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Abstract 

There has been a rapid growth in the number of part-time students studying within the 
Department of Continuing Education at the University of Paisley. The University is 
committed to providing flexibly structured courses to provide opportunities to a wide and 
social representative constituency of adults. 

This research investigates how the University can meet the needs of the part-time student 
population by exploring their experiences. It focuses on four main areas 

" The trend in the profile of the part-time student population was analysed to gain an 
insight into the general characteristics of the student population. 

" The enquiry experience of the individual. This analysis involves telephone interviews 
with individuals and considers the reasons why they choose to enrol or not. 

" The initial experiences of new part time students at the University. Using a postal 
questionnaire students were asked about their initial experiences. 

" The reasons why new students withdrew were investigated using a telephone survey. 

Because it involved action research where actions were taken based upon the results of the 
analysis the investigations were repeated the following academic year. This allowed for 
evaluation of the actions and further recommendations to enhance the part-time student 
experience. 

Evidence emerging from the research will facilitate improved recruitment strategies, support 
systems for part-time students and inform retention strategies for the part-time student 
population. 

Meeting the needs of the part-time student population is an institutional challenge. The 
Department of Continuing Education currently has over 2000 students enrolled and 
studying, during the day in the evening and at weekends. This research has reviewed the 
needs of such students by exploring their experience, making recommendations and taking 
action. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.0 Introduction 

The concept of lifelong learning has increased in social prominence. It is now a high 

priority in the Government's agenda. Lifelong learning implies a process of 

educational experience that continues through life and occurs alongside other 

professional and/or social/familial commitments. It goes hand-in-hand with part- 

time provision and flexible learning structures. Embedding flexible learning within 

existing academic structures presents many institutional challenges. Greater 

demands emerge in terms of access and recruitment from non-traditional groups, 

quality assurance, student retention and academic guidance systems. When I first 

started this work and developed the research strategy all students paid fees for part- 
time study. There is now a Government policy for waiving fees for low-income part- 
time students. The Scottish Office agreed to pay part-time fees for people on low 

incomes, or on benefit, who can not afford to study at university. This was 

publicised as a front page 'exclusive' in the Glasgow Herald (28th April, 1998), 'New 

free deal for part-time students. ' From autumn, 1998 some students pay fees and 

some do not. There is therefore a strong emphasis on encouraging more adults to 

undertake part-time learning opportunities. Higher Education is available on a part- 
time basis to adults irrespective of their educational background. It is therefore a 

major priority for Higher Education institutions to address the needs of and provide 

all part-time students with a suitable learning experience. 

"The University of Paisley is committed to meeting this need and is keen to 
provide challenging opportunities to a wide and social representative 
constituency of adults, enabling them to fulfil their potential through the 
pursuit of high quality, vocationally relevant, flexibly structured courses. " 

Extract from the University of Paisley Mission Statement, 1999 

The overall aim of this research was to explore the experience of the part-time 
students through a detailed investigation of the experience of enquirers making their 
initial contact, newly enrolled students' initial experiences including those who 
withdrew. The part-time students investigated were all students enrolled with the 



Department of Continuing Education at the University of Paisley. 

Increasing numbers of part-time students, increasing modular provision and 

increasing modes of study indicate an urgent need to investigate how students make 

their module choice, why they decide to make changes to their programme and why 

they decide to withdraw from a module or a programme. Emerging evidence of 

patterns of student behaviour will facilitate improved recruitment and retention 

strategies and enhance the quality of the part-time student experience. 

1.1 Rationale 

This investigation was set up to explore the leaming experience of the part-time 

students with the purpose of enhancing their learning opportunities. Many 

professionals are currently employed to assist and guide the learning of other adults: 
I am currently employed by the University of Paisley as the Senior Education 

Guidance Advisor and Course Leader of the Combined Awards Programme within 
the Department of Continuing Education. This involves dealing with part-time 

students and providing them with academic guidance on an individual basis. I am 

also involved in lecturing within the more traditional academic programmes in 

addition to lecturing to students participating in the Combined Awards Programme. 

The Combined Awards Programme allows students to enter university with prior 

credit from appropriate sources, for instance HNC, HND, Open University or 

professional qualifications. That credit then forms the base from which they progress 
through a programme of study, leading to a further qualification. However, prior 
credit is not necessary for access. There is a large selection of modules that are 

suitable for those with no prior educational qualifications. My involvement with the 

students has highlighted the diversity of the student population and in particular the 
different needs of the part-time student. A major change in the student population is 

the increase in non-traditional students, studying in part-time mode. These large- 

scale changes have been charted in the recently published Institute for Employment 
Studics (IES) Report (Connor, 1996). In the ten years preceding 1993/4, the number 
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of people entering full-time higher education in the United Kingdom has increased 

by over 76%. However, it is not just the increase of student numbers, but also the 
increasing diversity of students, which has led to the need for greater flexibility. 

1.2 Credit Accumulation and Transfer: A framework for 

flexible learning 
Credit Accumulation and Transfer Schemes (CATS) provide a framework for 

flexible access to higher education, enabling individuals to benefit from a university 

experience which might otherwise be denied them through a lack of formal entry 

qualifications or because of employment, domestic or other commitments. Therefore 

the scheme both encourages non-traditional entrants and provides an effective 

vehicle for meeting the continuing professional development needs of both 

employers and employees. It was first introduced to England and Wales in 1986 by 

the CNAA which was then the main United Kingdom degree awarding body outside 
the traditional university sector. The CNAA was abolished by Parliament in the 
Further and Higher Education Act (1992) but the Council's particular variant of 
CATS remains the most widespread model existing in England and Wales today. In 

1989 a Scottish model was devised known as the Scottish Credit Accumulation and 
Transfer Scheme (SCOTCATS). 

In Scotland, by 1991, all higher education institutions were signatories to the 
SCOTCAT Agreement which provides a framework within which credit values can 
be assigned (HEQC, 1995: iii). However, the extent of the use of Accreditation of 
Prior Learning (APL) is varied and indeed it is often viewed with suspicion, if not 
hostility, by the most traditional academic members. It is also seen as the real 
revolutionary instrument for the new era of higher education (Monasta, 1997). 

The recommendations in the Report of the National Committee (1997) and the 
Scottish Committee (1997) both specifically refer to the importance of access and 
admissions with respect to part time CATS programmes. However, the perceived 
shortcomings, because of widening access, are the non-traditional qualifications of 
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the part-time mature student. Watson and Taylor (1998) offer examples of 'private 

grief within the continuing education community. They identify widening 

participation being seen as a threat to traditional patterns of recruitment rather than 

an opportunity for new types of students and 'knee-jerk' condemnation of external 

quality assurance (the principle of which has to be especially important for part-time, 
mixed mode and other types of lifelong learners). 

Delivery of programmes needs to take account of work and domestic responsibilities 

using time creatively. The flexibility of CATS at the University of Paisley enables 
students to attend on a full or part-time basis; to attend classes during the day, in the 

evenings, at weekends and during the summer. 

The students are able to import prior credit from appropriate previous higher or 
further education study, professional qualifications or experiential learning. 
Consequently this enables the design of an individual programme of study which 
best meets their personal or professional development. Students may exit with 
successful completion of an individual module or a university award: the award can 
range from Certificate or Diploma of Higher Education through BA and BSc 
Ordinary and Honours degrees to the postgraduate awards of Certificate, Diploma 

and Master's degree. Thus students can obtain credit for the successful achievement 
of a small amount of learning or they can continue to study and use the credit they 
have accumulated towards a nationally recognised award. 

Flexibility in provision increases participation rates and widens access to higher 

education thus increases the diversity in student population. The evidence of the 
University of Paisley CAT scheme widening access is that the gender balance, age 
profile, employment status, mode of attendance and use of prior credit among CAT 

students distinguishes them from those traditionally attracted into the University 
(Knox, 1996). The trend from other institutions with similar CAT schemes for the 
adult returnee reflects the experience of the University of Paisley. 

Institutionally, the University of Paisley has derived considerable benefit from the 

4 



introduction of flexible provision. The development of CATS has increased 

significantly from marginal activity (32 part-time students who attended during the 

day) in 1990/1 to a significant aspect of institutional provision. The student 

population comprised 28% CATS students by 1995/6. Of those students, 79% 

studied part-time attending in the evening. These figures illustrate the importance of 

providing quality flexible provision within the University. Figure I summarises the 

growth in student numbers and diversity of provision from 1990 to 1999. 

Figure I Combined Awards Student Numbers 1990 - 1999 

2500 

2000 

Student Po 

1500 

1000 

500 

90/91 91/92 92/93 93194 94195 95/96 96/97 97198 98199 

Session 
Comb. Awards - All 
Comb. Awards - P/T 

The Department of Continuing Education within the University of Paisley offers 
flexible learning opportunities based on the principles of Credit Accumulation and 
Transfer (CAT), enabling students to choose subjects of their choice and at times to 

suit their personal circumstances. Students therefore have the opportunity to add to 
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existing qualifications or develop new skills. 

1.3 The part-time student 

The initial introduction of credit accumulation and transfer was to benefit full-time 

but migratory students facilitating transfer between institutions. However, the 

accumulation of credit has become more important than the transfer. The student 

groups conventionally regarded as benefiting from credit accumulation and transfer 

are mainly part-time students who may see advantages in a credit system in order to 

gain credit for learning achievement. They are regarded as 'non-traditional' students 
because they are not studying full-time, have not entered university based on their 

school-leaving qualifications and are not following a prescribed course leading to a 

named degree. Often they will include the following categories, not of course, 

mutually exclusive: 

Employees: seeking academic credit for professional training and continuing 
professional development 

Adult returnees: claiming academic credit for experiential learning or adults, who, 
for some reason, have not had the opportunity to study in higher education 

Women returnees: particularly women subject to interrupted participation in higher 

education because of family reasons. 

Whilst it is certain that the development of CAT arrangements will continue to 
improve access to learning for many students it becomes increasingly important that 
effective educational guidance is provided to students presenting as an enquirer, as a 
new admission, as an ongoing student and as an exiting student. As learning 

opportunities are extended to an increased number of eligible students, offering them 
an increased subject choice and flexibility, student retention becomes more of an 
issue. A learning programme must be constructed leading to successful achievement 
with the prospect of increased employability. 
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1.4 Current concerns of the learning experience of the 

part-time student 

Credit Accumulation and Transfer Schemes are therefore used to facilitate and 

address issues of flexibility, student choice and academic programmes at many 
institutions. However, it is important that as these academic developments progress 

and part-time provision and the widening access agenda are promoted and adopted 

they are accompanied by a detailed system that addresses the complexities of 

flexibility whilst maintaining quality. The process must be efficient and effective 

and address all student needs. 

Whilst there is an abundance of information on the volume of students entering and 

exiting using credit accumulation and transfer, there is limited evidence of studies of 
the pattern of student behaviour. Important themes to consider are access, student 

choice, appropriate student support, student completion and non completion and 

maintaining quality at a time of resource constraint. 

With increasing module availability there is a need to investigate how they make 
their module choice. Where learners have a largely free choice over which 

combination of modules to study -a state of affairs which is often derided as the 
'cafeteria' approach - where does the responsibility lie for ensuring that they are able 
to make some overall sense of their programme of study? 

With an increasing part-time student population it is important to address their needs 
How do part-time students find their initial experience of returning to education? 
Why do they decide to withdraw from a module or a programme? Do part-time 
students know that there are resources available to facilitate their studies? 

It is expected that numbers will continue to increase by providing free part-time 
education to attract students from non-traditional student backgrounds. The 
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introduction of Individual Learning Accounts will attract more employed people for 

continuing personal and professional development. Consequently, it will be 

necessary to ensure the implementation of effective systems to ensure coherent 

pathways and provide the necessary academic support. A major purpose of this 

research is to address these current issues. 

1.5 The attrition rate of the part-time student 

Most studies of adult education and training have focused either on the 

characteristics of the learners or on the nature of the learning opportunities available 
to them. Less attention has been given to the success or otherwise of the learning 

experience, and the reasons for this, despite continuing concerns about the numbers 
of adults who fail to complete or drop out courses or programmes. The whole area of 
evaluation has often been regarded with limited interest (Edwards, 199 1; Harris and 
Bell, 1990), though this is changing in light of current concerns with quality. 

One of the problems with assessing completion and non-completion is the lack of 
agreement over definitions. For example the Further Education Funding Council 

uses the term 'withdrawal' specifically for a student who has taken a decision, 

confirmed in writing, to withdraw from studies or has not attended classes 
for four continuous weeks before November Is'. The Higher Education Funding 
Council takes a broader perspective of non-completers as those students 'who are 
deemed not to complete their studies in the period for which they are registered'. 
This difference is compounded by the greater flexibility of study modes 
now available and failure to take account of part-time provision. Credit transfer 

schemes, modularisation and independent study may all contribute to unjustifiably 
high non-completion rates or ones that are apparently unjustifiably high when set by 

certain definitions and measures (as described above). It is argued that changed 
funding criteria linked to targets for student retention, and the needs for indicators for 
student satisfaction in an increasingly competitive further and higher education 
market, have compelled institutions to look more closely into why students drop out 
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(McGivney, 1996). McGivney ct al investigated the attendance and withdrawal 

patterns of mature students in the further education and higher education sectors. 
Their most significant finding concerns the lack of available data. As the author 

states: 

"The figures available nationally are inadequate, and comparisons between 
institutional figures are problematic because of differences between data collection 
methods and variations in the way institutions define and measure non- 
completion ... As a result, the non-completion rates revealed by institutions and 
research investigations are too diverse to be conclusive. "(p 16) 

P 
It is apparent that part-time students have been omitted from surveys carried out 

and agreed that in the policy context of lifelong learning this needs to be addressed 
(SRHE/HEFC, 1998). 

SHEFC have now identified progression from low participation groups as a 
diagnostic indicator of institutional performance, however examination of the HEFC, 

1999 report indicates that there is no mention of part-time students. 

By providing the increasing number of learners with control of their learning, 

enabling much greater student choice, creating stepping stones to higher education 
for previously excluded groups of adults and awarding credit for learning, the 
learners' needs and interests, rather than institutional needs, should be better served. 
It is vitally important to continuously develop effective educational guidance 
operational procedures that in addition to ensuring academically sound programmes 
could also address the issue of the non-completing student. 

Attention needs to be given to how information is provided and what happens to the 
individual once they have started a learning programme. 

Adult learning is now a major area of government policy. The agenda is set by the 
continuing governing rhetoric, that Britain needs a highly skilled, 'flexible' 

workforce to be competitive in the world market (Osborne and Gallacher, 1995). it 
is a recommendation by Garrick (1997) that institutions review the needs of their 
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part-time students. The students have a vital place in the responsibility for their own 
learning. Continuous active involvement with evaluation of their learning is required 
to ensure that students are able to achieve optimum success leading to their desired 

professional and personal opportunities. McGivney (1996) suggests that the first 

step in improving retention rates would be for institutions to acknowledge and 
accommodate the experience and needs of a more diverse student body. 

1.6 Aims 

P 
The overall aim of this project was to explore the experience of the part-time 

students through a detailed investigation of students enrolled with the Department of 
Continuing Education. 

There were four main aims: 
1. Survey the most popular times and modes for module delivery for the non- 

traditional student studying at the University of Paisley. 
2. Improve recruitment of part-time students within the context of life-long learning. 
3. Develop strategies to improve the retention of part-time students. 
4. Enhance the part-time student experience. 

In order to achieve these aims there were a number of objectives. A profile of the 

part-time student population enrolled within the Department of Continuing Education 
during 1998/9 was analysed from information obtained from the University database. 
Students from this database were used to survey the most popular times and modes 
of delivery for the current part-time student population. 

An evaluation of the experience of individuals making enquiries about part-time 
learning opportunities informed improved recruitment strategies. Evaluation of 
information, induction and educational guidance of new part-time students provided 
an insight of any difficulties that were being experienced and enabled more effective 
educational systems to be implemented. 
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Evaluation of procedures for ongoing guidance and the provision of pre-exit 

educational guidance facilitated student motivation and progress. Recommendations 

were made based on the analyses of the data and changes implemented. Further 

evaluation after the modifications allowed for a comparative study and a 

measurement of the impact of the changes and identification of further 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2.0 Literature Review 

Overview 
This literature review brings together some of the available literature and research 
from institutions concerned with meeting the needs of adult learners. Whilst there is 

an abundance of available data on the characteristics and experiences of mature 
learners there is less available literature in serving the needs of part-time learners in 

higher education institutions and the institutional challenge that this 'non-traditional' 

population presents. 

2.1 The development of the concept of lifelong learning 

The aim of the European Year of Lifelong Learning (1996) was to raise awareness 

regarding the concept of lifelong learning and to develop initiatives at local, national 

and international levels (European Commission (EC), 1995). The emphasis of the 

EC is on the role of education and training developments in life long learning. The 

EC's accent is on lifelong education. The ideal of lifelong learning was adopted as a 

concept by the UNESCO in 1970 (Coombs, 1968; Dave, 1976; Faure et al, 1972; 

Kallen, 1979; Lengrand, 1989). Its origins have been traced back to the writings of 
Dewey, Lindeman and Yeaxlee in the early 20th century (Jarvis, 1995). In essence, 
lifelong education is portrayed as education throughout life, as needed and desired, 

for everyone. 

The Centre for Educational Research and Innovation sponsored recurrent education 
as a concept in the 1970s. Recurrent education can be used to facilitate lifelong 
learning: 

"The essence of the recurrent education proposition..... is the distribution of 
education over the life span of the individual in a recurring way. This means 
a break with the practice of a long, uninterrupted pre-work period of full time 
schooling, which has been described as a 'front-end' model. It also implies 
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the alternation of education with other work activities, of which the principal 
would be work, but which might also include leisure and retirement. One of 
its essential potential outcomes is to make it possible for the individual to 
abandon the unalterable education-work-leisure-retirement sequence and to 
enable him to mix and alternate these activities within the limits of what is 
socially possible and in accordance with his own desires and aspirations". 

(Council of Europe 1973, p7) 

The Association for Recurrent Education has been recently renamed the Association 

for Lifclong Learning. Houghton, an early member of the Association, identified 

twelve features, which might be deemed essential for a recurrent education system 
(Houghton, 1974, p7). These were ordered under the headings of availability, access 

and relevance. His analysis, which has been labelled 'radical' by some (Jarvis, 1995; 

Lawson, 1977) argues for the greatest possible choice, variety and flexibility. 

Adult learning is now a major area of government policy. In the past 15 years there 
has been more legislation relating to adult education than there had been in the 
previous 50 years (Barr, 1996). 

"We have asked the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council to encourage 
part-time and continuing education provision" 

(Lord James Douglas Hamilton at a conference, 1996) 

"There should be maximum participation in initial higher education by young 
and mature students and in lifetime learning by adults, having regard to the 
needs of individuals, the nation and the future labour market". 

(Report of the Scottish Committee, 1997) 

In the WEE Green Paper (1998) lifelong learning is defined as: 

"Lifelong learning means the continuous development of the skills, 
knowledge and understanding that are essential for employability and 
fulfilment". 

(WEE, 1998 p 11) 

These concepts and changes leading to an increased diversity have been recognised 
by the University of Paisley and the institution has responded by adopting a modular 
system and credit based system which allows studying to be pursued in less rigid 
ways. 
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2.2 The adult as a learner 

It is important to define what is meant by an adult and to establish what distinguishes 

adult education and adult learning in a more general sense. 

"A wide range of concepts is involved when we use the term 'adult'. The 
word can refer to a stage in the life cycle of the individual; he or she is first a 
child, then a youth, and then an adult. It can refer to a status; an acceptance 
by society that the person concerned has completed his or her novitiate and is 
now incorporated fully into the community. It can refer to a social subset: 
adults as distinct from children. Or it can include a set of ideals and values: 
adulthood". P 

(Rogers, 1986, p5, original emphasis) 

Of course it would be naive to believe that merely surviving long enough to wake up 

on one's 18 th birthday, or passing through puberty, automatically changes one from 

being a child to an adult. However, if adulthood can be considered as a state of being 

which gives status and rights to the individuals and simultaneously confers duties 

and responsibilities upon them, then adulthood could be defined as: "an ethical status 

resting on the presumption of various moral and personal qualities" (Paterson, 1979). 

Common to the wide variety of definitions used for the term 'mature student' within 

the literature reviewed was a break of varying duration between secondary school 
and higher education. 

There is now a broader range of acceptable entry qualifications for higher education 

and this has implications for the skills that adult students bring with them. One third 

of full time first degree students enter with qualifications other than 'A' levels or 
Highers (Connor, 1996). While school leavers remain a significant proportion of 
higher education recruits, they arrive with different learning experiences from the 

mature student. There was a 203% increase in the number of mature students (25+) 

entering higher education between 1988/9 and 1993/4 (Connor, 1996). They differ 

from the school leaver by usually having experience of work (sometimes at 
managerial level), of raising a family and having excellent time management skills 
(Connor, 1996). It is clear that the individual members of a class of the late 1990s 
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and early 2000s will have different approaches to study compared to members of 

classes 20 years ago. The individuals will need targeted support to help them build 

on their different strengths and overcome their different weaknesses, and the 

opportunity to negotiate programmes of study that meet varied personal and 

professional developmental needs. 

There are important features of mature students as learners. The current thinking in 

adult education holds the leamer-centred philosophy as vital in adult teaching. This 

is also the prevalent method with young adults in secondary and undergraduate 

education. Much of this thinking has beert derived from the efforts of Knowles 

(1984) who invented the term 'andragogy' - the study of how adults learn. His 

assumptions are that the differences between child and adult. learners are: 

1. There is a development of the self-concept from dependency to self- 
direction 

2. Adults have accumulated experiences and these can be a rich resource for 
leaming 

3. In adults readiness to learn is a function of the need to perform social roles 
4. Adults have a predominantly problem centred orientation to learning 

Important resulting implications arising from these assumptions are: 

9 Learning experiences for adults should build upon their past experiences and 
knowledge 

0 It will be important to involve learners in identifying what they need to learn 

0 The adult learner's experience constitutes a very important resource for 

themselves and others 
Programmes designed for adult learners should provide learning experiences 
applicable to current practice 

It is interesting that Thomdike in 1913 identified the following factors for successful 
work related learning to take place: 
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Interest in work 
Interest in improving performance 
The relevance of the training to some goal of the learner 

0A 'problem attitude' where the learner is made aware of a need that will be 

satisfied by the leaming 

(Cited in Cline, 1990, p24) 

There is indeed agreement between Thorndike's findings in 1913 and the resulting 
implications arising from Knowles' assumptions in 1984. 

Deci and Ryan (1985) suggested that adults are more likely to find learning 

interesting if adult learners are allowed to do the following: 

0 Experience a degree of self-determination and choice in relation to what they 
learn and how they learn it. 

Feel that the activities they are engaging in are increasing their competence, by 

obtaining informational feedback which helps them to improve in areas 
identified by themselves. 

The Credit Accumulation and Transfer Scheme (CATS) promotes the development 

of participants as self-directed learners. It provides the student with an increased 

responsibility for and expertise in identifying their learning needs, defining their 
learning objectives, planning learning programmes and evaluating progress. 

Many students have to juggle their studies with other major commitments. Mature 

students often have dependent relatives to care for, and may continue to hold down a 
permanentjob while studying part-time. Higher education courses need to be more 
flexible to help students cope with so many conflicting demands on their time. 
Students need more choice over the time, place and pace of their studies. Labour 

market requirements are also changing (SLIMS, 1997). Everyone is expected to 

continually update his or her knowledge and skills. No one now expects a job for life 

so people need to be more self-motivated and make conscious decisions about their 
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futures developing in response to the needs of the organisations that require a multi- 

skilled, responsive and adaptable workforce. 

2.2.1 Reasons for adults entering higher education 

In Graham's (199 1) study of mature students, personal interest in an academic subject 

was the most frequent reason for embarking on a particular undergraduate course, 

closely followed by the need for a career change. Smithers, and Griffin (1986) also 

reported that mature entrants to university embarked on higher education out of a 

need to change or further their careers and/or more generally for self-fulfilment. 

This latter motive embraced students who were following up a subject in which they 

had always been interested as well as those seeking to regain self-respect after their 

perceived failure in the educational system. 

Woodley et al (1987) noted the predominance of instrumental factors in motivating a 

return to study. Although they draw attention to the multiplicity of likely reasons for 

mature students enrolling on courses, they also observed that older students were less 

likely to give instrumental reasons than younger students were, and that women were 
less likely to do so than men. Johnston and Bailey (1984) identified similar sex and 

age differences in motivation. Thus men were more likely than women to cite 

vocational reasons for returning to study, while women were more likely than men to 

cite subject interest. Johnston and Bailey (1984) and also Hollinshead and Griffith 

(1990) noted that, when students were asked to rate various possible motivating 
factors, subject interest was of greatest overall importance to all mature students, 

with 91 %rating it as 'important' or 'very important'. ButBoumeretal(1988), who 

considered only part-time students, found that almost 75% of students on part-time 

undergraduate degree courses were aiming to improve their career prospects. And 

personal and subject interests were of secondary importance - which is contradictory 
to the findings of Johnston and Bailey (1984) and Hollinshead and Griffith (1990). 

Tight (1991) suggests that this is understandable given the vocational orientation of 
many part-time qualifications. The current literature therefore indicates that 

vocational considerations and subject interest are powerful motivating factors, 

sometimes acting in combination. 
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In Sargant's (1991) study of participation in adult leaming in the UK it is observed 
that participation in adult learning can be related to major life events and changes. 
Wanting promotion at work, moving house, involvement in a marriage, a relationship 
breakdown or losing a job, were all reasons related to participating in learning. 

Similarly, Bourgeois (1999) identifies that such critical incidents, particularly for 

adult learners, can act as catalysts. Findings emerged from Graham's (1991) data 

with implications for policies and practices for mature students. Graham noted the 
breadth of experience and the highly chequered careers of many mature student 

entrants. This is not necessarily a bad thing and may reflect a wealth of prior 

experiential learning. However, Graham also observed a relative lack of planning 

particularly on the part of older students. Few attempted to build upon their previous 

experience. For, despite having accumulated a wealth of knowledge and skills, many 
mature entrants consistently undervalued their previous achievements and, rather 
than build upon it, tended to discard it. 

2.2.2 Achievements of mature students in higher education 
Most of the monitoring exercises that have been carried out since the 1960s indicate 

that mature students do as well as (particularly mature students between 30 and 40 

years of age), if not better than, younger students (Graham, 1989). Bourner and 
Hamed (1987) reported that entrants with 'non-standard' entry qualifications out- 

performed those with standard qualifications. However, Woodley et al (1987) drew 

attention to slightly higher rates of academic failure and non-completion in mature 

university students. 

There is interesting data in this area undermining assumptions that access and quality 
are incompatible. For many institutions the choice has seemed to be one of widening 
access or maintaining standards. As long ago as 1984 the University Grants 

Committee showed that school examinations are not always good predictors of 
achievement in higher education, and that other qualities and experience can be 
important determinants of success (UGCNAB, 1984). Yet a year later the DES 
cautioned institutions against accepting "too high a proportion of mature students 
and/or students lacking the normal minimum entry qualifications if too high a 
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proportion of students is accepted for courses not designed for them they may 
founder and staff may be tempted to lower standards" (DES, 1985). Sharma (1990) 

found in a study of institution mission statements that the number of institutions who 

viewed widening access and striving for excellence as mutually enhancing activities 

were very few. The majority either emphasised their approach to access or their 

current standards of excellence in teaching and research. Increasingly, however 

within all universities there has been a shift towards promoting social inclusion. The 

outcomes of this may be tensions by staff with respect to quality standards, (Fulton, 

1997). Clearly, these concerns relate to all 'non traditional' students. There is now a 

growing interest in addressing issues of student retention. This was predicted by 

Oldham (1998) who wrote that it would take a few years of serious failure rates 
following the widening of access before retention would seriously be addressed in 

the UK. Although there has always been interest in the higher education student 

experience with changes in the higher education environment (Trow, 1996; Coffield 

and Williamson, 1997). 

2.2.3 Mature students entering higher education 
Mature students approach higher education from a variety of routes. They may hold 

conventional entry qualifications, they may have completed Access courses or hold 

some other professional vocational qualification. Each entry qualification may have 

associated difficulties. Smithers and Griffin in 1986 attempted to follow up students 
to whom application forms had been sent for entry into full time higher education 

programmes, but who had failed to proceed with their application. They identified 

several factors serving to discourage students at the enquiry stage: some of these 

originated from students' circumstances (improved employment prospects, illness or 
lack of family support) but others indicated a lack of responsiveness on the part of 
the institution. Although there is no such available literature for part-time students, it 
is reasonable to argue that similar factors will apply, and probably even more 
forcibly, to part-time students. Smithers and Griffin (1986) reported that students 
were discouraged by the complexity of procedures, lack of advice and information 

and an overall discouraging response from the institution. In a study by Bourrier et al 
(1988) course leaders indicated that the application form used by both full-time and 
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part-time applicants was the same. Their study indicated that many part-time 

applicants were being asked to complete a long application form that was designed 

for completion by younger applicants to full-time courses. 

2.2.4 Sources of information for mature students entering higher education 

Whitbum et al (1976) reported that the majority of mature students found out about 

opportunities in higher education from friends, newspaper advertisements or 

employers. Some had also been provided with basic information by professional 

associations. Whilst Smithers and Griffin (1986) had similar findings, newspapers 

advertisements were rarely mentioned andcareers advisory services and libraries 

were included. In Johnston and Bailey's (1984) study, the most important source of 

information was employers. Interestingly, in light of the variety of entry 

qualifications mature students may have, they reported that only half the students 

appear to have sought advice before application and almost 1/3 had no academic 

contact before enrolment. 

Friends and personal contacts were an important source of information for more than 

half of Hollinshead and Griffin's (1990) sample, as well as careers services, libraries 

and, to a lesser extent, local information services and employers. Woodley et al 
(1987) and Locke et al (1992) noted that course prospectuses were the most 
frequently used information source and the most useful. Ball (1989) argues that 

much more can be done at the local level to raise aspirations and stimulate demand. 

Locke et al (1992) emphasises that procedures for handling enquiries i. e. before the 

application stage are more significant in the case of potential mature students than of 

students straight from school. McGivney (1996) states: 

"The importance of student loss in the early stages of a course highlights the 
importance of good pre-course contact, information and advice". 

Once students decide to enter univcrsity then personal contacts with staff and 

students become important. Locke et al (1992) draw attention to the importance of 
an institution's response to their students' initial enquiries, in such that students cited 
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the friendly nature of the personal contact as important. Both Locke (1992) and 
Chiswick (199 1) recommend staff development programmes aimed at non-academic 
'front-line' staff as well as clear signs directing students to appropriate sources of 
infonnation. 

2.2.5 Domestic commitments 
Mature students are more likely to have other family commitments as well as caring 
for children or elderly parents. There are no national data on proportion of mature 

students with such commitments, but existing sources provide figures of somewhere 
between 36% (Hollinshead and Griffith, 1990), 37% (Johnston and Bailey, 1984), 

approximately 40% (Graham, 199 I; Woodley et al, 1987) and 65% (Chiswick, 199 1). 

Data from Redpath and Robus (1989) show that 13% of single mature students have 

dependants, and among married students 75% were supporting more than one 
dependant. Although this data refers to full-time mature students it provides an 
indication of the profile of adult students with other commitments. Family 

commitments may not always present problems. However, one in five mature 

students reported severe problems caused by family commitments (Smithers and 
Griffin 1986) and Woodley et al (1987) noted that 62% of students aged 31-40 

expressed difficulties with finding time to study and attributed these to family 

demands. While institutions may not always be able to alleviate these difficulties, 

Cody (199 1) pointed out that a number of institutions actively encouraged mature 
students to apply, yet relatively few attempted to modify existing structures to 

accommodate the needs of mature students with family commitments. Blaxter and 
Tight (1994) highlight the necessity of efficient, effective and economical 
educational services for part-time students. For example, students highlight the facts 

that the university was close to their home or work and that the courses were at times 
that were convenient for them. 

2.2.6 Lack of confidence 

There is evidence that mature students entering higher education experience high 
levels of anxiety. Johnston and Bailey (1984) observed that 55% of students 
expected difficulties in coping with workloads and 38% expressed worries about 
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exams. Similarly, Woodley et al (1987) found 38 % lacked confidence in their 

abilities and women were more likely to express this than men. 

However, while institutions, particularly tutors and lecturers, need to be aware of 

possible lack of confidence in students there is a danger of perpetuating a mature 
student stereotype. Contrasting evidence does exist (Roberts and Higgins, 1992) that 

mature students have slightly more confidence in their ability to pass the course than 
their younger colleagues. Although it is frequently suggested that mature students 
need to gain more confidence, Stephenson and Percy (1989) cautioned that 

confidence is a multifaceted concept. Mattire students lack confidence in a variety of 
different areas and need help to build confidence in a variety of different directions. 

However there are students making the transition from school into higher education 
who also experience high levels of anxiety, and Rickinson and Rutherford (1995) 

conclude from a study based on new full-time undergraduates that more attention and 
resources need to be directed at the preparation for higher education stage. They 

recommend that universities should review their induction and academic support 
programmes to ensure that students need are adequately addressed. 

2.2.7 Mature learners' expectations of teaching and learning 

Cody (199 1) reported that students were unclear of the level of work involved, the 

amount of time to be spent on study seminars or in private study. The mature 

students in Roberts and Higgins' study (1992) were asked to rate their institution on 

various aspects of course delivery. They tended to rate communication with staff, 
quality of lecturing, student participation and personal support more highly than 
traditional students did. Findings like these may reflect differences between mature 
and traditional- students in terms of priorities and values. On the other hand, it may 
simply be that mature students have different expectations of the course process. 
Woodley et al (1987) also surveyed mature students for problems with their course 
and found that only a few students were reporting 'great! problems in any of the areas 
examined. The major problem was one of time management. Boumer et al (1988) 

reported a higher than average first year rate of non-completion by part-time students 
who encountered greater than expected difficulties with time management. This is in 
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contrast with Connor (1996) who remarks upon the excellent time management skills 

of the mature student. Lack of study skills and associated difficulties were reported 
by about 25% of the sample; even for that 25% they were only experienced as slight 

problems. In contrast, Smithers and Griffin (1986) reported problems with study and 

exam techniques in almost 75% of their mature students. Roderick et al (1991) 

suggested that this reflects a greater conscientiousness compared with their younger 

counterparts. Locke and Johnson (1990) caution against treating mature students as a 

special case. They claim that, whilst study skills needs should be identified and 

provision made, the assumption that such provision should be targeted specifically at 

mature students is unwarranted. .0 

Assessment procedures vary; some courses are all exams based, others are entirely 

continuously assessed, and others are a combination of the two. Students in Warner 

Weill's (1989) study voiced their concerns about exams. Students in Smithers and 
Griffirfs (1986) study generally disliked exams. For some students there was a 

perception that they actively interfered with effective learning. However, although 

reduction of formal exams may promote less superficial teaching and different 

learning approaches, the stress associated with assessment is not necessarily reduced. 
(Knox et al, forthcoming). Smithers and Griffin (1978) comment that continuous 

assessment "imposes its own form of relentless pressure throughout the course". 
Duke (1987) argued that assessment procedures would vary according to what is 

assessed, why it is assessed and who is assessed. Neither school leavers or mature 

students are homogeneous groups, and it is likely that unseen exams will advantage 
some and disadvantage others in both groups. 

2.2.8 Course organisation and mature students' perceptions 
Lack of communication was one of the most frequently mentioned problems by part- 
time students in Johnston and Bailey's (1984) study. Organisation and efficiency of 
course delivery were mentioned by a number of students in Roberts and Higgin's 
1991 study and by Johnson and Locke (1990). Efficient organisation is of 
importance to all students, but part-time students are particularly hard hit when 
lectures are cancelled or relocated at the last minute. A frequently voiced need is 
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that lecturers should take into account the fact that mature students have other 

responsibilities (Johnson and Locke, 1990; Cody, 199 1; Chiswick, 199 1). A number 

of students in Johnston and Bailey's (1984) study comment that accountability seems 

one way. For example, they are concerned that there are penalties imposed upon 

them if coursework was not submitted on time and yet there can be a considerable 

elapse of time in provision of feed back from coursework. 

2.2.9 The most popular time for students to study 

A survey carried out at the University of Portsmouth has identified that the most 

popular times for lectures are 9.00am-12.00noon and 6.00-9.00pm. The most 

unpopular time for the part-time student was between 2.00-5.00pm., (Lyons, 1993). 

There is no other available evidence of surveys investigating the most popular time 

for part-time delivery. However, institutions are increasingly varying their provision 

and modes of attendance. Flexibility of provision requires careful organisation, and 

part-time students are particularly disadvantaged if this breaks down. Flexibility of 

timetabling is an important factor in catering for mature students. As more full-time 

students work part-time the part-time/full time distinction may decrease as 

institutions choose to increase flexibility and adopt multi-session days. 

2.3 Literature review conclusions 

Whilst part-time higher education is now regarded as one of the distinctive features 

of lifelong learning the information available concerning part-time higher education 

experiences remains limited. The introduction of the Fee Waiver Scheme in 1998 

and the new initiative of Individual Learning Accounts launched in July 2000 would 
indicate that the increasing trend in part-time enrolments is set to continue. The 

number of part-time students in higher education institutions rose by 8% in 1998/99. 

(SHEFC, 2000; SFEC, 2000). 

Further knowledge about the experience of the part-time student in higher education 
is the primary focus of this research as this is the area where available information is 

most limited and it is an expanding and important area. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

3.0 Methodology 

The University of Paisley currently holds the largest database of part-time students 

on credit and accumulation and transfer programmes in Scotland. This database was 

used to identify students for the study. Analysis of data was using quantitative and 

qualitative methods. 

Rossman and Wilson (1984) suggest linking qualitative and quantitative data for 

three main reasons: 
I. To enable confirmation or corroboration of each other via triangulation. 

2. To elaborate or develop analysis, providing richer detail. 

3. To initiate new lines of thinking through attention to surprises or paradoxes, 
'turning ideas around', providing fresh insight. 

Triangulation is a powerful way of demonstrating concurrent validity, particularly in 

qualitative research (Campbell and Fiske, 1959). Using two or more methods of data 

collection to explore the part-time students' experiences reduces the chances that 

consistent findings were attributable to similarities of method (Lin, 1976). 

The data collection involved steady integrated collection of both quantitative and 
qualitative data as needed. The study therefore benefited from both numerical data 

and qualitative information. 

The data was collected and analysed simultaneously to allow important 

understandings to be discovered along the way and then pursued in additional data 

collection efforts. 
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The study involved action research. Action research (Watkins, 199 1) is designed to 

solve particular problems through a cycle of reconnaissance, planning, action and re- 

reconnaissance. Halsey (1972) offers a conventional definition of action research: 

"Action research is a small-scale intervention in the functioning of the real 

world and a close examination of the effects of such an intervention. " 

The use of action research can therefore be resolved in two stages: a diagnostic stage 
in which the problems are analysed and the hypotheses developed; and a therapeutic 

stage in which the hypotheses are tested by a consciously directed change. Changes 

were implemented and evaluated within the scope of this project. The results of the 

data analysis provided information on areas where change was necessary and 

therefore guided the exact nature of the actions taken. 

This research study involved acting after an inquiry. In the second phase, changes 

were implemented wherever feasible because of the initial outcomes. The outcome 

was then re-evaluated. 

The manner of presentation throughout this dissertation is the use of text boxes and 
script to highlight recommendations based upon the results. 

For example: 

Recommendation 1998 

* To use text boxes and script to highlight recommendationsfor action. 

Therefore these text boxes are interspersed throughout the dissertation. 

Chapter twelve details the recommendations made based only upon the findings from 

session 1999/00. It is anticipated that actions will be taken where possible and 
further procedures implemented and re-cvaluation of the students' perceptions in 
2000/1. This is the cyclical nature of action research. 
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The project plan, which related the methodology to time scale, is shown in Appendix 

A. By using an emergent design, not all the specifics were outlined in advance. It 

was recognised at the design stage that choosing an appropriate time scale for the 
investigations was important to the success of this research. 

In particular, the time scale of the action activities within this project was critical as 
it was tied to the University Annual Calendar with respect to semester dates, 

induction, enrolment and exam diet arrangements. This imposed strict time 
limitations within which the research activities were to be conducted. Any deviation 

from the planned activities would result in'serious inconsistencies and it was 

recognised that this posed as a possible threat to the investigation. 

3.1 Validity and reliability 

Most authors use the terms reliability, validity and credibility as criteria for 

robustness of their findings. 'Trustworthiness' is the term used by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) to encompass the concepts of reliability, validity and credibility. Maykut and 
Morehouse (1997) specifically discuss trustworthiness and I have adopted this 

concept as I feel that it benefits this research. Therefore, the methodology used in 

this research includes many steps that will increase the trustworthiness of the 

qualitative aspects of this research study. Reliability and validity were established by 

cross-checking similar questions and cross checking with other methods of data 

collection. 

An audit trail of the research methodology, which provides the outcomes, is provided 
in Appendix B. The multiple methods used for data collection increase the 

understanding of the phenomena of interest and were used as part of the constant 
comparative data analYsis contributing to the audit trail. 

Mishler (1990) who has made a valuable contribution to the topic of trustworthiness 
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proposes that the ultimate test is if actions are taken because of the findings: 

"The key issue becomes whether the relevant community of scientists 

evaluated reported findings as sufficiently trustworthy to rely on them for 

their own work. " 

(Mishler, 1990 p419) 

Similarly, Patton (1990) notes: 

"The ultimate test of the credibility of an evaluation report is the response of 
decision makers and information users to use that report. " 

(Patton, 1990, p3 1) 

3.2 Sample 

The enquirer's sample was drawn from a database of individuals who made enquiries 

about studying part-time. It included individuals who enquired and then enrolled and 

also those who made an enquiry and subsequently did not enrol. 

The student sample was drawn from part-time students who enrolled within the 
Department of Continuing Education and who were studying or withdrew before 

completion. 

The staff sample included the five Educational Guidance Advisors and five of the 16 

Departmental Co-ordinators. A key aspect of the role of an Education Guidance 

Advisor is to provide students with information to help students make an appropriate 

module choice. Departmental Co-ordinators are lecturers who are involved in 

teaching to Combined Awards students and in addition act as a point of contact for 

providing specific information about the content of modules or suitability of modules 
for some students. Departmental Co-ordinators were selected for in-depth 
interviews. The aims of the focus group and individual interviews were to gain a 
deeper understanding of how the part-time students' needs could be addressed. 
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Enquirer and student representativeness was achieved using simple random 

sampling. Therefore, because of probability and chance, the sample should contain 

students with characteristics similar to the part-time population as a whole. The sizes 

of the random samples were determined by exercising prudence together with 

consultation of tables which indicate the appropriate size of a sample derived from a 

mathematical formula (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970). 

A maximum variation sampling strategy was used to document diverse variations 

and identify common patterns of student behaviour (Cresswell, 1998). In this way 

the maximum variation sampling was emergent and sequential (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985) allowing building and broadening of theoretical insights in the ongoing 

process of data collection and analysis. A range of typical sampling strategies was 

employed, a brief rationale and purpose was clearly stated for each strategy with an 

evaluation of its use. Information from the research participants was collected, data 

analysed and preliminary results suggesting important variables thus identified. As a 

consequence recommendations were made and procedures agreed for future action 
based upon the evidence. 

3.3 Methods of data collection 

In this study a variety of methods of data collection were used to achieve a better 
understanding of the bchavioural patterns of the participants and increase the 

credibility of the findings. 

(a) Survey of the profile of the part-time students enrolled-in the Department of 

The data were collected using the registry database and the profile of the students 
analysed. Factors analysed were gender, age and whether or not they were bringing 
in prior credit from previous qualifications. This provided an overview of the profile 
of the population of students enrolled to study part-time within the Department of 
Continuing Education. The progression rate of the part-time student population was 
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also analysed. 

Two evening classes were attended by the researcher in the first semester of 1997 

studying on a part-time evening mode in an area of interest but not familiar to me. 
Observations were made on various aspects of the students participating in the 

studies, but the emphasis was on identifying features and understanding the reality of 

working full-time, having home and family commitments and undertaking the 

modules and assessments. A reflective diary recording observations was maintained. 
This approach of changing roles from thatof an outsider to an insider through the 

course of the ethnographic study is well documented in field research (Jorgenson, 

1989). Data were gathered using methods of participant observation (Silverman, 

1993). This provided an insight into the type of information to consider when 

exploring the part-time students' experiences, and therefore the data were used to 
inform and develop the questionnaires. 

A simple postal survey to explore the most suitable time for students to study was 

conducted in October 1998. The aim of the survey was to obtain simple frequency 

counts about preferred times and modes of study from students who were currently 

enrolled with the Department of Continuing Education and studying on a part-time 
basis. 

(d) EnQuirers' experiences 
To evaluate people's perceptions of their experience of making an enquiry to the 
University of Paisley an investigation was conducted using semi-structured telephone 
interviews. Telephone interviews were selected as the most appropriate method to 

contact the enquirers as they tend to be shorter, more focused and useful for 

contacting busy people (Harvey, 1988; Miller, 1995). In addition it was considered 
that this was the best method to contact people who had enquired and not enrolled. 
This involved telephoning individuals who made an enquiry to the University during 
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1998 with a view to starting part-time study in September 1998. Enquirers who had 

not subsequently selected to study at the University together with those who had 

become students were included in order to provide as accurate view as possible of all 

enquirers' experiences. The information gained from the interviews was both 

quantitative and qualitative, thus providing statistical data supported by interviewees' 

statements giving information at an individual level that represented general issues. 

The findings from this part of the research allowed recommendations to be made and 
implemented wherever possible in an attempt to improve the experience. To 

evaluate the effects of new procedures put in place this investigation was fully 

repeated with new students who enrolled part-time in September 1999. This allowed 
for comparative analysis following the introduction of changes made based upon the 

initial findings. 

(e) Postal Questionnaires to students about their 
-. if first few daya 

A postal questionnaire was designed to investigate the part-time students' 

perceptions of the information and guidance available to them at the University. The 

advantages of using a postal questionnaire to explore their experience included ease 

of administration and avoided bias; and the analysis reflected each student's 

experience over a similar duration and at the same time. For this reason there was no 

reminder administered after the initial contact to achieve a maximum response rate. 
It was recognised that a vital limitation of mail surveys is the difficulty of receiving 

an adequate response (Moser and Kalton, 1977). The extent of non-response is 

important as certain viewpoints may not be represented. A further disadvantage of 
the postal questionnaire was that there was no opportunity for clarifying or probing. 
However, for the purpose of this study a postal survey was identified as the most 
appropriate tool to make contact with the students. 

(f) Telephone interviews 
-with students who had informed us hat theyhad left the 

course 
Telephone interviews were used to reach those students who had informed the 
University that they had left the course. This was considered to be the most 
appropriate method to gain a response although certain precautions needed to be 
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taken when considering those who had withdrawn. However, it was considered that 

there would be greater frankness on the part of respondents and that the individual 

would feel less threatened, particularly if their reason for withdrawing was of a 

sensitive nature (Nias, in Walford, Ed., 1991: 15 1). The interviews were conducted 

using an interview schedule including closed and open questions in order to collect 
both quantitative and qualitative data. The interviews were semi-structured so that 

respondents could provide information which they thought was relevant to their 

experience when studying at the University and which influenced their decision to 
leave. It was aimed at four main issues: motivation to study, when they attended 
their classes, when they left and their reasdns for withdrawing. 

(g) Focus group with the Educational Guidance Advisors 

The five Education Guidance Advisors were brought together to discuss the topic of 
providing educational guidance. The strength of this focus group was their insight 
into the role of an Educational Guidance Advisor. In a focus group the participants' 
rather than the researcher's agenda views should predominate and the emerging data 

relies on the interaction of the group discussing the topic (Morgan, 1988: 9). In order 
that the maximum group dynamics could be achieved and so that the meeting could 
be open ended but to the point, the researcher did not participate and asked two 

researchers within the University to chair the focus group. 

(h) Interviews with th(--Del2artmental Co-ordinators 
In depth interviews with Departmental Co-ordinators focussed on their perception of 
their role as a Departmental Co-ordinator and communication links with students and 
Educational Guidance Advisors. A semi-structured interview schedule was 
constructed which also considered possible prompts and probes to enable the 
interviewer to ask respondents to extend, elaborate, add to, provide detail for, clarify 
or qualify their response. Patton (1980: 238) discusses the hallmarks of successful 
interviewing and the importance of prompting and probing to address the depth, 

comprehension and honesty of the responses. The ethical dimension of the interview 

was borne in mind, ensuring informed consent and confidentiality. The interviews 

were taped and transcribed. The interview data was collected and interpreted and 
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clusters and emerging themes noted. The interviewees each received a copy of their 

transcript to confinn that it fairly reflected the interview. 

(i) Student programme questionnaires 

All course leaders issue student programme questionnaires providing feedback on 

various factors at the end of Semester 2 to all students. The Combined Awards 

students receive them by post. The results provided qualitative and quantitative data 
from many part-time students studying in 1998/9 and these results provided an 
interesting study by comparing responses from the respondents with results from the 

research into the new part-time student experiences. The emerging themes gave 
further validity to other findings from the experiences of the new students and 
identified features important to all part-time students and not only new part-time 
students. 

The questionnaires are optically read and analysed quantitatively by an optical mark 
analyser. The information is fed into a computer and the database product, Pinpoint, 

makes the data presentation. Responses to open questions were coded and 

qualitatively analysed. 

3.4 Confidentiality 

The use of follow-ups is clearly an important feature of questionnaire surveys. 
However, this means that the survey is not anonymous. The questionnaire and 
respondents' replies were treated as confidential and the only biographical 

information recorded during the telephone interviews was gender. It was hoped that 

current students would be more likely to give their true perceptions of their 

experience as a part-time student if an assurance about confidentiality was made. 
The research was conducted in line with the University guidelines for ethical 

research with human subjects, (Appendix C). 
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3.5 Data analysis 

3.5.1 Qualitative analysis 
A constant comparative method to analyse the data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was 

used. This non-mathematical procedure is designed to identify themes and patterns 
in qualitative data. The findings were systematically analysed using an audit trail 

and the findings presented descriptively and using matrices, (Miles and Huberman, 

1994). 

3.5.2 Quantitative analysis 
Numerical analysis includes descriptive accounts, and statistical testing to establish 
confidence in results. The software package, SPSS, was used to analyse the data 

quantitatively. A frequently used statistic was the chi-square statistic for aW 
contingency table. The CROSSTABS command in SPSS was used to process the 
data. The chi-square statistic measures the difference between a statistically 
generated expected and an actual result to see if there is a significant difference 
between them. The chi-square statistic addresses the notion of statistical 
significance, itself based on notions of probability. However, it is important to 
highlight that only those results which had values which reached a statistical 
significance are reported and used as an aid to illuminate and aid the qualitative 
analysis. 

3.6 Enquirers' Experiences 

3.6.1 Population and Data Collection Procedure, 1998 
The population included in this part of the investigation was individuals who made 
enquiries to the University of Paisley during 1998 to receive further information on 
part-time learning opportunities available to them in the academic year 1998/9. The 
enquirers included those who became students at the University and those who did 
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not. This was in an attempt to remove any bias towards positive responses and to 

give an accurate a view as possible of the experiences of individuals making an 

enquiry about part-time learning opportunities. 

A list of 110 enquirers for accessing part-time courses in September 1998 who did 

not enrol at the University was selected randomly from a University Direct database 

within Corporate Communications. Another list of 110 enquirers was randomly 

selected from the total number of part-time students who had newly enrolled at the 

University. Ten names from each list were used to pilot the semi-structured 

telephone interview. As a result of the pilot, several minor changes were made to the 

questionnaire to enhance interviewees' understanding of the questions and to take 

account of their likely responses. Each interview was conducted using a script but 

allowing for differences in the interviewee's response. The introduction was 

particularly important to explain the reason for the call and to break the ice with 
interviewees and gain agreement to take part and answer the questions asked (Frey 

and Oishi, 1995). Each interview lasted between five to ten minutes. Forty 

individuals from each group were interviewed. Each individual was selected 

systematically on a random basis within the practical limitations of the study. This 

should be taken into account when considering population representativeness. For 

consistency all the interviews were carried out on Mondays to Thursdays after 6pm. 

A pre-printed questionnaire (Appendix D) was completed whilst interviewing each 

person. This included closed and open questions in an attempt to acquire 

quantitative data whilst allowing individuals the freedom to outline their perceptions 

of their enquiry experience. The questionnaire focussed on: 

" when, why and in what manner their initial enquiry was made; 

" what information the enquirer sought and whether this was received; 

" the perceived usefulness of the prospectus and information sessions; 

" whether the enquiry experience could be improved; 

" the reason for making a decision on whether or not to study at the University; 

" if they chose not to study at the University did they opt to study elsewhere; 

" the intended goal of each individual at time of enquiry. 
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The results of this survey provided an understanding of the important aspects of the 

enquirer's experience, allowed recommendations to be made and new procedures to 
be implemented to address issues raised. 

3.6.2 Population and data collection procedure, 1999 

This investigation was conducted in exactly the same manner for students who had 

enrolled for the first time in September 1999 and the results compared. As a 

consequence of the previous years gender analysis of enquirers who participated in 

the study additional information was collected from the database on the gender of 

enquirers in 1999. 

3.7 New students' experiences: First days and first semester 

3.7.1 Population and data collection procedure 
The sample involved 200 individuals selected on a random basis from the 567 new 

part-time students who had, at that time, enrolled with the Department of Continuing 

Education for semester one, 1998/9 excluding those students who had already been 

involved in responding to the enquiry experience. This was to minimise the effect of 
the questionnaire becoming part of their experience. 

A postal questionnaire (Appendix E) was designed to examine the experiences of 
part-time Continuing Education students during their first semester at the University. 
This included three aspects of the learning context they experienced during the first 
few days: 

Information provided to new part-time students during their first few days on: 
I. Dates and Times: was there adequate information on important dates 

such as induction, timetables, semester dates? 
2. Places: was the information provided to them useful and did they find it 

difficult to navigate around the campus? 
3. People: were the students aware of whom their personal Education Guidance 
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