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Introduction
This paper is based on research undertaken for a Widening Participation project looking at support for mature female students, which took place between 2004 – 2005.    The aims of the project were:
·	to identify institutional, academic, socio-economic and personal factors which may impact negatively on the student experience for mature female students
·	to identify and assess any current modes of support for mature female students within the Faculty
·	to identify what constitutes effective support from the student perspective
·	to explore the links between support for mature female students and student retention.
Methods
An overview of policy and literature in the area was undertaken, and informal interviews were conducted with key staff from the three schools in the Faculty. The primary research method was that of focus groups.   Access to students was arranged via staff contacts, and arranged around students’ teaching sessions.  Focus groups were conducted with students in two of the three Schools in the Faculty.  Five groups were run, lasting for an hour – hour and a half and were tape-recorded.  A topic guide was used for the groups, covering areas encompassed by the aims of the original research proposal relating to support, and focusing on key points in the student life-cycle, for example, transition to higher education, induction and progression between levels.   Tapes were transcribed in full and a thematic approach has been used to analyse the transcripts.  Some basic factual information on each student was also collected.
Emerging Areas of Interest
Analysis is ongoing and still in the preliminary stages. It is intended that other conference presentations/papers will result as a result of this work.  Some emerging areas of interest are indicated below.  These are not listed in order of importance.
·	disjuncture between students’ expectations of studying in higher education and their actual experiences
·	mature students do not necessarily comprise the traditional stereotype of ‘former access student from lower socio-economic background (probably with children)’
·	lack of up-take of University support systems 
·	University and NUS support and other facilities not seen as aimed at mature students
·	significance of personal tutoring systems
·	positive and negative comments about personal tutoring systems and personal tutors
·	importance of peer support for students
·	tensions in balancing family/personal commitments and University commitments
·	differences in experience and expectations between different students on different degree programmes
·	accessibility and approachability of academic staff
·	environmental factors impacting on students (Allerton site in particular)
·	practical matters such as timetabling, transport, lack of car parking.
Discussion
All of the matters raised above need to be investigated in more detail, and new areas/themes may arise as the analysis continues.   The current paper will address some of the areas outlined above, though clearly time and word restrictions will mean that these are dealt with briefly.  It is anticipated that other conference presentations will follow on from this one, allowing for further exploration of some of the research findings.
It is worth noting that all students could relate to some of the emerging areas of interest set out above, so a key question is to what extent being a mature female student interconnects with these areas.  To explore this, further comparative research would be constructive, so that the views of students of different age groups, gender, degree programme, and so on could be compared.  It is suggested here that there are some aspects of being older and female which will lead to a different ‘collective experience’ of Higher Education, but that even within groups or categories, there will be differences.
This particular project involved focus groups with students on four degree programmes.  One of these was an academic degree programme, the others involved students working towards three different professional qualifications.  Student routes into the University varied.  Some did come from an Access background, while others did not, and a number of students already had experience of degree level study.  Many students had experience of paid employment.  Mature students could be seen as making a life change, or ‘starting again’ rather than ‘starting out’.  In this sense perhaps they do form a distinct group.  However the use of the term ‘mature’ is itself problematic as it can incorporate those in their twenties, thirties, forties and above, and ‘younger mature’ students may sometimes relate more to the experience of ‘young’ students.    Within and across the different degree programmes, there was some continuity of experience, but also differences.  These may be related to personal factors, such as being a parent (or not), but can also relate to the specific degree programme that students are undertaking.
Gender does seem to be a significant factor for students,  in that caring responsibilities tend to mirror those in wider society, which means that women who with caring responsibilities may find themselves undertaking at least a ‘double shift’.  The role that partners, families and friends play in supporting these students is therefore important.  Students who are mothers are also more likely to be excluded from extra-mural activities and events within Universities, though mature female students as a group may also experience marginalization. This is partly due to the perception that much of what happens within a University – outside of the academic context – is not there for mature students, whether by design or default.  It will also relate to students' commitments to their academic work, placements, other paid/unpaid work, and family responsibilities.     
The Widening Participation agenda tends to assume relatively homogeneous groups of students.  If policy and practice adopts this approach then it will ignore the diversity of experience of students within particular ‘categories’ or groups.  Small scale qualitative studies can provide a fuller and more complete picture of the student experience; highlight what is effective for students, and give some indication of where change is needed.  This should be seen as part of a continuous process, with more work needed to enhance the student learning experience in higher education.


