
 

  
As a mature student, it always amazes me how fast my time at university has 
gone.  A lot of it is probably because I have no time to stop and think.  I feel like I 
am seamlessly going from one semester to the next, fuelled only by my 
enthusiasm for the subject of study, strong espresso and of course visualising 
that moment I get to walk across the stage to receive my diploma in front of my 
kids and family!  Being realistic however, many of us who are nearing the end of 
their degree are feeling a little apprehensive about what things might be like with 
the current situation.  Will we be able to don that cap and gown and pose for 
photos outside what has been our other “home” for these past years?   
 
Completing your degree is a milestone that absolutely deserves a celebration.  
And it is thanks to the creative approaches by staff at York that these 
celebrations are still able to take place, albeit virtually.  I was honoured to attend 
ACMAPS’s Mature Student Community Celebration for the class of 2021 on June 
24th. This event featured words of congratulations and intro from Navinie 
Somaroo-Durga (Coordinator, Mature Student Success).  We then had a 
welcome speech from Brian Poser (Director, Academic Success and Transition 
Programming), and this was followed by the key-note speaker, York Alumni, 
Leigh Sanger, and a Q&A panel with three recent graduates.  The celebration 
closed with several graduates sharing their favourite memories at York and some 
closing remarks.  I feel that it is important to share some key moments and words 
of reflection from this event because the sense of community and celebration 
really made me realise that this is what it is all about. 
 
Brian Poser’s welcome speech reflected on the challenges of studying during the 
pandemic.  He congratulated all the graduates on their successes and ultimately 
their transformation into new people as they reach the end of this phase in their 
academic journeys.  In his words, “the learning never stops, and the graduation is 
not just about gowns and walking on the stage, but about who you become!”   
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Now, I thought these words were enough to get me feeling choked-up inside, but 
then the keynote speaker started her speech!  Leigh Sanger graduated in 
concurrent primary education in 2012 and is now a Middle School Teacher and 
Librarian at Peel District School Board.  She reflected on the many amazing 
memories, trying times and things that have brought her to where she is now.  
Sanger’s life has not always been easy, but she emphasised the importance of 
making the most of the rewards that life has to offer.  Sanger offered three 
“nuggets of wisdom”: 
 
1 – “Know your self”: What does self-care mean to you?  Because this is different 
for everyone, it is important to know what to prioritise to help you succeed.  As a 
mature student, you may have a better understanding of this, but it is important to 
acknowledge that it may take longer than you thought, and the path may not be 
as straight as you may have envisaged.  
 
2 – “It is important to befriend change”:  In Sanger’s case, her previous jobs 
taught her what she did not want from life.  The changes in her circumstances 
through becoming a single mom prompted her to go back to school and pursue 
an undecided major degree.  Through continued self-exploration she focused on 
her love of children and learning so it was a natural transition to go into 
concurrent education.   
 
3 – “Taking a risk to pivot in life is what helps you through the hard days”:  
It is important to look back at where you came from and how far you have come.  
Celebrate the smallest of milestones and always reflect on where you started to 
where you are now.  Even if not all your goals are clearly set, it is important to 
focus on the present moment and listen to your instincts. It is also very important 
to have faith in your journey and clear self-doubt you may be holding on to.     
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
In the panelist Q&A session, Navinie Somaroo-Durga posed questions to ex peer 
mentors and recent graduates: Alan Feiman (BA Psychology); Katalin Halasz 
(BA Hons. Psychology); and Anahita Kabiliravy (BA Political Science) about their 
experiences.  Speaking on how they started their academic adventures, Alan 
became a student again many years after starting (and consequently dropping 
out) from York.  He pursued many jobs across a variety of industries before 
deciding to get back to higher education.  Katalin came to Canada over 30 years 
ago and decided to pursue a degree after seeing her own daughter graduate and 
realising it was her opportunity to do something for herself.  Anahita, a first-
generation immigrant, worked hard to provide for her family all her life.  After 
successfully selling her business and seeing her own children grow up, she also 
took the chance of pursuing higher education.  She remembered how welcoming 
and supportive ACMAPS, and York was towards mature students.  The fears that 
she had about being the oldest student and not fitting in, were very quickly 
dissipated.   
 
When asked to reflect on their experiences as mature students, Alan said he 
never felt he did not fit in and as a mature student.  He felt more confident in 
engaging with professors and never felt singled out by the younger peers. 
Anahita acknowledges that her experience in her 50s never left her feeling 
isolated.  Despite the initial anxiety about being the oldest in the classroom, she 
felt that students of all ages gravitated to her wanting to connect and form study 
groups.  This made her feel integrated into the student community and helped 
her build a stronger bond with her own children through the shared experiences 
of university life.  Katalin experienced being mistaken for a professor on several 
occasions which at first was slightly intimidating; however, she felt that making 
friends came easily once she engaged with those seated around her during 
lectures. 
All panelists shared the same advice to always engage with others actively 
around you, the course material and with professors.  Forming friendships and 
connections is important aspect of feeling supported and having a positive study 
experience.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 
Some words of wisdom offered by all the panelists were:  
 

 Keep trying and do not get discouraged if someone says something is 
difficult.        

 Smile and talk to people because they are probably feeling intimidated 
also! 

 Apply your work and life experiences as a mature student to your studies. 
 Reach out to ACMAPS Peer mentors and other resources. 
 Do not be afraid to ask for help from professors and Tas because they 

want to see you succeed. 
 Most importantly, enjoy the journey and never take for granted your 

privilege to access the wealth of knowledge and experiences offered at 
York University.  

 
Following some closing remarks and some anecdotes and stories from graduate 
attendees about their time at York, the celebration drew to a close.  It was a real 
privilege to hear such words of inspiration, reflection and celebration from staff, 
keynote speaker and the panelists.  The sense of community really shone 
through and made the event feel more than just another zoom meeting.  
Congratulations again to all our mature student graduates and thank you for the 
mental final push that I needed.  I hope the words of wisdom reflected here can 
give you that push also to the next stage of your academic journey. 
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