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External forces such as structural changes of societies, global economies, and personal inquisitions, have led to a 
need of lifelong learning and the learning of skills and qualifications, which not only is an adaptation to change 
but also the developing of autonomous agency generating change for one’s self (Chappell et al, 2003; 
MacFadgeon, 2007).  Resultantly, many traditional age students treat university like a leisure activity, whereas 
many mature students treat university as a necessity to better themselves, yet they are not being admitted or, while 
in university, they are experiencing numerous difficulties (Marks, 2002). However, by adjusting teaching 
moments to, for example, moments of transformative learning as well as involving “participation in constructive 
discourse to use the experience of others to assess reasons justifying these assumptions, and making an action 
decision based on the resulting insight,” returning students could be better poised to maximize their learning 
potential (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 7, 8).  
 
Key Points from Literature 
 

 Basic adult learning principles to consider for returning students on campus: a) Learner’s need to know – 
why, what and how; b) Self-concept of the learner – autonomous and self-directing; c) Prior experience 
of the learner  - resource and mental models; d) Readiness to learn – life related and developmental tasks; 
e) Orientation to learning – problem centred and contextual; f) Motivation to learn – intrinsic value and 
personal payoff (Knowles, Holton & Swanson, 1998). 

 Mature students use learning and study strategies more appropriately and frequently than traditional 
students. Mature students are able to process information and select key points that are relevant to their 
learning, select self-testing strategies more so than traditional students and perform significantly better on 
exams, since because returning students do not need as significant amount of guidance and direction as 
traditional students (Devlin, 1996; Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Shacklady et al., 2009; Sheard, 2009). 

 Mature students frequently disclose that they possess ‘rusty study skills’, low self-confidence and 
apprehension around re-entering college. Despite, mature students do just as well or better than traditional 
students in higher education (Brodie et al., 2009; Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Kasworm, 2010). 

 Prior to returning to school, mature students tend to take inventory of personal assets and skills that could 
be helpful in successfully navigating through a renewed schooling experience (e.g., work ethic, previous 
schooling experiences, optimistic and resilient attitude) (MacFadgeon, 2007).  

 Mature students experience financial, relationship and learning stress (Fleming & Murphy, 1997; Kallar 
& Ó hAodha, 2008; Kinser & Deitchman, 2008; McGivney, 2004). Resultantly, they might study on a 
part-time basis, and therefore, prolong their experience at university. Further, mature students are more 
likely to attend a local university, regardless if it is the best or most appropriate fit for their aims. 
Qualifications might be out of date and they lack confidence in their ability to keep up in the coursework 
(McGivney, 2004; Ramsay et al., 2007). 

 Mature students enjoy their courses, academic life, and being a student; however, they might be unhappy 
about the amount of time they have with lecturers, the amount of guidance they receive, and general 
awareness of mature students’ special needs (Inglis & Murphy, 1999). 

 The specialized knowledge that mature students bring to the classroom situates them as “experts,” which, 
in effect, causes them to restrict alternative approaches to knowledge. There are anxieties over whether 
they are doing the right thing, (re)learning how to study, working though math and science, and how 
outside commitments affect their student life (Knights & McDonald, 1982). 

 Mature students centred on their beliefs and actions as a learner in consideration of other competing life 
roles to a) become a goal-oriented learner, b) being self-reliant and persistent, and c) valuing one’s active 
learning engagement (Kasworm, 2010). 



 It is important to learn how to learn, and in what ways the mature student learns. Learning strategies and 
styles are diverse (Hoult, 2006). For instance, there has to be greater emphasis on reflective learning for 
mature students given the busy circumstances that they work in (Brodie et al., 2009). 

 Mature students should expect a degree of anxiety in between completion of their studies and the start of 
new employment (Drury et al., 2008). 

 In regard to library assistance, mature students are more likely to require additional assistance when 
searching for specific information, despite having received library instruction. Furthermore, mature 
students are more likely to access library resources during the weekend (Ismail, 2009; Kallar & Ó 
hAodha, 2008). 

 
Recommendations 
 

 Faculty members need to develop classes with a comprehensive pedagogy to cater to their students 
learning differences (Brodie et al., 2009; Justice & Dornan, 2001; Philbert et al, 2008; Tardiff, 2006; 
Tovar, 2008). 

 The face-to-face small group tutorial is important in the first year, as this increases the likelihood of 
receiving the desired support, sharing information and providing companionship (Barton Pernal, 2009; 
Ramsay et al., 2007; Ritenburg, 2006). 

 Mature students need to make adjustments and ensure their emotional and physical wellness continue on 
into their education. Eating well, exercising and keeping an upbeat spirit are crucial elements to success 
(Hoult, 2006). 

 Recruitment strategies should include relevant policy instruments instead of recruiting mature students as 
a means to meet students’ moral and social obligations (Dæhlen& Ure, 2010). 

 Provide a comprehensive, multi-modal orientation that takes place through distance learning and face-to-
face meetings in order to ensure a more successful transition among mature students (Wozniak et al, 
2009) 

 Adjust classrooms for the required physiological comfort that is a part of the aging process (e.g., 
providing larger television screens, using larger signs, speaking with a loud and clear voice, etc.) (Barton 
Pernal, 2009). 
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