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C H A P T ER 1

Being a mature-aged
student in a university setting
Jill Scevak
Robert Cantwell
University of Newcastle

Once, at our university, we enrolled a number of former tradesmen into a training
course to become secondary school teachers. The course was compressed from
three years’ study into two years, and the students were really feeling the
pressure. None of them had studied at university before. While all of them were
feeling increasingly overwhelmed, they also believed that the difficulties they
were facing were their own fault—their lack of competence compared to their
younger peers. They were embarrassed that their younger peers appeared to be
coping so easily.
Prior to a lecture one day, one of the editors was chatting to this group. They
were talking about their reactions to university study, and were wondering if
there was any ‘sage’ advice that could be given to make their lives a bit easier.
There was no recipe, of course. On hearing that there was a complete literature
‘out there’ documenting exactly the feelings they were describing, on a national
and international level, they reacted quite strangely.
‘You mean to say that everyone feels like this, that we are normal?’
A brief ‘Yes’ was sufficient for them to say, ‘Well, that’s okay, then—we’ll see
you in the lecture’.
This anecdote represents a very important principle: the Principle of
Normalcy. It tells us that events, experiences and situations can sometimes be
quite confronting, frightening and distressing. Well, we knew that! This principle
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also tells us that the effects of these events, experiences and situations are at their
worst when we believe we are the only ones experiencing them. If, however, we
understand that this is a shared experience, that we are not alone in our fears and
confusions, we find a sense of comfort. If everyone is finding this experience, event
or situation new, different, intimidating, then it must be something to do with the
event, the experience or the situation—not the person! In short, this is normal.
Since you are now reading this book, you have most likely made the first
and most difficult decision—you have decided to embark on a course of study at
university. The decision to take a step is always harder than actually taking it.
So we can begin this book by complimenting you on your success in achieving
that first, critical step. Our concern now is to assist you through the next stage.
How do you manage the challenges of the study program you have chosen to
undertake? There is little doubt that over the time you spend in your study
at university, many thoughts, events and experiences are going to occur that
you will find challenging, and sometimes even threatening, to your continued
enrolment. There is also little doubt that at times in your study you will expe
rience a wonderful sense of exhilaration in what you are doing and have achieved.
Through this book, we hope to draw on the experiences of former students and
educationists to help you keep the balance in favour of exhilaration; to provide
you, through the principle of normalcy, with a sense that the step you are taking
into the academic world is one that you can cope with and can use to achieve your
ultimate objective.
All change involves adjustment. In life we usually only need to deal with one
change at a time, such as when we move house, and there is rarely a shortage of
good advice and help in doing this. In entering a university environment for the
first time, however, we are often entering a phase of change that is much broader
in its effects than those changes we have dealt with previously. There is a new
culture for us to adapt to—the academic world—with all of the learning and study
demands and expectations that come with it. Our social and interpersonal world
will often be challenged, our trusted support networks may not be familiar with
the demands of the university environment and may be less able to be supportive
than was the case in other situations. The balancing of work, study and family
may become oppressive. Feelings of inadequacy, doubt and uncertainty may well
influence our thinking and create a sense of there being almost insurmountable
obstacles. How do we manage these ‘normal’ feelings and reactions? What strate
gies do we have available that will help us adjust to and ultimately master this
new and challenging environment we have chosen to enter?
The aim of this book is to address the concerns of students highlighted in
the questions above, and to help you be successful at university study and still
achieve a balanced life. Every student knows that she or he will need to attend
lectures and take notes, but how do you do that effectively? There are usually
lots of required and recommended readings connected with a course. How do
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I read and summarise the required readings to maximise my understanding of
the topic? How do I balance the competing demands of relationships, family,
work, recreation and study? How do I overcome the feelings of self-doubt, fear of
failure and inadequacy? The chapters in this book aim to help you manage these
concerns.
The experience of university will change you. You will change as a result of
your learning experiences, both within and beyond the learning required for
assessment tasks and exams. Your ways of thinking will change—you will see
the world through a ‘different lens’, you will experience personal growth and
development and will gain confidence at the end. Furthermore, you will achieve
this within a context that is challenging, fraught with difficulty, potentially
intimidating and often impersonal. It will be a huge step well worth taking.
The book is divided into four sections. Each section comprises a number of
chapters around a central theme. You need not read the book sequentially; choose
chapters on the topics you are particularly interested in.
Section 1: Taking the step: Some stories of success is about success; illustrated
through the stories of four students who have experienced different kinds of
challenges but who all prevailed. Keep their stories in mind as you read through
the remainder of the book. The chapters in this section outline the experiences of
mature-aged students who have taken the step to study, on campus or distance. We
find out about their trials and tribulations, and how they overcame the challenges
of university study, their self sabotaging and the ways in which they juggled the
demands of study, family relationships and financial needs. The section showcases
four different success stories:
• Alan, a ‘bloke’ who made the transition from metal worker to a masters degree
in management
• Glenna, who raised a family before returning to study
• Stephanie, who overcame a huge cultural transition to succeed at university
• Julie, who returned to higher education through the road of distance
education.
They differ in age, gender, race, marital status and family backgrounds, but
they all overcame common obstacles in their own unique ways. Let’s hope their
stories will inspire and give you courage in taking on the challenges of your
journey in university study.
Section 2: Some stepping stones: Strategies and skills for a successful learning expe
rience is concerned mainly with aspects of the academic experience; with the
skills, abilities and strategies you might learn and use in coming to terms with
the academic demands of university study. It provides a wide range of practical
strategies for success in learning at university. The section begins with a chapter
on adapting to the university culture, outlining the unique features of this
culture, as well as the expectations and rituals to smooth your transition into it.
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It addresses the fear of the unknown by making it known. Chapter 7 provides a
range of tools to help you operate within this culture, take useful notes at lectures
and learn to read academic texts. Chapter 8 suggests ways to put you in touch
with your ‘personal capital’; that is, to draw on strengths that you already have
to overcome the challenges in this new culture. It’s easy to lose touch with your
strengths when you are in a state of anxiety or fear and in a new setting. Chapter 9
addresses creeping self-doubt—practical ways to minimise the ‘culture shock’;
that feeling that there is something wrong with you, that maybe you don’t belong
here. Chapters 10 and 12 provide ways to help you get in touch with the formal
and informal support networks available in both on-campus and distance forms
of study. Chapter 11 is the beginner’s guide to technology and its use as a study
tool.
Section 3: More stepping stones: Strategies and skills for managing life with
study examines the experience of university study from a broader perspective,
acknowledging that your academic work is only part of the total experience. How
do you manage ‘all of life’ in such a demanding environment? Which strategies
and skills do you need to employ in order to manage your life during university
study? Chapter 13 delivers ‘postcards from the other side’; real-life examples of
the culture shock that students experienced and how they overcame it. It talks
about managing your inner life, getting rid of that ‘baggage’ and that critical voice
that may be leading you on the wrong path or sabotaging your road to success.
Chapter 14 highlights ways to manage your outer life; the commitments you
have to the outside world while you are studying at university. Chapter 15 looks
at integrating a new role into your identity, one that you are now acquiring as
a result of being a student at university. It also examines how this new role may
impact on the nature of your interactions with friends, family and loved ones.
Chapter 16 features real-life stories of how some students managed university
study in their own ways.
Finally, in Section 4: Afterwords, we look beyond your time at university, and
ask you to think of your future. Chapter 17 highlights the importance of planning
for life and work after you finish your studies, and how this is related to what you
currently do. This chapter reminds us that the decisions we make as students
are the foundations for our planning for the future. The final chapter combines
the themes that have emerged from the previous pages. Here, we stress the
importance of having an optimistic view of your experiences. If you plan for
the difficulties, they will have a tendency to be less confronting; if you plan for a
successful experience, you will probably achieve it.
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‘A bloke’s story’:
From an apprenticeship to
a masters degree
Alan Hales
University of Newcastle

With an apprenticeship in the metal trades behind me, I was working as a mech
anical draftsman in a sector of the manufacturing industry that appeared to be
in decline. Having decided to investigate alternative employment opportunities,
I sought advice from the careers counsellors at the University of Newcastle.
It was during this visit that I became aware of the Open Foundation program,
which offered mature-aged students academic preparation for admission to
undergraduate programs. I had left school after Year 10 and had not had prior
aspirations to attend university. When I found out that Open Foundation required
only two part-time courses to be completed over the course of a year, I decided
to sign up, hoping that no one would notice my lack of academic pedigree. Until
this point, my view of the world had been influenced largely by the media, and the
little I had read. Prior to this I had never really had cause to question the views
expressed in the evening news, nor had I recognised the possibility that there
may have been an alternative point of view. All of this was about to change, as
I soon found myself in very unfamiliar territory.
When I attended the orientation session for the program, it was a relief to dis
cover that many of my future classmates were also doing their best just to blend
in, and there seemed to be a consensus that people like us had no right to be there.
I had chosen to focus on Australian history and legal studies, as had many others,
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but I was unaware of the high attrition rate and that many of the people I had just
met would soon fade away. My first challenges were finding my way around the
huge campus and learning to navigate my way around the library. After the initial
introductory sessions, everything became very confusing for me. There were no
right or wrong answers and there appeared to be a complete lack of certainty.
It seemed that authors writing about significant events in Australian history
had alternative points of view, and it was unclear how they could all be right.
As I left my Australian history lectures and tutorials, unsure of which author
was right, I was disappointed to discover just as much uncertainty in my legal
studies course. I had taken a significant step without realising it. I was beginning
to understand that any body of written work is informed by the life experience,
perspective, motivation and paradigm of its authors. Study at higher education
level is about strength of argument and recognising that conflicting points of view
can legitimately coexist, but this was yet to become clear to me.
The next major challenge was to learn how to present written work in the
correct format, using the appropriate system of referencing. This was a signi
ficant hurdle, as I had never previously attempted to write an essay. Having a set
word limit in the thousands seemed incomprehensible to me. One of the strengths
of the Open Foundation program was that the tutors provided lots of feedback
and gradually built on a series of tasks that were each more demanding than
the last. This guidance was ideal preparation for the demands of undergraduate
study, and I remain convinced that without this preparation I would have really
struggled at undergraduate level. Full credit should also go to the library staff,
as no question was too trivial for them as I stumbled around the building,
attempting to understand the Dewey decimal system and to interact with the
electronic catalogue and reference materials. I also had a lot to learn about the role
of the lecturers. I left each lecture with writer’s cramp. I would have learnt so
much more if I had just put down the pen and listened to the lecturers, rather
than attempting to get every word down on paper in a vain attempt to record the
quote that would allow me to pass the final exam simply by quoting it. This was
the next major lesson for me, as the lecturers rarely told us what they thought,
but rather pointed us in the right direction to help us make up our own minds.
Higher education is largely about self-directed learning, which teaches one how
to scrutinise various arguments and define one’s own position, based on the
points of view expressed across a body of work.
It is fair to say that very little made much sense during the early stages of
the program, but with the feedback I received for each piece of work I attempted,
things began to become clearer. This was reinforced by discussions in the
tutorial sessions, which were often robust. Various positions were advanced and
defended in these sessions, and reluctant members of the group were encouraged
to participate. Soon, I found my confidence growing and I was becoming less
concerned about the final exams that were rapidly approaching. Preparing for
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the final exams was nerve racking because the examination process at this level
was also unfamiliar to me. I had come a long way over the course of a year, and
there were significantly fewer of us at the final exams than there were at the
induction sessions. All went well for me, and I achieved good results. Based on
these results I gained admission to a bachelor of arts program, which I hoped
would be a stepping stone to gaining entry to the combined arts/law program.
With the support of those friends and family who didn’t think I had taken leave of
my senses, I took on a full-time study load in the bachelor of arts program.
The Open Foundation program had truly set the foundations for undergradu
ate study and, although I was still not fully aware of the lessons I had learnt in
the previous year, I was able to at least apply some of these principles to new areas
of study. I was familiar with the campus and the library, and I thought I knew
how to present work using the appropriate referencing system. The program
had also provided me with valuable experience in researching essay topics and
the structure of an essay—without which I doubt I would have lasted a semester.
There was, however, a significant change in the dynamics of the student body
that I had not anticipated. There were clearly two groups of students: those
straight out of school and those, like me, who had taken up higher education after
a gap in their formal education. The Open Foundation students had, in many
respects, been driven by a common purpose and were prepared to help each other
along the way. This was very different to my experience at undergraduate level,
where there was clearly more open competition. School leavers and mature-aged
students were not only in competition for books and the material available on
short-term loan in the library; there was a level of resentment evident between
the two groups that I did not understand but certainly experienced.
Having initially chosen the bachelor of arts program, it was difficult to choose
from the many disciplines of study available. History seemed like a safe choice in
addition to my having some interest in the discipline, English looked interesting
and sociology also appeared to have something to offer. I was completely taken
by surprise by the work demands of each course, which seemed overwhelming,
and I was glad that I had chosen to take just three courses each semester, rather
than four. If I learned nothing else in my first year, I very quickly became skilled
at time management. There simply was not enough time to devote to every aspect
of everything covered in each course. I had to determine which components of
the courses required detailed knowledge and which only cursory attention. The
tutors seemed to have an uncanny knack of zero-ing in on students unfamiliar
with the required reading, and so I found myself caught out on a few occasions
before I got the balance right. In addition to coming to grips with the required
reading, I was learning that an essay topic was not simply an invitation for me to
provide my opinion, but rather an opportunity to engage with an existing body
of work.
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On receiving the results of my essays early in each course, I decided to ask my
tutors how I could improve on my results. Although, as with most things, the
significance of the advice I received was not immediately apparent, it was one of
the most significant pieces of academic advice I was to receive. An essay question
is set within the context of a body of written work and rarely exists in isolation.
It is, therefore, very important to read widely across that body of work and to
formulate a response to an essay question within the context of that body of
work. When encountering an essay topic, it is important to examine the various
academic perspectives and present an argument addressing these perspectives.
This is not to say that an undergraduate cannot have a valid opinion outside of
an existing body of work, but rather to say that an essay addressing existing
arguments demonstrates a scholarly ability to engage with a discipline—which
makes university a rewarding experience. As I began to understand this, my
results improved and I started to question what I saw around me. The evening
news became less ‘black and white’ as I considered the possibility of alternative
perspectives and the likelihood of alternative perspectives gaining a voice.
First year turned into second year, which quickly turned into third year, and
even though I never gained admission to that combined arts/law degree, I did
qualify for a bachelor of arts degree and felt that by the end I had earned the
right to be there and that I had achieved a great deal despite my lack of academic
pedigree.
Despite the important lessons learned along the way and what I saw as a valu
able experience, it became clear that my employment opportunities had not
improved significantly with a bachelor of arts degree, and so I relocated to Sydney
to address the situation. Soon after gaining employment it appeared that a
vocational postgraduate qualification might help to improve my prospects, so
I sought and gained admission to a graduate diploma in management and subse
quently a master of management at a university in Sydney. On the basis of my
achievements at undergraduate level I felt academically prepared for postgraduate
coursework, but it soon became evident that the focus and objectives of post
graduate study in a business school were very different to those at undergraduate
level in the humanities. Almost every coursework unit in the business school
required a significant amount of group work and therefore the focus of the overall
program was largely on group dynamics in situations in which a group had a
common purpose. There was an expectation that each member of a group would
contribute more or less equally to a project and much time was spent negotiating
each member’s contribution and the roles of those in a group. It seemed less
academically rigorous than an undergraduate degree in the humanities, but it was
just as demanding and certainly had more vocational outcomes.
After initially leaving school to take up a trade and having no aspirations to
go to university, I certainly have taken a curious path with the completion of
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a tertiary preparation program, a bachelor of arts and a master of management.
It was only after completing these programs that I began to fully understand
what I had learnt along the way. Within an academic environment there are
often no right or wrong answers, and each argument is judged on its merits while
legitimately coexisting with conflicting arguments. The role of a lecture is to
draw your attention to the various arguments surrounding a particular issue, in
order to facilitate the development of a personal position based on critical analysis.
This is one of the most significant aspects of higher education, as you learn to
think independently and approach a problem from a variety of perspectives. As a
mature-aged student entering university after a significant break in my formal
education, the main obstacle for me was a lack of belief in myself, which I overcame
only through perseverance and ignoring any negative influences I encountered.
I would encourage anyone of mature age to embark on this journey and, who
knows, you may surprise yourself as much as I did.
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A late blooming:
A new career in later life
Glenna Lear
University of South Australia

Completing a university degree was something I had wanted to do for most
of my adult life. I had unsuccessfully attempted some university subjects while
at teachers college many years ago, and put my failure down to immaturity.
I also had not completed the fifth year of secondary school, which at the time
was optional. After several years of teaching and travelling, I realised that I was
capable of achieving my dream. But then marriage and full-time parenting
intervened and yet again it seemed unachievable, particularly as we lived on a
farm in remote rural South Australia.
Life changes. By the time I was 50 the farm had been sold, my four sons had
flown the nest and I re-entered the workforce as a casual, part-time instructor
at TAFE. We no longer went scuba diving and now, instead of being physically
active, I chose a more sedentary interest, which required me to sit down and stay
in one place. After devoting much of my adult life to my family it was time to
develop a new and independent identity to take me into the next stage of my life.
In 1997 I applied to the South Australian Tertiary Admission Centre
(SATAC) for admission to the University of South Australia as a mature-aged,
adult education student, a surprisingly easy process. Although the first semester
had already started, I soon received my first package of study material and was
‘in business’. At the time, my aim was to prove to myself that I could achieve
at university level. I wanted to understand current thinking on the political,
economic and social changes taking place in societies throughout the world.
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