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Introduction

Over the past twenty years there has been a transition from an ‘elite’ to a mass system of higher education in which the demographic characteristics of students in UK universities has changed considerably (Kimbrough & Weaver, 1999; Reay, 2002).  Reay et al.  (2001) note that over this time,

“…higher education (has opened up) to groups of young and mature people who would not have previously considered doing a degree.” (p.858)

These new groups of students are described as non-traditional and can be distinguished from the predominantly white, upper/middle class 18 to 24 year-old traditional students who have a family history of attending higher education (HE) institutions (Laing & Robinson, 2003; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003).  

This report is intended to convey to teaching staff the barriers to learning that non-traditional students may have in comparison to traditional students.  Observations are based upon existing literature and the analysis of findings from an extensive survey of students undertaken at Northumbria University in the 2003/04 academic year.   As well as providing an insight into the learning abilities of non-traditional students at Northumbria, this report also suggests teaching practices that are designed to remove some barriers to learning which may benefit all student groups.   

Characteristics of a Non-traditional Student

The literature does not have a standard definition for non-traditional students and writers have defined this group through a myriad of differing traits such as ethnicity, gender, social class, age and family background (e.g.  Wilson, 1997; Kimbrough & Weaver, 1999; Bowl, 2003; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003).  For the purposes of this report, a non-traditional student is defined as being either a 1st generation student (the student does not have a family history of entering higher education) or a mature student (a student that is aged above 24 years old).

Student Survey Methodology

A questionnaire was distributed by teaching staff to students in all the schools at Northumbria University in the 2003/04 academic year.   It contained eighty statements that referred to issues regarding lectures, seminars, reading and writing.   The students were asked to respond to the statements by checking a box on a five point Likert scale that ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree.   There was also free space on the questionnaire that invited students to express qualitative comments.   

A total of 1786 questionnaires were returned.   471 (26%) questionnaires were returned from mature students and 1036 (58%) were returned from 1st generation students.  These figures include 307 returns from students who were both mature and 1st generation.   This result alone illustrates the large proportion of non-traditional students at Northumbria University.   Statistics recorded in 2002-03 academic year also indicate that 25% of students originate from social classes IIIM, IV and V.   
For analysis and presentation purposes, the responses to the statements were consolidated to agree, neutral and disagree.   Comparisons were made then made between the responses given by traditional and non-traditional students (broken down by age and generation) to each of the statements.   This was done to discover areas where there were noteworthy differences of opinion between the two groups of students.  

Growth in Non-Traditional Students

The growing trend of student numbers in HE is set to continue with the current UK government’s commitment to widening participation in this educational sector (Department for Education and Employment, 1997).  Widening participation means that a greater number of individuals will have access to engage in higher education and that in turn will result in an increasing number of non-traditional students entering HE institutions.  This is of particular interest to Northumbria as it has been noted that non-traditional students are more likely to attend post 1992 universities than other HE institutions (Reay, 2002; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003).  Northumbria University’s mature student population alone has increased by more than 1,600 over the past three years and now accounts for 38% of its entire student population (Northumbria University, 2001, 2004).  This proportion is below the UK national average as McGivney (2004) notes that over 50% of HE students are aged over 24.  

Preparation for HE

Whilst the government displays a belief in and commitment to widening participation in HE, Leathwood and O’Connell (2003) comment that there are those who argue against it and repeat an allegedly often quoted claim that,

“Letting in the masses creates chaos and pollutes the pristine and pure university environment.” (p.599)

They go on to note that some view non-traditional students as being,

“…deficient: in ability, in not having a ‘proper’ educational background, or in lacking the appropriate aspirations and attitudes.” (p.599)

Baroness Warnock, speaking in the House of Lords made her opposition to widening participation very clear.

“I believe that, one way or another, we should stop filling our universities with students who displayed no interest in academic matters at school, whose talents are more practical than theoretical, and who will not change.  They may proceed to university for a variety of motives: because they are very bright; because they like the idea of student life; or because they have been led to believe in what has been referred to as the "myth" that obtaining a degree will make them necessarily individually more employable and lead to a better salary.  But too few of them have any interest in continuing to learn.  They have no very clear idea of the point of what they are going to learn or what they will do with it.  For many of them, their years at university will, if they stick them out, be expensive and a waste of time.” (House of Lords Hansard, 2002, column 795)

Whilst these comments are very bold and explicit, there is a plethora of literature that refutes the arguments outlined above.  For example, Bowl (2001) notes that many non-traditional students are not adequately informed, advised or prepared for HE by their schools, a finding that was echoed in the survey of Northumbria students.  Only 23% of mature students in the survey said that their school had prepared them well for university in comparison to 39% of 18-24 year olds (p<0.01).  Similarly only 32% of 1st generation students said the same as opposed to 41% of 2nd+ generation students (p<0.01).  

Wilson (1997), Ozga & Sukhnandan (1998) and McGivney (2004) all note that mature students are usually more motivated to study and have a greater sense of what they expect to gain from a university education than younger students, a finding that was once again echoed in the Northumbria survey.  65% of mature students said that they knew what they expected from a university education in comparison to only 60% of younger students (p<0.05), whilst 69% of 1st generation students said the same as opposed to only 60% of 2nd+  generation students (p<0.01).  

Wilson (1997) suggests that mature students are usually more confident than their younger counterparts whilst Bowl (2001) comments that many non-traditional students engage in various forms of education and training before entering HE, thus negating the argument that they have no interest in learning and developing.  Table 1 below displays some of the responses from the Northumbria survey that support these arguments, demonstrating that mature students are generally more motivated, and are very keen to engage in the learning process at Northumbria. 

Table 1: Statements Linked to Learning

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	Mature
	18-24

	I spend a lot of time preparing for classes
	27
	16

	I like discovering the answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher
	58
	47

	I like participating in tutorial groups
	57
	48

	I enjoy student led seminars
	43
	35


In all cases (p<0.01) 

When comparing 1st generation and 2nd+ generation response to the above statements very little difference (typically 1-2%) was noted.  Thus results from the Northumbria student survey appear to very strongly refute the postulations made by Baroness Warnock and others who share her views about non-traditional students, as evidence suggests that they are just as, if not more so, motivated, interested in learning and competent to undertake HE academic work as their traditional counterparts.  

(The responses to all of the survey statements that demonstrate student confidence and ability are displayed in appendix one)

Barriers to Learning

The evidence presented above demonstrates that non-traditional students do have the academic abilities and motivations that are required to study successfully at HE level, however, there is a substantial literature that is concerned with the completion rates of these students (such as: Peterson et al., 1997; Ozga & Sukhnandan, 1998; Yorke, 2000; Palmer, 2001; Bennett, 2003; Laing & Robinson, 2003).  Lang and Robinson (2003) comment that institutions that have increasing intakes of non-traditional students also have increasing levels of non-completion rates.  Slotmick et al.  (1993) and Kimbrough & Wearver (1999) suggest that this may be due to the social and economic pressures that many non-traditional students experience such as financial difficulties, commitments to spouses, children and jobs etc.  Indeed, Rhodes and Neville (2004) found in their study that by far the most common reason for non-traditional students exiting a programme before completion was financial difficulties, but the second most common reason was poor teaching.  This indicates that these students will leave a programme if they perceive that their learning needs are not met by teaching staff.  

The discussion so far has indicated that non-traditional students are just as capable as traditional students, implying that teaching practices should not have to change simply because of the changing demographics of the student population, however, Bowl (2001) notes that non-traditional students can have difficulties with structuring and writing essays (the most common assessment method), which was a factor that was also uncovered in the Northumbria survey.  

Although the survey results show that non-traditional students have only marginally less confidence in their writing abilities (p<0.05) than traditional students, it was the one distinct area where both mature and 1st generation students indicated they had a less developed skill than their traditional counterparts.  The responses that students gave to writing ability statements are displayed in tables 2 and 3 below.
Table 2:  Statements relating to academic writing (Mature)

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	Mature
	18-24 

	I can express ideas clearly in writing
	44
	49

	I can write summaries of academic texts
	40
	45

	I need simplified assignment instructions
	53
	41


Table 3:  Statements relating to academic writing (1st Generation)

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	1st Generation 
	2nd+  Generation 

	
	
	

	I can express ideas clearly in writing
	46
	51

	I find it hard to select topics for assignments
	39
	34


As tables 2 and 3 suggest, some non-traditional students have less developed writing skills than traditional students.  However, more interestingly, for all statements traditional or non traditional significant proportions of students indicated a lack of confidence in academic writing.  Therefore it would be for the benefit of  all students to consider adopting the suggestions offered below to help students to become more proficient writers.   

Teaching suggestions designed to elevate students’ writing skills

Setting written tasks

· Detail the order that tasks should be tackled

· Explicitly state the format that the assignment should be written in – report, essay, etc, and explain how the report, essay, etc should be structured

· Decode the assignment title – Explain what the title is really saying

· Provide supplementary questions beneath the main title to give guidance as to the areas that should be explored in the submission

· Clarify the criteria that the assignment will be marked against 

· Explain why the assignment has the stated word length and emphasise that more is not necessarily better

Providing assistance

· Explain how to judge the academic authority of information sources (explicitly state that not all web pages are reliable sources of information) 

· Encourage the use of short, simple sentences

· Explain how essay plans help to organise writing and that they may need to do a number of drafts

· Provide examples of previous students written work for guidance purposes to demonstrate how materials should be organised, how sources should be used and how arguments can be built up.  Also provide examples of poor work to demonstrate issues such as use of material that is lacking in authority, poor referencing, methods employed by markers that uncover intentional plagiarism

· Provide surgeries for students to show work in progress and to gain advice as to how to proceed – (explain that surgeries will not be used as pre-marking sessions)

(Adapted from Ryan, 2000; Carroll & Appleton, 2001; Carroll, 2002)

Appendix One

Statements linked to Reading

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	Mature
	18-24
	1st Gen
	2nd+ Gen

	I can skim read academic texts
	43
	44
	44
	45

	I can read academic texts with understanding
	49
	48
	46
	51

	I find it hard to know which are the important parts of a book to read
	40
	50
	47
	46

	I find journal articles hard to read
	26
	33
	31
	31

	I can make notes from textbook
	72
	75
	73
	74


Statements linked to Speaking

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	Mature
	18-24
	1st Gen
	2nd+ Gen

	I can express ideas clearly when speaking
	47
	38
	40
	41

	I can use logical argument when I speak
	50
	40
	41
	43

	I feel comfortable expressing my own opinions in speech
	53
	43
	44
	47

	I feel comfortable challenging someone else's opinion in speech
	46
	37
	39
	39

	I prefer to ask questions in private rather than in class
	39
	59
	54
	53

	I have trouble making myself understood in class
	12
	18
	16
	18


Statements linked to Seminars

	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	Mature
	18-24
	1st Gen
	2nd+ Gen

	I spend a lot of time preparing for classes
	27
	16
	20
	16

	Unless I am addressed I don't participate in class discussions
	26
	42
	39
	35

	I like working collaboratively with classmates
	64
	65
	65
	66

	I like participating in tutorial groups
	57
	48
	51
	48

	I participate in group planning sessions
	55
	49
	50
	51

	I volunteer to act as spokesperson in group activities
	31
	19
	23
	21

	I enjoy student led seminars
	43
	35
	37
	37

	Student led seminars help me to learn
	49
	39
	42
	42

	I like a classroom where transmission is one-way, teacher to student
	18
	27
	24
	25

	I like discovering the answers by myself rather than being told everything by the teacher
	58
	47
	49
	50

	I don't question the ideas of the teacher
	18
	27
	24
	26

	I feel comfortable expressing disagreement with my teacher
	51
	40
	42
	42


	Statement
	Percentage agreeing with statements

	
	Mature
	18-24
	1st Gen
	2nd+ Gen

	I can meet deadlines
	82
	82
	83
	80

	I have problems organising my own study time
	35
	38
	37
	37

	I can study efficiently
	49
	51
	50
	52

	I can revise effectively
	45
	43
	45
	40

	I find it hard to select topics for assignments
	31
	40
	39
	34

	Memorising is the best way to prepare for exams
	28
	40
	37
	36

	I understand the need for referencing and quotation marks when quoting form books
	90
	89
	90
	89

	I understand the need to explain ideas in my own words in assignments
	81
	82
	82
	82

	I feel uncomfortable about rewriting important authors' statements in my own words because I believe that they are the experts
	20
	27
	26
	24
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