on fulltime 

undergraduate courses and how do these experiences affect/ impact the students 

progression through their course of study.  

 

 Following the content validity process a pilot study will be conducted to identify design issues 

that need to be addressed prior to the commencement of the study, 

Using the enclosed questionnaire and the content validity tool you are asked to review and 

score all the questions for clarity, relevance and appropriateness. I would also appreciate if 

you could identify any relevant areas / issues that are not addressed in the questionnaire and 

return the completed documents to me in the self addressed envelope on or before ….. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any issues that you wish to clarify in relation 

to reviewing the questionnaire and I would like to thank you in advance for taking the time to 

complete this process. 

Yours sincerely. 

_________________ 

Sandra Fleming MSc, Cert Ed (FE), RNT, RCT, RNID, RPN, RGN 

Lecturer  

mailto:flemins@tcd.ie
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Section 1: About You 

Question 

Number 

Clarity of question(please circle) 

1 very clear, 2 clear, 3 somewhat clear, 4 

not clear 

Relevance (please circle) 

1 very relevant, 2 relevant , 3 somewhat 

relevant, 4 not relevant 

1      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

2      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

2a      1           2            3           4       1           2            3           4 

3      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

4      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

5      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

6      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

6a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

6b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

7g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8h      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

8i      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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9f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9h      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

9i      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10h      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

10i      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

11      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

11a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

11b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

12      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

12a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

13f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

14      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

15      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

15a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

15b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

15c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

15d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

16      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

16a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

16b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

16c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

16d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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17      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

18      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

18a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

18b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

18c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

18d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

19      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20h      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20i      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20j      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20k      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20l      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20m      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20n      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20o      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

20p      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

21      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

21a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

21b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

21c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

21d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

21e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

22      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

23      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

24      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

25      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

26      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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27b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27h      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27i      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27j      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27k      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27l      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27m      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27n      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27o      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

27p      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

28      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

28a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

28b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

28c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

28d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

28e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

29g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

30f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

31      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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31a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

31b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

31c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

31d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

 

Section 2: Your Progress 

Question 

Number 

Clarity of question(please circle) 

1 very clear, 2 clear, 3 somewhat clear, 4 

not clear 

Relevance (please circle) 

1 very relevant, 2 relevant , 3 somewhat 

relevant, 4 not relevant 

32      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

32a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

32b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

33      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

33a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

33b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

34      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

34a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

34b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

35      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

35a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

35b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

36g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

 

Section 3: About the Course 

Question 

Number 

Clarity of question(please circle) 

1 very clear, 2 clear, 3 somewhat clear, 4 

not clear 

Relevance (please circle) 

1 very relevant, 2 relevant , 3 somewhat 

relevant, 4 not relevant 

37      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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37c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37g      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37h      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

37i      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

38f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

39      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

40      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

41      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

42      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

43f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

44      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

45f      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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Section 4: More about yourself 

Question 

Number 

Clarity of question(please circle) 

1 very clear, 2 clear, 3 somewhat clear, 4 

not clear 

Relevance (please circle) 

1 very relevant, 2 relevant , 3 somewhat 

relevant, 4 not relevant 

46      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

46a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

46b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

46c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

46d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

46e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

47      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

47a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

47b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

47c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

47d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

47e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

48      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

48a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

48b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

49      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

49a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

49b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

49c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

49d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

49e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

50      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

50a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

51      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

51a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

51b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

52      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

53      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

54      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

55      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

56      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

57      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

58      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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59      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

60      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

61      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

62      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

63      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

64      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

64a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

64b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

64c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

64d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

65e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

65      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

 

Section 5: Personal Information 

Question 

Number 

Clarity of question(please circle) 

1 very clear, 2 clear, 3 somewhat clear, 4 

not clear 

Relevance (please circle) 

1 very relevant, 2 relevant , 3 somewhat 

relevant, 4 not relevant 

66      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

67      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

68      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

68a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

68b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

69a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

69b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

70      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71ca      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71cb      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71cc      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71cd      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

71ce      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

72      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

72a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

72b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 
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72c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

72d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

72e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

73      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

73a      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

73b      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

73c      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

73d      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

73e      1           2            3           4      1           2            3           4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

263 
 

Appendix 9:  Results of Relevance and Clarity CVI from Experts 
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Relevance - Content Validity 

Section 1: About You 

Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

1 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1a 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

1b 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

1c 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

1d 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1e 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1f 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1g 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

1h 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3i 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3j 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3k 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

4 4 2 4 4 3 0.75 

4a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

4c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4i 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4j 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5i 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5j 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5(i) 1 3 4 4 3 0.75 

6 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

6a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

6b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

6c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

7 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

7a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

8 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8d 1 4 4 4 3 0.75 

8e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

8h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

8i 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8(i) 3 2 4 4 3 0.75 

9 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

11 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

11a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

11b 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

11c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12b 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

12c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12d 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12e 1 4 4 4 3 0.75 

12f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12g 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

12h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12i 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12j 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12k 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12l 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12m 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12o 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

12p 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12q 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12r 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

13e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

15b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15c 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

15d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15e 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15i 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15j 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

15k 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15l 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15m 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

15n 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15o 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15p 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15q 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

16 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

16a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

16b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

16c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

16d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

16e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

16f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

17b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

18g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

19 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19a 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

19b 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19c 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19d 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

19e 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 2: Your Progress 

20 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

20a 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

20b 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

20c 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

20d 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

20e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20i 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20j 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20k 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

20i 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

21 1 4 4 4 3 0.75 

21a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 3: About the Course 

22 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22i 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22j 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

23 4  4 4 3 1.00 

23a 3  4 4 3 1.00 

23b 4  4 4 3 1.00 

23c 4  4 4 3 1.00 

23d 4  4 4 3 1.00 

23e 4  4 4 3 1.00 

23f 4  4 4 3 1.00 

24 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

24a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

25 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

26 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

26a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

26b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

26c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

26d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

26e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

26f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

26g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

27a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 4: More about yourself 

28 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

28a 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

28b 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

28c 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

28d 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

28e 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

29 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

29a 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

29b 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

29c 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

29d 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

29e 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

30a 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

30b 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

31 3 4 1 4 3 0.75 

31a 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

31b 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

31c 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

31d 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

31e 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

31f 3 3 1 4 3 0.75 

32 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

32a 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

32b 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

33 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

33a 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

33b 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

34 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

34a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

34b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

35 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

35a 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

35b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

35c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

36 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

37 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

37a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 5: Personal Information 

38 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38g 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number 

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

38h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

39 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

39a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

39b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

40 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

40a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

40b 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

41 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

42 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

42a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

43 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

43a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

43b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

43c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

43d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

43e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

44 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

45 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Proportion 
Somewhat/ 
not relevant 

0.04 0.00 0.07 0.00   

Proportion 
relevant 

0.96 1.00 0.93 1.00  Mean 1-
CVI= 0.97 

 

302 questions 

Expert 1- 290 full agreement  290/302 = 0.960 

Expert 2 - full agreement – 1.00 
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Expert 3 – 281 full agreement 281/302 = 0.93 

Expert 4 - full agreement – 1.00 

I-CVI = Item content validity for each item 37 x 0.75 + 265x1 = 27.75 +265= 292.75 ÷ 302 = 0.97 

Mean I-CVI=  average across the I-CVI= (.96+1+.93+1)=3.89÷4 = 0.972 

S-CVI/UA= scale level universal agreement = 265 /302= 0.88 
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Clarity - Content Validity 

Section 1: About You 

Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

1 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1a 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1b 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1d 4 3 4 2 3 0.75 

1e 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

1f 3 4 4 2 3 0.75 

1g 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

1h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2 3 4 4 2 3 0.75 

2a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2d 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2e 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

2f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

2h 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

3 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3a 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3h 4 3 4 1 3 0.75 

3i 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

3j 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

3k 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

4 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

4a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

4b 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

4c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

4d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

4f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

4g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4h 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4i 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

4j 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5f 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5g 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5h 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

5i 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5j 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

5(i) 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

6 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

6a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

6b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

6c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

7 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

7a 4 3 4 3 4 1.00 

8 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

8a 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

8b 3 2 4 4 3 0.75 

8c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8d 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

8e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

8f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

8g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

8h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

8i 2 3 4 2 2 0.50 

8(i) 3 4 4 4 3 0.75 

9 2 4 4 2 2 0.50 

10 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

10d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

11 3 2 4 4 3 0.75 

11a 4 2 4 4 3 0.75 

11b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

11c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

12 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12a 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

12b 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

12c 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

12d 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12e 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12f 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12g 3 4 4 4 3 0.75 

12h 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

12i 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

12j 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

12k 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12l 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

12m 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

12o 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12p 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12q 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

12r 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

13a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

13e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

13f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

14a 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

14d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

14e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15 4 2 4 4 3 0.75 

15a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15b 2 3 4 4 4 1.00 

15c 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

15d 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

15e 2 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15f 2 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15g 2 3 4 4 4 1.00 

15h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15i 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15j 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

15k 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15l 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

15m 2 2 4 4 3 0.75 

15n 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

15o 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

15p 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

15q 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

16 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

16a 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

16b 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

16c 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

16d 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

16e 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

16f 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

17 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

17b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

17d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

17e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

17f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

17g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

17h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18 2 4 4 4 3 0.75 

18a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

18g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19 1 3 4 4 3 0.75 

19a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

19b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

19e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 2: Your Progress 

20 2 4 3 4 3 0.75 

20a 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20b 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20c 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20d 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20e 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20f 2 4 3 4 3 0.75 

20g 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20h 2 4 3 4 3 0.75 

20i 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

20j 2 3 3 4 3 0.75 

20k 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

20i 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

21 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

21a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

21h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 3: About the Course 

22 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22h 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22i 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

22j 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

23 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

23a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

23b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

23c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

23d 4 2 4 4 3 0.75 

23e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

23f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

24 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

24a 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

25 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

26 3 4 3 4 4 1.00 

26a 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

26b 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

26c 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

26d 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

26e 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

26f 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

26g 4 3 3 4 4 1.00 

27 4 4 3 4 4 1.00 

27a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

27g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 4: More about yourself 

28 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

28a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

28b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

28c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

28d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

28e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

29 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

29a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

29b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

29c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

29d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

29e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

30a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

30b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

31 4 2 4 4 3 0.75 

31a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

31b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

31c 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

31d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

31e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

31f 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

32 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 
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Question 
Number  

Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 Number in 
Agreement 

Item CVI 

32a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

32b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

33 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

33a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

33b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

34 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

34a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

34b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

35a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

35b 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

35c 4 1 4 4 3 0.75 

35d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35f 4 3 1 4 3 0.75 

35g 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

35h 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

36 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

36a 2 3 4 4 3 0.75 

36b 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

36c 3 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36d 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

36e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

36f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

37 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

37a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Section 5: Personal Information 

38 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38d 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

38e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

38g 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 
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38h 4 2 4 4 3 0.75 

39 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

39a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

39b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

40 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

40a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

40b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

41 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

41e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

42 3 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42a 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42b 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

42c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

42d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

42e 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

42f 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

43 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

43a 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

43b 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

43c 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

43d 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

43e 4 3 4 4 4 1.00 

44 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

45 4 4 4 4 4 1.00 

Proportion  
Somewhat/ 
not relevant 

.10 .03 .01 .06   

Proportion 
relevant  

.90 .97 .99 .98  Mean 1-
CVI= .96 

 
302 questions 

Expert 1- 273 full agreement  -273÷302=.90 

Expert 2 – 294 full agreement -294÷302=.97 

Expert 300 – 302 full agreement -300÷302 = .99 

Expert 4 – 296 full agreement - 296÷302=.98 
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I-CVI = Item content validity for each item 2x0.50= 39 x 0.75 + 261x1 = 1+29.25+261= 291.25÷ 

302 = 0.96 

Mean I-CVI=  average across the I-CVI= (.90+.97+.99+.98)=3.84÷4 = 0.96 

S-CVI/UA= scale level universal agreement = 261 /302= .86 
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Appendix 10: Changes to survey following pilot  
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Question 6 was reworded from Please rate all the following to.. Which statement best 

represents... and changed from a likert scale for each item to one overall response  

 

Question 16 this question was changed to ask how many years since their last examination 

and changed from a forced response to open response. 

 

Question 33 and 34 changed from asking how long it took to travel to how many minutes it 

took to travel and changed from a forced response to open response. 

 

Question 35 and 37 changed from how many days you missed - to what number of days did 

you miss and changed from a forced response to open response. 

 

Question 47 sub question changed from ‘enter the number of hours you work’ to enter the 

number of hours you normally work’. 

 

Question 56 changed from numerous responses to one response only. 
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Appendix 11: Internal consistency - computing Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
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Concept– Current learning (N=260) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha 0.83 

Item performance 

Item  (Q17) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item 
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Writing 1st assignment difficult 1.83 0.865 0.563 0.803 

Writing assignments still difficult 2.27 0.831 0.691 0.786 

Found 1st exam difficult 2.00 0.900 0.534 0.807 

Still find written exams difficult 2.24 0.842 0.667 0.789 

Worry of assignments affects life 2.40 0.910 0.434 0.821 

Hard to get time to study 2.06 0.877 0.376 0.828 

I need more direction with study 
skills 

2.39 0.887 0.558 0.804 

Difficult to concentrate on study 2.20 0.875 0.582 0.800 

 

 

Concept – Current personal learning (N= 276) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha 0.71 

Item performance 

Item  (Q17) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Happy to be studying in 3rd level 1.34 0.540 0.436 0.684 

Course provides skills to complete 
degree 

1.52 0.562 0.656 0.565 

Course meets my expectations 2.00 0.748 0.530 0.631 

Course equips me to be life long 
learner 

1.86 0.721 0.418 0.703 

 

 

Concept – HEI Supports Helpful (N= 139) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha0.88 

Item performance 

Item  (Q20) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

College study skills support 
services helped 

2.71 0.812 0.700 0.859 

College Mature Student Society 
helped 

2.93 0.709 0.690 0.862 

Nominated support person helped 2.60 0.915 0.751 0.850 

Course Co-ordinator helped 2.63 0.869 0.765 0.847 
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Lecturers helped 2.18 0.836 0.563 0.881 

Student counselling service helped 2.65 0.875 0.686 0.861 

 

 

Concept – Personal Supports Helpful (N=94) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha0.76 

Item performance 

Item  (Q20) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Having a regular study pattern 
helped 

2.17 0.771 0.355 0.751 

Having a goal helped 1.33 0.495 0.352 0.749 

Passing assessments helped 1.35 0.502 0.387 0.744 

Family / partner support 1.41 0.629 0.381 0.743 

Help with children helped 1.96 0.961 0.692 0.666 

Help with household chores 
helped 

2.07 0.975 0.654 0.678 

Help with finances helped 1.68 0.765 0.511 0.716 

 

 

Concept –Factors affecting examination success (N= 58) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha 0.78 

Item performance 

Item  (Q30) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Paid employment 2.31 0.995 0.529 0.749 

Poor assignment skills 2.43 0.840 0.407 0.772 

Course work overload 2.07 0.814 0.481 0.758 

Time management issues 2.09 0.844 0.629 0.730 

Lack of study 2.22 0.879 0.523 0.750 

Poor exam techniques 2.24 0.823 0.704 0.716 

Family commitments 2.02 0.982 0.316 0.794 

 

 

 

 

 



 

289 
 

Concept –Overall satisfaction with HEI supports  (N= 56) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha 0.87 

Item performance 

Item  (Q31) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Lecturer  1.86 0.724 0.487 0.885 

Nominated support person 2.00 0.809 0.667 0.846 

Mature students office  2.29 0.803 0.646 0.851 

College support services  2.02 0.798 0.854 0.797 

College Disability Services 2.09 0.769 0.815 0.808 

 

 

Concept –Practice Placement Experience  (N= 191) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha 0.77 

Item performance 

Item  (Q32) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Enjoyed placement 1.63 0.872 0.691 0.653 

Found CPC's helpful 1.61 0.738 0.531 0.742 

Found Preceptor / Mentor helpful 1.74 0.841 0.652 0.677 

Supernumerary status- watch and 
learn 

2.09 0.895 0.449 0.788 

 

 

Concept –Effect of paid employment  (N= 123) 

Overall Cronbach’s Alpha0.67 

Item performance 

Item  (Q48) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha 
If item deleted 

Paid employment - Affected my 
study pattern 

1.98 0.859 0.617 0.379 

Paid employment - Affected my 
results 

2.46 0.908 0.577 0.440 

Paid employment - Helped me to 
complete my studies 

1.34 0.638 0.300 0.772 
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Appendix 12: Results from Kappa following content analysis 
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Question 

No. 

Question Kappa 

3 Type of employment prior to the course 0.989 

5 Details of change of residence  1.000 

11 Preparation for Mature Student Nursing Assessment 0.967 

12 Preparation for HEI 0.905 

13 Retrospective preparation prior to attending HEI 0.868 

17 Participant current learning  1.000 

18 HEI support available to  participants during the course 0.816 

19a The hardest thing for you on the course 0.970 

19b Challenges overcome to stay on the course 0.897 

19c What has helped most during the course 1.000 

19d What has motivated you to stay on the course 1.000 

19e What you enjoy most about the course  0.972 

19f1 Reasons why you considered leaving the course 1.000 

26a Why you did not achieve expected results in year 1 1.000 

27a Why you did not achieve expected results in year 2 1.000 

28a Why you did not achieve expected results in year 3 1.000 

32g Experience of last practice placement 1.000 

36 Reasons for absences from HEI this year 0.958 

38g Reasons for absences from placement this year 1.000 

41f Reason for change in relationship status 1.000 

42a Extent of socialising with other students (Type) 1.000 

42a  Extent of socialising with other students (Frequency) 1.000 

42a1 Reasons for not socialising with other students 1.000 

43a Involvement in HEI societies 1.000 

46a Type of paid work during HEI term 0.921 

49a Concerns for future employment 0.827 

58 Impact of being a mature student on course of study 0.945 

59 Comment on the mature student experience  1.000 
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Appendix 13: Chi square results 
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Table 1. Chi-Square test for independence for HEI Pre-entry Programmes offered to 

participants and course– nursing and non-nursing 

Pre entry programmes offered by HEI to 

participants and course of study 

Chi-square test for independence  

HEI information evening for Mature 

Students  

²(2, n= 274) = 2.66, p = .26 , V= .10. 

 

Mature student orientation programme ²(2, n= 282 ) = 2.89 , p = .25. , V= .10. 

Summer School ²(2, n=255 ) =3.60 , p = . 25, V= .10. 

Foundation / Access Programme  ²(2, n= 259) = 11.89, p = .003 , V= .21.* 

Study Skills Programme ²(2, n= 262 ) = .35, p = .84 , V= .04. 

Time Management Programme ²(2, n= 258 ) = 1.17 , p = .56 , V= .07. 

 Computer Skills Programme  ²(2, n= 261) = 2.36 , p = .30 , V= .10. 

Library Skills Programme  ²(2, n= 267 ) = .84, p = .66 , V= .06. 

V  = Cramer’s V       * Significance <.05 

 

Table 2 Programmes completed in HEI prior to commencing nursing or non-nursing 

undergraduate course and the helpfulness of the programmes. 

Chi-square test for independence for 

completion of HEI Programmes prior to 

commencing nursing or non-nursing 

undergraduate course  

Chi-square test for independence for 

helpfulness of HEI Programmes completed 

prior to commencing undergraduate course 

and subject area. 

Mature student orientation programme 

²(1, n= 266) = 2.26, p = .13, phi  = .10† 

Helpfulness of Mature student orientation 

programme 

²(1, n= 132) = .17, p = .68,phi  = -.09† 

Library Skills Programme  

²(1, n= 243) = .22, p = .14, phi  = .10† 

Helpfulness of Library Skills  

χ²(1, n= 92) =.38, p = .54,phi  = -.12† 

HEI information evening for Mature 

Students  

²(1, n= 254) = .000, p =1.00, phi  = .006† 

Helpfulness of HEI information evening for 

Mature Students 

 ²(1, n= 70) =.000, p = 1.00, phi  = .02† 

 Computer Skills Programme  

²(1, n= 237) = .27, p = .60, phi  = -.05† 

Helpfulness of Computer Skills Programme  

²(1, n= 54) = .003, p = .96, phi = -.074† 

Study Skills Programme 

²(1, n= 235) = .30, p = .58, phi  = -.05† 

Helpfulness of Study Skills Programme 

²(1, n= 45) = .97, p = .32, phi = -.22† 
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Time Management Programme 

²(1, n= 233) = .000, p = 1.000, phi  = .009† 

Helpfulness of Time Management Programme 

 ²(1, n= 33) = .000, p = 1.000, phi = -.09† 

Foundation / Access Programme  

²(1, n= 235) =5.81, p = .02, phi  = -.18‡* 

 

Helpfulness of Foundation / Access Programme  

 (100% of participants who completed the 

programme found it helpful) 

Summer School 

²(1, n= 234) = .14, p = .45,phi  = -.05† 

Helpfulness of Summer School 

²(1, n= 8) = .000, p = 1.000, phi = -.29† 

† Yates Continuity Correction      ‡ Fisher’s  Exact Test     * Significance <.05 

 

Table 3. Preparation prior to commencing studies and helpfulness of the preparation. 

Chi-square test for independence for 

Preparation prior to commencing 

undergraduate studies and subject area. 

Chi-square test for independence for helpfulness of 

Preparation prior to commencing undergraduate 

studies and subject area.   

Financially adapted lifestyle  

²(1, n= 263) = .005, p = .94, phi  = -.02 † 

Helpfulness of financially adapting lifestyle 

²(1, n=152) = 3.11, p = .08, phi  = .16† 

Organised childcare / family 

²(1, n= 256) = 1.16, p = .28, phi  = .08† 

Helpfulness of organising childcare / family 

²(1, n= 81) p = .12, phi  = .21‡ 

Applied for financial grants 

²(1, n=274) = .92, p = .34, phi  = .07†  

Helpfulness of applying for financial grants 

²(1, n= 174) =1.52, p = .22, phi  = -.11† 

Organised financial responsibilities 

²(1, n= 259) = 3.99, p = .05, phi  = .14†* 

Helpfulness of organising financial responsibilities 

²(1, n= 150) = .53, p = .47, phi  = .08† 

Purchased / updated computer 

²(1, n=264) = .01, p = .92, phi  =.02† 

Helpfulness of purchasing / updating computer 

²(1, n= 131) p = .40, phi  = .08‡ 

Purchased / updated internet access 

²(1,n= 255) = 9.21, p =.002, phi  = .20†* 

Helpfulness of purchasing/updating internet access 

²(1, n= 106) p = 1.00, phi  =-.05‡ 

Applied for part-time employment 

²(1, n= 263) = 4.37, p = .04, phi  =.14†* 

Helpfulness of applying for part-time employment 

²(1, n= 105)=4.102,  p = .04, phi  = .23‡* 

† Yates Continuity Correction          ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test      * Significance <.05 
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 Table 4. HEI Supports available to participants by subject area during their course of study.  

HEI supports available to participants during 

their course of study. 

Chi-square test for independence 

Study skills 2, n= 273) = 1.17, p = .56, V  = .07 

HEI Crèche facilities   ²(3, n= 269) = 1.33, p = .72, V  = .07 

Mature students group ²(3, n= 273) =.58, p = .77, V  = .08‡ 

Support from Course Co-ordinator or 

equivalent 

²(3, n= 273) = 4.73, p = .15, V  = .13‡ 

 

Nominated support person from HEI, e.g 

Personal Tutor 

 ²(3,n=272) =23.1, p = .000, v =.29‡
* 

V= Cramer’s V         ‡ Fisher’s  Exact Test    *Significance <.05 

 

Table 5 Chi-square test for independence for current learning and subject area – nursing and 

non-nursing. 

 

Current learning statements  

Chi-square test for independence for current 

learning and subject area. 

I feel responsible for my own learning. ² (1, n= 275) = 3.97, p =.05, phi = .13 †* 

I am happy to be studying in third level 

education. 

² (1, n= 275) = .76 p = .18, phi = .08† 

The course provides me with skills to 

complete this degree. 

² (1, n= 275) = 3.13, p =.08, phi = .13 † 

The content of the course has met my 

expectations. 

² (1. n=270) =.000, p =1.00, phi = .002† 

 

The course is equipping me to be a lifelong 

learner. 

² (1, n= 273) = 2.82, p = .09, phi = .12† 

I find managing my time difficult. ² (1, n= 272) = .04, p = .84, phi = .02† 

I find it hard to get time to study. ² (1, n= 274) =3.30, p = .07, phi = .12†  

I find it difficult to concentrate on studying. ² (1, n= 274) =1.06, p = .30, phi = -.07† 

I need more direction with my study skills. ² (1, n= 267) =.19, p = .66, phi = .04† 

I have found doing group work helpful. ² (1, n= 264) = .15, p = .70, phi = -.03† 

I found writing my first assignment difficult. ² (1, n= 274 ) = 1.22, p = .27,phi  = .08† 

I still find writing assignments difficult. ² (1, n= 273) = 1.02, p =.31, phi = .07† 

I found my first written examination difficult. ² (1, n= 273) = 1.02, p = .31, phi = .07† 
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The worry of assignments has taken over my 

life. 

² (1, n= 272) = .17, p = .68, phi = -.03† 

I still find written examinations difficult. ² (1, n=269) =.18, p = .73, phi=.03† 

Getting feedback on my written work is 

helpful to me. 

² (1, n=271) = .09, p = .76, phi = .04† 

The worry of clinical / practice / work 

placements has taken over my life. 

² (1, n= 254) =.02, p = .89, phi = .02† 

†Yates Continuity Correction   * Significance <.05 

 

Table 6 : Achieved the results expected at the end of the year. 

Achieved the results expected and subject 

area 

Chi-square test for independence 

Year 1 χ²(1, n= 19) = .002, p = .96, phi  = .21† 

Year 2 ²(1, n= 13) = .41, p = 1.00, phi  = .18† 

Year3 χ²(1, n= 11) = .286, p = .59, phi  = .52† 

Year 4 χ²(1, n= 25) 1.263, p = .26, phi = .37‡
  

† Yates Continuity Correction      ‡ Fisher’s  Exact Test    *Significance <.05 

 

Table 7. Contributors to unsuccessful examination result 

Contributors to unsuccessful examination 

results 

Chi-square test for independence for 

contributors to unsuccessful examination 

results and subject area. 

Paid employment commitments outside of 

HEI. 

χ²(1, n= 78) = .07, p = .79, phi  = -.06† 

Poor assignment skills. χ²(1, n= 99) = 1.30, p = .25, phi  = .14† 

Course work overload. χ²(1, n= 112) =.31, p = .58, phi  = -.08† 

Time management issues. χ²(1, n= 111) = 1.03, p = .31, phi = -.12†
 

Not doing enough study. χ²(1, n= 111) =3.99, p = .05, phi  = -.21†
* 

Poor examination technique. χ²(1, n= 107) =1.80, p = .18, phi  = -.15† 

Family commitments. χ²(1, n= 91) =1.27, p = .26, phi  = .14† 

† Yates Continuity Correction       *Significance <.05 
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Table 8 Satisfaction with course support and HEI support services and subject area – nursing 

and non-nursing. 

Course Support and HEI Support Services Chi-square test for independence for 

satisfaction with course support and HEI 

support services and subject area. 

Course χ²(1, n= 247) =.017, p = 1.000, phi  = -.03‡  

Course lecturers χ²(1, n= 247) = .17, p = .68, phi = .04† 

Clinical Placement Co-ordinator. χ²(1, n= 211) =.210, p = .71, phi  = .03‡ 

Practice / Clinical/ Work Placement Staff. χ²(1, n= 217) =.183, p = .75, phi  = .03‡ 

Preceptor / Mentor. χ²(1, n= 204) =1.45, p = .32, phi  = -.08‡ 

HEI Disability Services. χ²(1, n=67) =.45, p = .44, phi  = -.13‡ 

HEI Student Support Services. χ²(1, n= 176) = .000, p = 1.000, phi  = .02† 

Personal Tutor / Group Tutor or other 

nominated support person. 

χ²(1, n= 198) = .85, p = .35, phi  = -.08† 

Mature Students Office. χ²(1, n= 160) = .13, p = .72, phi  = .72†
 

† Yates Continuity Correction     ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test    *Significance <.05 

 

Table 9. Experience of last placement experience and subject area – nursing and non-

nursing. 

Last practice placement experience Chi-square test for independence for 

experience of last practice / work placement 

and subject area. 

Enjoyed last placement.  χ²(1, n= 215) =1.059, p = .30, phi = .07‡ 

Clinical Placement Co-ordinators were 

helpful.  

χ²(1, n= 214) =.001, p = 1.00, phi = .002‡ 

 Preceptors / Mentors were helpful. χ²(1, n=215) =.012, p = 1.000, phi = .-.008‡
 

The practice placement staff treated me 

different to direct entry students.  

χ²(1, n= 200) = 1.91, p = .17, phi = -.12† 

I got a lot of respect from the patients / 

clients / customers.  

χ²(1, n= 208) =.377, p = .63, phi = .04‡ 

Supernumerary status gave me the 

opportunity to watch and learn. 

χ²(1, n= 191) = .39, p = .36, phi = .07† 

† Yates Continuity Correction     ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test    *Significance <.05 
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Table 10. Relationship status and subject area – nursing and non-nursing. 

Relationship status Chi-square test for independence for 

experience of last practice / work placement 

and subject area. 

Single χ²(1, n= 105) = .01, p = .91, phi = .03† 

Married χ²(1, n=85) p =.03, phi = .26‡* 

Partner χ²(1, n= 91) p = .40, phi = .10‡ 

Separated / Divorced χ²(1, n= 18) p = .32, phi = -.32‡ 

† Yates Continuity Correction     ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test    *Significance <.05 

 

Table 11. Factors / supports that helped the participants to stay on the course  

Factors / Supports that helped participants to 

stay on the course. 

Chi-square test for independence for and 

subject area. 

HEI study skills support services. χ² (1, n= 211) = .63, p = .43, = phi -.07† 

Having a regular study pattern. χ² (1, n= 237) = 4.33, p = .04, phi = -.15
‡* 

Having a goal (e.g. aiming to succeed on 

course). 

χ² (1, n= 261)  = .02, p = .90, phi = .06‡
 

Passing and assignment / assessment/ 

examination. 

χ² (1, n= 265) =.14, p =.71, phi = .06‡  

HEI mature students support group. χ² (1, n= 169) = 1.8, p =.28, phi = -.10†
 

Mature student peers. χ² (1, n= 251) = 1.67, p = .20, phi = .09†
 

Other students on the course. χ² (1, n= 253) = .68, p =.41, phi = .07†
 

Nominated support person from HEI. E.g. 

Personal tutor. 

χ² (1, n= 222) = 1.40, p =.24, phi = -.09† 

Course Co-Ordinator. χ² (1, n= 236) = .07, p =.79, phi = .03†
 

Lecturer/s. χ² (1, n= 254) = 1.09, p =.30, phi = -.08†
 

Student counselling service. χ² (1, n= 181) = 1.06, p =.30, phi = -.09†
 

Family / partner support. χ² (1, n= 238),=.21,  p =.49, phi = .05‡
 

HEI Crèche facilities. χ² (1, n= 76),=.57, p =.48, phi = -.09‡
 

Help with children. χ² (1, n= 123) = 2.21, p =.14, phi = .16†
 

Help with household tasks / chores. χ² (1, n= 170) = 1.35, p =.25, phi = .104† 

Help with finances. χ² (1, n= 233) = .45, p =.50, phi = .06†
 

† Yates Continuity Correction.   ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test     * Significance <.05 
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Table 12. Weekly financial expenditure in relation to childcare, travel cost and course related 

expenses. 

Weekly financial expenditure: childcare, travel 

cost and course related expenses. 

Chi-square test for independence and subject 

area. 

Childcare costs χ² (1, n= 57) = 12.033, p =.21, phi = -.16 ‡
 

Travel to HEI costs χ² (2, n= 217) =.13, p =.94, v = .02 

Mortgage / Rent χ² (4, n= 180) =.628, p =.95, v = .06‡
 

Course related expenses e.g. photocopying, 

books 

χ² (5, n= 227) =2.269, p =.37, v = .10‡
 

External clinical / work placements χ² (1, n= 187) = .15, p =.70, phi = -.05†  

† Yates Continuity Correction.     ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test     * Significance <.05 

 

Table 13. Financial Assistance 

Grants / Scholarships received. Chi-square test for independence for grants / 

Scholarships and subject area. 

Education grant. χ² (1, n= 220) = 3.09, p =.08, phi = -.13†
 

Scholarship grant. ² (1, n= 151) = 1.19, p =.28, phi = -.12 †
 

Healthcare worker sponsorship scheme. χ² (1, n= 165) = 3.76, p =.03, phi = .17‡* 

Receiving financial assistance factor in 

accepting course. 

² (1, n= 159) = .000, p =.99, phi = .02† 

Would not have accepted course without 

financial assistance. 

χ² (1, n= 160) = 1.19, p =.28, phi = -.10† 

† Yates Continuity Correction.    ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test     * Significance <.05 

 

Table 14.  Experiences of paid employment during course and subject area – nursing and 

non-nursing. 

Participants experiences of paid employment 

during their course. 

Chi-square test for independence for 

experiences of paid employment during 

course and subject area. 

Provides experience for course work 

placements / practice. 

χ² (1, n= 104) = 3.87, p = .03, phi = .23‡* 

Affected ability to keep up regular study 

pattern. 

² (1, n=127) = .77, p =.38, phi = .10†
 

Has had an adverse effect on examination / χ² (1, n= 127) = .63, p =.43, phi = .09†
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assessment results. 

Wouldn’t be able to complete studies without 

paid employment. 

χ² (1, n= 128) = .00, p =1.00, phi = -.02†  

Work to maintain social life. χ² (1, n= 120) = 6.23, p =.01, phi = -.25†* 

†  Yates Continuity Correction            ‡ Fisher’s Exact Test         * Significance <.05 

 

 

Table 15.  Absences from HEI according to reason and subject area 

Reason for absence from HEI during current 

academic year. 

Chi-square test for independence for reason 

for absences and subject area. 

Sickness χ² (1, n= 170) = .880, p = .05, phi = -.09 

Family sickness ² (1, n=170) = 2.921, p =.09, phi = .15 

Part-time job χ² (1, n= 170) = .023, p =.88, phi = .03 

Assignment deadline χ² (1, n= 170) = 2.383, p =.12, phi = .13 

Studying for examinations χ² (1, n= 170) = 4.595, p =.03, phi = .18* 

Social commitments χ² (1, n= 170) = .339, p =.56, phi = -.07 

†  Yates Continuity Correction            * Significance <.05 

 

 


