Hear it from the experts! 

The following mature student profiles include some very valuable comments, regardless of degree, so it is well worth while reading each in order to appreciate the range of viewpoints offered:
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· Name:  
Karen H.
· Age: 

36 

· Degree:  
Law LLB (Hons.)

· Route:  
Access to H.E., South Cheshire College, Crewe.

· Profile:  
It seemed daunting at first, but 5 minutes after walking through the University of Liverpool Law School’s doors I felt a sense of utter pride and achievement, as I am the first of my generation in my family to go to University.

It’s been a strange journey starting with an Access to HE course in college, surrounded by 17 year olds.  However, after one or two days mingling and chatting to other mature students on my own and other courses (there are loads) I felt totally at ease and at home in the college library, campus and sports centre.  

The first week at university is a blur as there is so much information to take in, but it’s really very fun too.  I’m in my 3rd week now and I have attended subject specific lectures and my first tutorial.  I’ve joined the Bar and Legal Society and get to spend some time on a running machine in the student gym as I’m training for my first half marathon.  The first week is an information gathering and task-led week.  I’ve attended a law library tour and had to complete a set of exercises to ensure I know how to understand and use the variety of systems, such as how to find a specific section in a book and e-source resources.  I’ve walked around the campus and found out where everything is from coffee shops, Tesco and Blackwell’s bookstore, to Computer Services who offer drop in sessions to assist with many computer related problems such as getting linked to the university system.

During my second week I bought more books and figured out my work schedule by reading my handouts and highlighting what I had to do for the forthcoming week – I strongly recommend this as it helps ease the pressure of the looming workload so much! 
 I also spent some time getting to know my fellow students by having lunch together in the different eating establishments around the University and a night out in the Student Guild bar, which I enjoyed even though I am sure I was the oldest person there.  

Lecture timetables are easy to follow, although daunting at first and for this year I have 10 hours per week actually on campus, sitting in lecture halls attending lectures.  For example on a Monday I have 2 one-hour lectures, and on Tuesdays I have 3 one-hour lectures.  

However don’t be fooled by thinking that 10 hours per week is all that’s required!  In addition to these hours, as an independent learner I spend between 6 and 8 hours a day on campus, which is because I treat this degree as a job and I prefer to do my reading and preparation during the day in the fantastic 24-hour library.  This option allows me to make use of the reservoir of computers to get on the internet and access the electronic law sources, although should I wish to work from home I have access to e-sources via the University student log-in portal.

During my first week I did have a few panic moments when I thought that I would not be able to cope with what looked like a demanding workload ahead.  However, once I talked to the other mature students and told them how I was feeling, I discovered that I was not alone and that all of them felt the same.  That calmed me down enough to focus on establishing what and when I have to do in advance.  I now use a diary and wall planner – I recommend any student use these, they really do make organising your time much easier.  I also joined a study group and I find that this helps to keep me motivated when the demanding reading gets tough; we all boost each other along.

My home life has change since starting University and I have a very supportive boyfriend who understands that I have to focus on my degree, which means I do spend less time with him - but he’s met my fellow students and some of their boy/girlfriends, wives or husbands and that has helped, as he feels part of my studies now.  My friends are supportive too and they understand that I can’t just pop in for the odd cuppa or last minute night out like I used to do.  Some of my family members are finding it difficult supporting me as they don’t understand that my life has changed.  It may be because I am the first in my family to go to University and they feel unsure, left out or guilty.

Finances and managing can be tight and I have learned to tighten my belt but it’s not too bad.  I’ve managed to buy most of my essential reading books second hand from the University bookstore. Apart from my student grant and tuition fee loan the University can offer help and assistance relating to finances, and I’ve been there a few  times already with my home made sandwiches (sticking to my budget!) waiting in line for a drop in appointment with a Financial Support Adviser.

If I could offer any advice to those considering returning to education, just do it!  It really does feel like a new lease of life.  There is so much support from Administrative and Academic staff, other students and friends.  Finally, stick with it and Don’t Panic - take a deep breath and dive in.
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· Name:  
Lizz P.
· Age: 

40 

· Degree:  
B.A. (Hons.) Psychology and Criminology

· Route:  
Access to HE, Liverpool Community College

· Profile:  
I was a bouncer for 20 years and I decided I need a change of direction and wanted to go back to college just to brush up on my basic reading and writing.  I must admit the idea of this was a bit daunting as I didn’t do too well all those years ago in school.  I studied at Bankfield and took a two year Access course so I could figure out what I wanted to do and if I wanted to go to university.  This was terrifying, no-one from my family has gone to University as it’s just not what we do; we are a typical scouse working class family.  I was worried I would be too old, too thick and out of my depth.  Wrong.  I have loved coming back to education and am loving my degree.  I have found loads of other mature students who have become good friends and I have established a great support structure to help me get through the bad days which we all have on occasion.  Studying has opened my eyes to thousands of new possibilities, and I am hoping after my degree to do a Masters. I have had to keep a part time job on whilst in University and have fitted my family life round my studies.  It has been difficult, but I have found if I am well organised I am fine.  

Being a mature student is not a bad thing – it’s a good thing.   I am ready to study and ready to start the rest of my life.  They say life begins at forty; I have found life begins with University.
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· Name:  
Rachel S.
· Age:  

38 

· Degree:  
B.A. (Hons.) English and Communication Studies

· Route:  
‘Go Higher’ foundation course, University of Liverpool

· Profile:  
I left school at 18 with 2 A levels and went into a job, and apart from a break when I had my son I've worked in admin and secretarial jobs ever since.  I'd always secretly had a dream of going to University, and when I found out about the University of Liverpool's Go Higher course for Adult Learners it seemed perfect.  I completed the Go Higher course in June 08 and was offered a place to study English and Communication Studies here at Liverpool.  I thoroughly enjoyed the Go Higher course; it prepared me really well for degree-level study in terms of time planning, essay writing, using the library etc, plus it meant I was familiar with the University before I started here full time which was a big advantage.  I also made some really good friends, some of whom are also studying here this year.  

 

I’m studying Joint Honours English & Communication Studies, and so far I’m really enjoying it.  It's a good mix of Literature and Language study, as well as looking at the way language and communication in all its forms influences our daily lives.  I have about 8 hours of contact time each week - 4 lectures and 4 tutorials, but I do spend a fair amount of time here in the library (it is an English degree after all, so lots of reading!), so I’m probably on campus 15-20 hours per week.  

 

As a single mum to an 8 year old son, I won't pretend that juggling a degree and home life is easy; it does take good organisational and planning skills – I’ve got my weekly timetable in my office at home, in my diary, on the fridge door...!  My son's school runs a great breakfast and after school club, which is a lifesaver, and I tend to find it easier to study during the day when he's at school or in the evening when he's in bed, that way I try to keep some time set aside to spend with him.  Like I said, it's all about being organised...!  And now my son and I do our homework together and fight over who gets to use the PC!

 

I'd advise anyone thinking of going into HE to be prepared for hard work, but it is well worth it. It is a big commitment and you do need the support of friends/family.  You won't be the only mature student, and even if you are - so what?  I’ve found the younger students on my course to be just as friendly as more mature students, and everyone has something to contribute, no matter what your age.  

 

I’m also an insulin-dependent diabetic, and while I wouldn’t say that it's ever complicated my studies, it is good to know that I've got the support of the Disability Support Service to ensure that I’m allowed to take glucose sweets or Lucozade into lectures and exams, in case of a hypo.
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· Name:  
Charlotte H-F.
· Age:  

35

· Degree:  
Law LLB (Hons.)
· Route:  
Previous degree (U.S.A.)

· Profile:  
I have a 2:1 equivalent degree from Wellesley College in the United States and 12 years experience in the IT/Software Development industry, most especially the financial sector. I got made redundant in mid 2009 and decided I needed a change in career. 

As I've been in HE before, I had some idea of what to expect, though things in the UK are done differently to the US. As a mature student with dyslexia and family commitments, I admit some trepidation at coming back to Higher Education.  However I really felt it was a great move for my career. I spend quite a lot of my time on campus; Mondays, Thursdays and Fridays I'm here from 9am until at least 3pm. However, this is my personal choice; as a law student I have a lot of reading to do and I find there are lots of lovely and quiet places to do this where I'm not disturbed - at home there are distractions like TV, cats and family. For anyone deciding to take this approach, I would strongly recommend buying a Netbook or Laptop (the University's Wi-Fi is fantastic and both libraries have power outlets). My actual lectures are 8 hours a week with 2 hours of tutorials that alternate, but there is plenty of additional work to be completed alone.

I've found my lecturers to be, on the whole, very friendly and accessible; they're interesting people to talk to and they will make time for you if you ask them. My fellow students are also very friendly, most of them are much younger than I am, but it doesn't seem to stop people talking or engaging with me like I was any other student (though I do get mistaken for a lecturer about once a fortnight). 

As I mentioned earlier, I am dyslexic. Though I have developed my own coping mechanism, I decided that getting some extra help would be advisable, so I sent my form to the Student Disabilities Team. They've been fantastic - they looked at my situation and sent me a sheet with the accommodations they've made for me. I also know that they're there for me if I feel like I'm struggling. My course also has a disabilities coordinator, who is a lovely guy and he's yet another point of contact for help and advice. 
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· Name: 
Sarah A.
· Age: 

29

· Degree: 
B.Sc. (Hons.) Physics 

· Route: 
Access to Science, Wirral Metropolitan College

· Profile: 
Finding myself as a single parent at age 25 with no real qualifications I decided it was important to work on a good career for myself and my son’s future.  So when he started school I did too! I enrolled on the Access to Science course at Wirral Metropolitan College as I had always been interested in Science and Technology.  I originally planned to apply for the Chemistry degree but after learning more about the subjects in college, and visiting the open day at the University of Liverpool, I decided that Physics was really for me.

I was terribly nervous at first as I knew that most of the students would be much younger than me and I thought I’d be the only mature student. I was delighted to find that there were quite a few people close to my age, one being a single mum like me with whom I have struck up a very dear friendship. 

After such a long break from education I worried that I would be much slower in learning the subject matter than the younger students. At first this was true but after just a few weeks and a little extra effort I was keeping up with everybody else.  Also, being older I had years of life experience under my belt which has given me a great advantage in many aspects of my course. 

The Physics Degree is not easy by any means but good time management and staying on top of the work load has paid off immensely. This year I’m on campus for about 22 hours a week (more than many courses) so have had to put my son into after-school childcare 3 days a week. I felt guilty about this at first but my son really enjoys it and is excited on these days, as he gets to play with lots of other children and the facilities are great.

The University itself has been very supportive in advising me and giving me extra financial support through the Access to Learning Fund. The Physics Department are wonderfully accommodating when it comes to juggling my academic life and my home life.  I feel very lucky to live so close to such a good university (with a great Physics department) as I would have found it very difficult to move away from my family and friends who have also supported me so much.

Since coming to University I have had the opportunity to do things I would never have even dreamed of.  I’m a founder member in the newly emerging Physics Outreach Group who is involved in visiting schools, putting on events for schools visiting the University and many more great activities designed to encourage children to consider going to university, especially to study Physics. Since starting the Physics Outreach Group I have; 

· Designed and presented a 50 minute lecture on Astronomy and space exploration for the 2009 festival of science at LJMU.

· Taken over a lecture about Liquid Nitrogen from a post-graduate for the educational opportunities, (paid work).

· Designed and run a 2.5 hour workshop on magnetic levitation and the environment.

· Helped run many Science/Physics Olympics (a fun competitive event involving scientific challenges) in the Physics department.

As well as doing my degree, I’m still involved in many exciting opportunities through the Physics Outreach Group including providing school-based activities and the possibility of putting on an event for the Big Bang Science event in Manchester 2010. I’m very proud of everything I’ve done since coming to University and look forward to the future with confidence.
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· Name: 
Scott W.   
· Age: 

30
· Degree: 
B.Eng. (Hons.) Medical Electronics and Instrumentation 

· Route: 
Degree with Foundation year at Carmel College
· Profile:  
Medical Instrumentation involves the study, design and application of electronic devices in medicine.  The modules include Medical Imaging, Anatomy and Physiology for Medical Engineers, Haemodynamics, Digital and Analogue Circuit Design, Electromagnetism and Physiological Measurement.  The degree leads to being well placed to secure a post on the Grade A Clinical Sciences Programme run by the NHS (Clinical Engineering/ Medical Physics) that ultimately leads to Consultant status. 

The course is very technical and includes a lot of complex mathematical and scientific concepts – however, the Foundation year at Carmel College did a fantastic job of preparing me for the rigours of reading a technical degree.  Before attending I had only studied to GCSE level and had served with the Armed Forces.  That’s 12 years away from the classroom! 

The major difference between school and university life is that you’re not spoon-fed the material in the same way. The concepts are explained and you then read around the subject in your own time. It requires discipline but soon becomes a way of life.  Classes are structured and complimentary and it’s surprising how quickly you develop. 

With a technical degree you’re on campus for anything up to 40 hours a week and then have to study during evenings and weekends to do well.  I decided not to work during taught semesters so I could concentrate on my studies, and have had to juggle my mortgage and cut out some of life’s little luxuries to survive on the loans, but it can be done if you want it badly enough.  I still have a good quality of life and I’m able to pay my mortgage, bills, and run a car.

My main fears were being able to keep up with the students that were fresh from A Level study, but age brings the invaluable benefits of life experience and responsibility. The mature students I’ve studied with have shown a great deal of self discipline, focus, drive and application.  We understand real life issues, the reasons why we’re at university and what we want from our higher education experience.  Plus, according to the academic staff, we bring dynamics to the classroom, benefiting our younger peers, and we’re a joy to teach.   

The support structure at Liverpool is fantastic.  Concerns and issues are addressed immediately and staff always have time for a chat if you’re unsure about what is required. Not only is it academically rewarding, the social side of university life is vast and there’s something for everyone. I was under the impression that being a social student was all about drinking but I’ve found it diverse and cultured. There are so many interesting things to get involved with.  I’ve joined clubs and organisations, made so many new friends and continue to have new experiences every day. 

I have a real sense of belonging with my fellow students and the university community as a whole. The decision to come and study here was, undoubtedly, one of the best decisions of my life. 
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· Name: 
Emma R.
· Age: 

25

· Degree: 
B.Sc. (Hons.)  Marine Biology 
· Route: 
Access to H.E., Stafford College     
· Profile:  
I have always wanted a career in science; I was working full time in a bar but was extremely unhappy in my job.  After receiving advice from my local college at an open night I found myself enrolled on an Access to H.E. course.

The first year time table for Life Sciences is very full on, I found that during what free time I have I am studying - but the lecturers are very friendly and approachable when asked for help.  I am diagnosed as dyslexic and also have problems whereby I cannot read from white paper with black text, so have to ask some lecturers if they can print a copy of the handouts on coloured paper to remove the glare. 

What do I think of the University Life? I love it, there are many different societies you can join to suit different tastes and they are always welcoming.  It is a good way to meet new people and make friends, which could affect where and with whom you live during you second year.
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· Name: 
Donna W.
· Age: 

26
· Degree: 
B.A. Combined Hons. S.E.S.
· Route: 
Access to Social Sciences, Riverside College

· Profile:  
I am a single mother from Runcorn.  I was working in Wilkinsons 2 years ago after having my son in Nov 2004.  Whilst there I became ill and was back and forward to the hospital and doctors having various tests. I could not receive Statutory Sick Pay and didn't qualify for Incapacity Benefit. As no money was coming in I was forced to leave and continue living under the benefit system. 

 

A few weeks later I enrolled at Riverside College - I realised home was empty as my son was in crèche and I wanted to do a lot more with my life.  I decided to study Access to H.E., as all my life I’ve dreamed of working in the field of Psychology.

 

The nerves and self-doubt I experienced whilst at college were intense.  Being out of the educational system for 10 years made me think I was kidding myself into believing that my goal and dream of becoming a student at The University of Liverpool were real; I honestly thought I had no chance.  I had an interview at the University, but still my brain was telling me I had no chance - however when I left that interview I really felt like I did!  Admissions tutor Dr Kay Richardson spoke to me like I belonged there, as did the staff working with her, and they still do.

 

I got my place in this University through hard work, hope and belief.  The School of Combined Honours offered me a place on their course because they believed I was capable of grabbing this chance and using it wisely.  I now believe the same.  Weighing up the experience can be thought of like this: I COULD get a full-time job in a shop, (not really qualified for much else, even with the Access Diploma) and struggle for the rest of my life OR I can juggle University with home life for the next 3+ years and never have to struggle again.  I truly believe that I would not have appreciated this opportunity 10 years ago - the time is now right for me.

 

All the doubts I had before have gone; to all those parents that think your life will be turned upside down, believe me it isn't true.  My lectures, seminars and tutorials are spread out over 3 days, which means I still have time with my son, I still get to do his homework with him, and I still get to put him to bed at night and run round after him in the morning. Financially I am better off than I was when I was in the benefit system, though I was led to believe I would be a lot worse off.  I live in a council house in Runcorn and although travel can be awkward at first, (taking an hour and a half by bus) I have actually started enjoying it, I get to have ‘me’ time, something I’ve never had before.  For that hour and a half I can read an adult book without pictures, listen to my music, (just remember you're on a bus -don't sing out loud) and chat to the people I don't usually have time to talk to as my mobile is always topped up.

 

I thought because I had been accepted to learn in this prestigious university I would stick out like a sore thumb, I would have no support and I wouldn't enjoy the experience. Although it's early as I’m only in my first year, I now know that I fit in perfectly, I have support in many places and I believe this experience will be the best experience of my life, not just for me but for my son. 
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· Name:  
Roy W.
· Age:  

29

· Degree:  
B.Sc. (Hons.) Software Development

· Route:  
BTEC Advanced I.T. at Birkenhead VI College & HND Computing at LJMU

· Profile:  
While my degree is in Software Development, everyone doing Computer Science based courses seemed to be doing the same modules at first. I guess this helped us all get to know each other. It is all very structured, based on 4 modules per semester. Each module has three one-hour lectures a week and a lab session of around 1.5 hours. They’re randomly spread across the week, but Wednesday afternoons are always free. The department is really good at providing materials, and what they don’t give you, you can get from the 24 hr library. For my course I haven’t needed to buy a single book and I don’t intend to.

The first year has lots of coursework in it, and things are a little easier. Having recently started the 2nd year, already I can tell this is different with hardly any coursework, and almost entirely exams.

I fit in well enough with most of the students who are 10 years younger than me, and get along with everyone.  I’m usually the first one to poke fun at my age. If you’re reclusive then you only make things difficult.  Talk to people and be nice, and you’ll find most of them are nice too.  

I might be 29, but I don’t really class myself as “mature”.  I certainly don’t have the children thing or lots of responsibilities.  I’m a ‘last chance saloon’ person, someone who screwed up the first time and am starting again.  It CAN be done.  Because of this, I treat University as my full time job and spend a lot of hours on campus.

Finances can be hard and I would certainly suggest ensuring you have enough money, or the means to earn it, to complete the course before you start.  Having to drop out due to lack of funds wouldn’t be fun.  I own my own car but driving to university is a complete non-option as parking is hell and expensive.  I hate the idea of buying a yearly bus ticket just after splashing out on car insurance, tax and MOTs etc., but there is no other option.

It’s humbling having to accept that you screwed up before and need to try again.  Due to money needs, living with mum when I hit 30 is about as depressing as it gets. I maintain though, if you’re smart enough to get in, then you’re smart enough to get a 2.1 degree at least.  And if you can swallow your pride for 3 years to get a good degree then it’ll be worth the effort.
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· Name:  
Anna G.
· Age:  

25

· Degree:  
B.A. (Hons.) Marketing

· Route:  
A levels

· Profile:  
My first attempt at university at 18 was at Manchester studying Maths.  I realised this wasn't the right time for me to go to university and that I wasn't even entirely sure what discipline I wanted to study, so decided to go when I was ready which ended up being two years ago.

I have 12 hrs of lectures/tutorials a week, which gives me plenty of time to study at home but also means I have to have a lot of self discipline.  I was working full time as a mortgage underwriter so find the lack of funds extremely challenging.  I'm enjoying having to only answer to myself and work for my own benefit, but am looking forward to getting a salary again!
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· Name: 
Sarah T.
· Age:  

26
· Degree: 
Ph.D. 
· Route: 
A-levels at Elfed High School, Flintshire, North Wales; B.A. (Hons.) Criminology & Sociology; M.A Research Methodology (Sociology & Social Policy)
· Profile:  
Once I completed my A-levels at eighteen I worked full-time for four years in accounts, but decided that this was not the field in which I wanted to continue.  I came to the University of Liverpool at the age of twenty two; this was the best decision I ever made.  I wanted to read for a degree in Law, but decided that Criminology was more interesting and much better suited to me. The modules taught in the degree were fascinating, and the prospect of possibly going into the field of criminological research was the route that I believed I wanted to take. 
 

The first year tends to revolve around learning the core broad subjects of Criminology and Sociology, such as Social Theory, Social Policy and Crime and Society. In the 2nd year there is a wider choice of modules to pick from, depending on what interests you most.  I chose modules like the Sociology of Sport, Domestic and International Drug Policy and Controversies in Crime, Justice and Punishment.  In my third year the modules were more specific, and I opted to produce a 12,000 word dissertation in my chosen area.

 

There is such a lot of support whilst at University - whether to do with finances, accommodation or with regard to your degree. Everyone is willing to help and give advice, therefore making it very easy to solve any problems. When I first started I found great support from the academic staff as I had not written essays for four years, and they also gave lots of advice and put on helpful workshops.  

My lecture and seminar timetable didn’t vary over the three years, taking up eight hours per week, due to the degree revolving around self-study most of the time. I met others who like me had waited a few years before coming to University, and found it really good to have students to talk to who were in the same situation. Even though there were only eight hours of compulsory lectures and seminars to attend, I was on campus most days due to the amount of reading required, finding the library a really good place to study. 

I was involved with lots of activities while on my degree, as there are so many opportunities available.  I was a student representative for my department and President of the Criminology and Sociology Society - a great way to take part in university life and to make friends. 
 

In my first year I lived in Halls of Residence, which was quite daunting at first as I thought I would be the oldest there. But there were lots of students who had taken time out before coming to university, and being in Halls made me feel very much a part of the university experience.  In my second and third years I rented a house with three other students whom I met while in Halls, and have had such a wonderful time. 
            
I gained a First Class B.A. Honours degree in Criminology & Sociology, and decided after graduating in July 2008 that I wanted to continue my education further.  I stayed on in the department and studied for an M.A. in Research Methodology (Sociology & Social Policy) from September 2008 to September 2009. The M.A. was most undeniably a very important step for me to have taken, proving vital in gaining the skills needed to be able to conduct research in the social sciences.  Staying in the same department at the same university for four years helped me enormously in developing a successful research proposal for my chosen area, which focuses on young people’s experiences of crime control and community safety. The support of the lecturers was extremely advantageous when putting forward my research proposal.  This was ultimately down to their knowledge of my research interests, built up over the four years, and a consequence of the good relationship that existed between us during this time.  As a result I was successful in my application to the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), receiving a scholarship towards my doctoral work for the next three years at the University of Liverpool.  I was also indebted to the University in that I received the Duncan Norman Research Scholarship to help and support me over the next three years. I started at the beginning of October 2009 and am delighted that I am able to pursue my dream of further study, especially in being able to stay on at the University of Liverpool to do so.

I now have three to four years of very hard studying to do, in an area that excites me - to produce a piece of academic work that will not only contribute to the academic field but will also make a difference to the young people about whom the research is addressed.  

I cannot stress how quickly the time goes whilst you are here, and it truly has been the most rewarding experience of my life.  I have gained so many skills which I would not have acquired if I had not come to University, and my experience has made me a much more confident person.  I greatly recommend coming to university - and believe the University of Liverpool is a special place of which to be part.

The following are older profiles from students who have now graduated...... but they still contain very useful information and are well worth a read:
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· Name:
Anna W.

· Age:

31

· Degree:
B.Sc. (Hons.) Radiotherapy
· Route:

Access to Applied Science, West Cheshire College
· Profile:
As a single parent of 3 children, I knew I wanted a career within the Health Service, but had all the usual worries about whether I could commit to the hours.  Could I afford childcare?  Would I be able to cope with the demands of university?  I saw the Careers Adviser at my local college who helped me decide on a career that would suit my strengths, interests and, above all, my family life.  The Access course helped me gain the necessary background in the subjects I would be studying within my degree.  I chose modules that best suited my needs, with an emphasis on physics and biology.  The written element helped prepare me for the standard of work required at university.

Radiotherapy is a challenging degree with a mixture of technical aspects combined with patient care.  It is a full timetable, starting at 9.00 a.m. and finishing at 3.00 or 4.00 p.m. most days, although there are periods allocated for private study.  Lectures are both practical and theory-based, in oncology and related anatomy, radiotherapy physics and equipment.  This degree has an extended year with a large element of clinical practise at a radiotherapy centre during the summer.  Most of the mature students go to Clatterbridge Centre for Oncology in the Wirral.  It’s a nine to five day, five days a week, with one study day every two weeks.  There is a three week holiday with a reading week, and as it is possible to choose which weeks to take, you can plan your break to coincide with school holidays.  There is quite a large element of coursework, which can be managed by using allocated study times and planning work in advance.  Staff have families themselves and understand the difficulties mature students may face.  They are happy to offer extra support when needed, but it is important to keep them informed of any problems.  Although I have never needed any help, it is reassuring to know it is there.

I travel in from Ellesmere Port on the Wirral and my parents help me out taking my children to and from school, although their school does run breakfast and after-school clubs which would work just as well.

Parking can be difficult around the university.  Space is limited, and you need to pay - it does help to get in early.

Financially, I was very worried before starting the course about whether I would be able to manage, but I’ve found that I manage easily.  I qualify for a means-tested NHS bursary which includes an older student allowance and an allowance for my children.  I top this up with a student loan at the lower, non-means tested rate, and child tax credit.  The NHS pays my tuition fees, and having a bursary means I’ll have a much smaller debt than the average student.

I’m enjoying my time at university enormously.  Being a mature student is definitely an advantage – especially in the clinical side of the course.  Extra ‘life experience’ makes it easier to cope in situations where some younger students may struggle.
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· Name:
Rita M.

· Age:

59

· Degree:
B.A. Combined Honours Arts: English Literature/Popular Music
· Route:

Go Higher foundation course, University of Liverpool
· Profile:
I came into my degree through the Go Higher pathway.  I had always loved school and would have loved to go to university, but in those days (I left school in 1959) it was more important for our parents to worry about feeding and clothing their children – I am one of six – than to think about sending them on to Higher Education – which was rather ‘above’ us, particularly in Toxteth where I grew up.  I married and had four children, three of whom went to university.  The children encouraged me to study, and I found myself passing GCSE French with flying colours, followed by AS Level French.  By chance while attending an NVQ placement at The University of Liverpool, I found out about a Summer School run by the University tracing Liverpool’s black roots, and being from a black family, they suggested I might like to enrol.  I did, though I was PETRIFIED, thinking I would be the only old person there – I wasn’t!  I thoroughly enjoyed it, gained a ‘Student of the Year’ certificate, and was cajoled into signing up for Go Higher.  Although I enrolled on the Sociology pathway, I realised I didn’t want to take this at degree level, and was allowed to change to the Arts.  

Go Higher was an excellent stepping-stone to the degree course.  Having left school so long ago, I worried my brain would no longer be able to concentrate long enough to take everything in, but found that it did.  We went over the basics of maths and English, and were taught how to use computers – a daunting prospect if you are like me and had never touched one before!  Not to mention the actual subjects studied – the essays are nothing like the ones from school: when you are asked for a 1500 word essay by a certain date you think this is impossible, but guess what?  Not only is it possible, but now that I’m on the degree I find myself saying ‘I’ve ONLY got a 2500 word essay for this module’.  Simple!!

As I am on a Combined Honours degree, I studied three subjects in my first year - English Literature, the History of Popular Music and Philosophy.  I dropped Philosophy at the end of the year as this was the subject that required the hardest work!  I am enjoying the other two, especially the Popular Music because it is so interesting doing all the research required to find out about its roots – much of American popular music resulted from the slave trade!  It is amazing what you learn when looking into things – and the internet is a fantastic medium for this.  I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to take Popular Music as I don’t read music, but discovered you don’t need technical knowledge to study this subject.  The university’s Institute of Popular Music has everything you require for this course, so don’t be put off by your age or a fear of not knowing enough about the subject.  We have all studied English at school, so that’s a little easier, although you are now learning at a much higher level.  However, if I can do it, so can anyone else!

Financially, I have accessed extra funds without problem.  Because my finances are limited I tend not to buy many books – I find that between the university library and my local ones, I manage to get hold of whatever I need.

If you are considering higher education, but are afraid of what is in store, be brave.  I was and am now so thankful and appreciative of what I have done and am still doing at The University of Liverpool.  Although I was terrified when I began, I now FULLY recommend higher education.  It is very daunting if you haven’t studied for many years, but you are welcomed and cared for by all the staff, both administrative and academic.  I have had to face many problems during the past few years, and they have helped me by giving me extensions for my work and even listening when I needed a shoulder to cry on.  

Another very important issue is the social life.  I have made many friends, both young and old, during my time here.  They have also been supportive if I have needed help, or just to go out and have fun with – which we have done many times.  

So, if you are considering doing a degree but are afraid of what it entails, all I can say is GO FOR IT.  You will enjoy it and it is very rewarding and worthwhile.  I am so glad that I was ‘forced’ into it by my circumstances!
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· Name:
Caroline E.
· Age:

32

· Degree:
B.A. (Hons.) Sociology and Social Policy
· Route:

Access to H.E., Hugh Baird College, Bootle
· Profile:
For most of the time that I was in school I was labeled as lazy and uncooperative.  It was not until the age of 30 that I was diagnosed as having dyspraxia, which has many similar symptoms to dyslexia. I left school without any qualifications.  I had a few jobs between the ages of 16 and 19, from wrapping lettuces on a farm to working at the Everyman Theatre, but nothing particularly challenging academically.  I was homeless for a while and stayed on the streets, eventually ending up at the YMCA where I lived for 18 months.  My first child was born when I was 19 and I went on to have another three.   

It was having children that made me realise I needed to return to education - I remembered the experiences I had at school and didn't want them repeated for my children.  I decided to do a GCSE in Psychology at an outreach centre run by Hugh Baird College.  I never expected to pass it but saw it as a way of meeting people.  My tutor was brilliant and said I should enroll on an Access course at Hugh Baird.  While I was there I used to spend a lot of time at the English and Maths workshops, as I always knew I had a problem with these subjects.  

While I was there I was assessed by the educational psychologist and diagnosed as having dyspraxia.  A friend told me not to bother putting down on my UCAS form that I had a specific learning difficulty as they thought it may prejudice my chances of getting into university.  I ignored this advice and indicated that I did in fact have a disability.  I applied to six universities and was amazed that I was accepted by all six.  There is a vast amount of support for disabled students at The University of Liverpool.  With the help of the Disability Welfare Team I applied for funding for a computer and extra tuition to help cope with assignments and general planning.  I have even been e-mailed by the disability team to ask if I needed a research assistant.  There is a lot of help available if you need it - but this is a process that is centered around my needs and is no way forced upon me - all I have to do is ask.  

When I first came to university I attended the ‘Skills for Success’ induction course for mature students, and I found this very useful because it gave me a chance to explore the campus and get used to its layout.  I met a lot of other mature students, and was amazed at the mix of people there: it was great seeing so many people of my age and older.  Many people had families to care for, and many were in a similar situation to me. It also gave me a chance to find out about all the support services available for university students, for example the Careers Service, the Welfare Rights team and the Disability team, as well as the various associations I could get involved with such as the Mature Students Society.  
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· Name:
Dianne K.
· Age:

36

· Degree:
B.Sc. (Hons.) Computer and Multimedia Systems
· Route:

Access to Business I.T., Liverpool Community College
· Profile:
I am about to complete the first year of a three-year degree.  My course involves multimedia using Adobe Premier and Macromedia Flash. There is programming with Java (which is a challenge), and Electronics and Microprocessor Systems, which is all new to me.  I have really enjoyed every element of my degree, even the hard bits. I spend up to 24 hours per week actually on campus in lectures, and whatever time I can spare doing extra study.  Even though it seems to be a lot of time in lectures, a large majority of the time is spent doing continually assessed work which allows us to take a certain percent in the exams, so the more effort you can put into these, the less pressure you have sitting the exams.  

I have two children and had thought, before starting my degree, that it would be impossible to juggle my time between studying and running around after them. Even though I am good at multi-tasking it can be hard, though not as hard as I first thought. Finding childcare was no problem as my children’s schools run after-school clubs.  For example, when I experience occasional difficulties surrounding the children, I have found all the lecturers to be fantastic. Not once have any of them complained about me having to do something with the children.  As long as they know I am putting as much effort as I can into my studies, other commitments are not a problem. They are lovely people and very easy to talk to, helping in any way they can.

I am finding the whole experience of University brilliant, all my fellow classmates are lovely, we can have a laugh, and we all get on really well - even though I am an old enough to be their mum!
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· Name:
Peter W.
· Age:

48

· Degree:
B.A. Combined Honours S.E.S.: Hispanic Studies/Latin American Studies
· Route:

Access to H.E., Liverpool Community College
· Profile:
I am married to a hospital doctor and have two children aged 7 and 3.  I worked in a sales office for 28 years and two years ago decided on a career change. I applied for and was given voluntary redundancy and set out on my path to university by doing an Access course at Old Swan College.  I passed this comfortably and, more importantly, I gained confidence in essay writing skills which helped me choose to come to Liverpool to study as opposed to either of the other local H.E. institutions, both of whom offered me a place.

I am on the Combined Honours S.E.S. full-time degree programme, with my chosen subjects being Hispanic Studies and Latin American Studies. I enjoy the programme enormously as I am able to follow a path of study tailored to my requirements. 
Presently, my contact hours are 8.5 spread over three days, so I am able to balance the family’s needs with my study requirements.  As for being a mature student I have to say that all my friends are from the younger generation and there is no age gap at all.
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· Name:
Andrea C.
· Age:

41

· Degree:
B.Sc. (Hons.) Occupational Therapy
· Route:

‘A’ Levels at night school, Weymouth College Dorset, while working full-time
· Profile:
Going back to academic work is difficult at times, partially I think due to my age, and having a reduced income after working for 20 years. I have been fortunate that I could move back home with my mum who has financed me during this time. The first semester of the 2nd year was particularly difficult with Neuroanatomy and a lot of course work to be completed. However, I was on placement for most of semester two except for four weeks leading up to the exams, and then from the end of May through to the middle of July I was on placement again.  In fact most of the year from the end of January to December (bar the four weeks and exams) was taken up with placements - 1,000 hours in total.

The course is scheduled as a 9-5 Monday to Friday, and a lot of work is expected from the student. There is often group work to be done, and in the final year there is a poster to be completed as part of the exams. I tend to buy most of the books I need, though many people don't.  I do this in order to access the main texts whenever I want as opposed to having to photocopy things from the library. One book I bought was £30 and people laughed; however, this is now going out of print and a lot of them have paid up to £80 to try and get a copy!  It is up to the individual how they choose to work.

The time on this course has absolutely flown by. There were no exams at the end of semester one of my final year, which was nice, although we were working on our dissertations!  The experience gained through the placements is great. There are five placements in total although the course content can vary slightly from year to year, and the current first years are on placement during semester one for a day a week’s observation, which I feel is a good thing. It was the end of the first year before I came into contact with any clients/patients, whereas now first year students are able to start putting some theory into practice a lot earlier on.

I have never been involved in the social life at University, mainly because I live outside the town and public transport is very limited after 6pm. 

Despite the hard work it has been a rewarding course so far, and hopefully in two months time I will be qualified. I have made some great friends who will remain life long friends. There is a mixed age group on this course each year so there is no need to feel out on a limb compared to the school leavers.
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· Name:
Tom S.
· Age:

A little younger than Sharon Stone!

· Degree:
B.Eng. (Hons.) Civil Engineering with Foundation element

· Route:

Degree with Foundation Year
· Profile:
I left school at 16, with 3 ‘O’ levels and a divided interest between maths and arts-type subjects.  Between there and starting my B Eng I picked up 3 ‘A’ levels (Theatre Studies, French and Maths).  I very briefly studied on two different degree programmes before I ended up working as a carpenter & joiner.

I don’t know if it’s possible to be good at physics and chemistry etc. without also being good at maths, but in civil engineering maths is probably the most important of the sciences.  So if you’re not good at maths or really don’t like it and hope you can just get by, then I would say either find a good maths tutor who can teach you the fundamentals and some enthusiasm, or consider something other than engineering, because there is a lot of maths to get through on the civil engineering degree – not just the modules delivered by the maths department, Maths I and II for Civil Engineers etc, but all the civil engineering subject areas (concrete & steel design, soil mechanics, transport, water engineering) are mostly analytical.

If you’re still studying at pre-entry level and are in a position where you can choose options, I would recommend taking mechanics because analytical civil engineering is largely based on static mechanics.

The Foundation Year of the B.Eng. is great if your maths is rusty or a bit wobbly, but be prepared for very little input during this year from the civil engineering department.  It will seem like you’re learning about every branch of engineering except civil, but this year does pay dividends later in the degree.

B.Eng. students average about 20 hours of lectures per week in each year of study, so the lectures themselves form a large part of the workload.  What you get out of study will be in proportion to what you put in, but I would say the B.Eng. takes at least as much time per week as a full time job with regular overtime.  Fitting the rest of your life around this isn’t easy, and there are generally no special allowances for mature students.

Lecturers often complain that students are obsessed with grades, but passing or failing is determined by how well you do in coursework and exams, so getting good grades has to be an essential focus throughout your degree.  Workload demands of the B.Eng. are high and your life will probably be chaotic for the whole time, so you will have to be as organised as possible.  I strongly advise you to think about the following:
· Use as many resources as you can to produce high-scoring coursework.  This doesn’t usually have to be produced in exam-type conditions, so use that fact to your advantage.  Don’t negate the effort you put in to coursework by missing deadlines (which will automatically reduce your grade, unless you have proof of medical factors).

· It’s not easy, and it’s not common among students, but try to get your work finished as early as possible i.e. don’t wait for an impending deadline before you start.  Backlogs of work can build up very quickly and just add to your stress unnecessarily.

· Starting your work early includes exam revision (unfortunately!).

· Get information about all the financial help you might be entitled to, including grants, departmental prize monies and University bursaries.  Some of the bursaries and most of the prizes are dependent on academic performance – another incentive to get good grades.

Currently there are very few mature undergraduates in the civil engineering department.  Civil engineering is seen as vocational and interpreted as a career chosen early in life, so employers are looking for a good answer to why you’ve chosen to do this now (especially if you’re 30+).  My impression is that employers are reluctant to consider mature (30+) candidates without any previous engineering or construction industry experience, so it’s up to you to persuade them otherwise.  You have to get a good CV together and be pro-active in seeking employment, including during the summer holidays.  Student placements don’t tend to be very well paid so it can be very tempting to take higher paid work that is unrelated to your degree subject, but a lower paid job that is engineering related has much more positive impact later on.  I found summer vacation work at the end of years 1 and 2, and was offered permanent employment following graduation by the 2nd employer.

Good luck!
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· Name:
Yvonne D.
· Age:

29

· Degree:
B.Sc. (Hons.) Psychology

· Route:

Access to Human Sciences, West Cheshire College
· Profile:
I have twin 14-month old daughters and as well as my degree I work part time.  Balancing all these commitments is not easy but it is possible; I am by no means superwoman and if I can manage it so can you!  

The B.Sc. in Psychology differs from many people’s initial expectations.  Although some Applied Psychology is taught within the degree, there is a fair balance of Cognition and Neuroscience, which are less popular and more scientifically orientated than most students applying for the course realise.  During your first year your marks do not count towards your degree – this time is more about giving you a good grounding and general knowledge in your subject, and you will learn what will be expected from you over the subsequent two years.  In years two and three this basic information is expanded upon and every mark counts, particularly in year three.

Timetabling is usually spread over four days, though on some days you may only have one or two hours of lecture time.  This may not appear helpful to mature students, particularly if like me you may be travelling in from another area, but if you do have to come in to university for an hour lecture, schedule in the time to do some reading or use the library while you are there.  Expect around 8-10 hours of lecture time per week, with tutorials and seminars on top of that. 

My advice to any prospective student is to get organised early, particularly with regard to childcare.  Remember this should not just be based around lecture times, as a great deal of your learning will be independent.  Also, be realistic about what you can do.  I suffer from Chronic Fatigue Syndrome and was ill in my first year.  I then decided to defer my studies for a year in order to have my children.  During all this time the University and the School of Psychology have been extremely supportive.  Systems are in place to deal with any difficulty, whether physical or otherwise. The staff are very helpful towards mature students and make sure that you utilise the support provided by the University and your L.E.A., including applying for any additional funds that may be available to you.  As a mature student you are in a better position to make use of these services.

I have really enjoyed my time here so far and would recommend my degree to anyone, so if you do decide to join the course, I wish you the best of luck!
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· Name:
Jen P.
· Age:

24
· Degree:
B.A. (Hons.) Legal & Business Studies
· Route:

Higher Diploma in Management of Care Services, NVQ Level 4 in Management (work-based qualification)
· Profile:
My degree is nothing like I expected and so much better than I could have imagined.  The work is hard and there’s quite a bit of reading, but I’m doing something I’m really interested in so it doesn’t seem so bad.  Much of the degree involves self-study, with very little time actually spent in lectures.  The advantage of this is that you can fit in study whenever is best for you - personally, I quite often use the time late at night when the house is quiet.  I got to know another mature student in the first couple of weeks of my degree and we regularly bounce ideas off each other, which helps to keep me on my toes.

There are lots of opportunities to get involved in university activities, and it’s definitely worth doing if you can.  I sit on a couple of committees within the Law School which means that what I think about the course or university life is actually being used to change things and make it even better.  It has also been a really good way of getting to know other students from a wide variety of courses and year groups.  I’ve also become involved in one of the sports teams, which again has been a really good way of meeting other students of all ages from different disciplines.

I expected university to be really demanding on my time, but it’s not.  As well as nearly having completed the first year of a three-year degree, I am training to become a Special Constable, assess NVQs, socialise with all my pre-university friends and manage to find time for me.  Admittedly, I don’t have any children and I’m sure that makes a difference, but it’s amazing how much more time I have now then when I was working full-time.  

Probably the most important thing for me in starting university was the knowledge that my family and friends were fully behind me, which is crucial.  There are days when I feel like I know nothing and wonder why am I doing this but then I phone my Mum or meet a friend for coffee and they encourage me and remind me that I’m not thick, I can do it.  By the time I put the phone down or get home, the essay I need to write isn’t so hard or the chapter that seemed to be so complicated before now makes sense!

If someone had told me eighteen months ago that I would be at university now, I would have laughed at them - but it’s brilliant. 
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· Name:
Corinne T-S.

· Age:

30 something

· Degree:
B.Sc. (Hons.) Pharmacology

· Route:

2+2 B.Sc. (Hons.)  Life Sciences with Foundation element, Wirral Metropolitan College
· Profile:
I spent the first 18 months of my degree at Wirral College before moving across to the University campus.  I am currently completing the second year of a three-year degree (including the foundation year I have been studying for three years).  My degree looks at the way in which drugs interact with the biochemical pathway of the body.  It involves 16 units of study per year in the first two years and eight in the final year. These units comprise a variety of Biology, Chemistry, Physiology and Pharmacology practical and lecture modules, plus key skills.  Most of the marks come from end of term (or semester) examinations, though some modules do have in-course assignment requirements.  

I am a 2nd year Student Representative for Pharmacology, which gets me involved with the student-staff liaison committee.  I have enjoyed the networking opportunities that the University has given me, and the chance to work with students of all ages from a variety of backgrounds.  I was very wary about returning to education, giving up my job and in particular the wage that went with it. The first three or four weeks were the hardest, but I soon realised that everyone around me had given up something and that the potential to realise my dream was much greater than my fear of what I had lost.  

As a mature student you can draw on life experience, which helps you to cope with the balancing act of study and family/leisure time. I tend to spend around 23 hours per week on campus and try to fit in an additional 12 hours of private study - this is usually the flexible part depending on workload. Balancing your available time is the key - it is just like a full time job but without the pay!  I undertake my private study at home because I am fortunate to have somewhere to lock myself away, but there are good facilities on campus for those who do not have this luxury.  

The financial side is the hardest.  I saved up as much as possible prior to leaving my job and applied for a student loan.  I use this to buy books and equipment; anything left over goes into the household budget.  However, I am fortunate to have a working husband who covers most of the bills.  

Time really flies when you are here, so make the most of it.  I will always be grateful to those who gave me a second chance.
[image: image1.wmf]
· Name:
Roy B.

· Age:

68

· Degree:
B.A. Combined Honours Arts: History/Irish Studies 

· Route:

History GCSE followed by ‘A’ Level, Halton College
· Profile:
Holding a number of vocational qualifications (Engineering, General and Personnel Management), I decided when I retired in 1999 to catch up on some academic study.  Originally I intended to study History and Archaeology but, having completed a number of Archaeology and Classics modules in years one and two, found this was not for me.  My main interests are in the social, economic, and broader political/religious aspect of History.   

A word about books:  to buy all that is recommended would be financially impossible, and due to high demand it is not always possible to get your chosen volumes from the library when you want them.  However, the library has a ‘short loan’ system whereby copies of the most popular books are available to borrow in the library for an hour during the day, overnight or through the weekend.  Alternatively you can buy a photocopying card and copy the parts that you need – photocopiers are available in the main university libraries.  The advantage of this is that you can highlight the important bits and return books more quickly for others to use.  I have also found my local library will, for a small charge, make use of the inter-library system to lend me books on a long-term basis.

When studying for a degree, remember that an hour on the train or bus coming or going to university is an hours thinking and reading time!
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· Name:
Suzanne B.

· Age:

36

· Degree:
B.Sc. (Hons.) Biological Science 

· Route:

Access to Science, Liverpool Community College
· Profile:
I decided to study when I was made redundant after 10 years as a customer service supervisor.  I enrolled on a couple of taster courses at Phoenix Adult Training Centre in Liverpool.  The courses I chose were only twelve weeks long but very inspirational. They were quite diverse - Reflexology and Mentoring.  I enjoyed them so much that I decided I wanted to continue studying, but I was not sure of my direction when I popped in to my local college at Old Swan.  I had a vague idea about training as a Physiotherapist so I could use my reflexology and practise complementary therapies.  The college advised me I would need to do a Science Access Course, which had just relocated to the city centre.  I was almost put off at this stage because I wanted to study in Old Swan for convenience, and they had a crèche (my children are currently aged 5 and 3).  However, I persevered and found myself on the Science Access Course.  I was very nervous because I had never studied Science to any depth at school and had never even really been that interested in it. I had always considered myself a humanities type.  I found the course very tough at first and wondered if I had done the right thing.   Being a mum of two small children was demanding, and time for reading or additional study was scarce.  Thankfully the tutors and other students were really helpful and encouraged me to carry on. 

After studying prospectuses and career options I opted to study Physiotherapy at The University of Liverpool. Unfortunately, I had only completed one of my work experience placements when I applied through UCAS, and because the course I had chosen was in such demand I didn’t get an interview.  I was very disappointed but continued to complete a further three work placements, one of which actually put me off Physiotherapy.  This is one of the reasons for undertaking work placements before applying: to ensure the course is right for you!

I was encouraged by my tutors to continue with the Access course.  On successfully completion, I felt a great sense of achievement, and I had the option to go into the university clearing system. Clearing is when the universities fill up any remaining places they have once the ‘A’ level results come out.  All the degrees are listed in the national press and advertised with contact numbers.  You just phone the university and tell them what qualifications you have, and ask if they will take you on to a suitable course.

I went back to the prospectus and found a degree that appealed due to its flexibility – perfect for someone who was as yet undecided on a choice of career!  I found myself with students who had unsuccessfully applied for Veterinary Science or Medicine, who had been advised to take this course and possibly transfer later on.  There were also a number of other students who wanted to study Biochemistry, Zoology, Marine Biology, Microbiology and Tropical Medicine etc.  

I felt very elated at the fact that the university was prepared to offer me a place on the Biological Science course but also very nervous.  I enrolled on ‘Skills for Success’, the induction course for new mature students.  This was fantastic for breaking down the barriers of starting something new and enabled me to make contact with other mature students, with whom I continue to be good friends. It also helped me to get my bearings so that it was much less daunting in those first few days - particularly recognising familiar faces and getting to know my way around.

The degree has been very different from my expectations.  At the start of the first year the lecture theatres were full, and it was difficult to build up a rapport.  As the year went on and people started to select their modules the groups got smaller.  I expect the numbers to become further reduced when I go into my second year, as people specialise further.

I am enjoying the course, although I still find the practical laboratory sessions a bit daunting.  Most of the staff are helpful if you approach them for assistance.  The timetable varies – you may be in for a full day or just an hour, and on some occasions not at all, though this time is meant to be for reading and preparing set work.  I only have one tutorial per fortnight, which started as a small group session but is now on a one-to-one basis with the tutor.  As I would prefer a more interactive group approach, I may in the future decide to change course.  A good thing about this degree is the knowledge that it is possible to make such changes.

One thing is certain - I am proud of my achievements so far in getting to university, and am very much set on working towards achieving my goal of graduating!
N.B.: Suzanne went on to study Zoology, and following graduation gained her PGCE with a view to becoming a secondary school teacher.
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· Name:
Linda R.

· Age:

Over 40, but not yet pensionable!

· Degree:
B.A. Combined Honours S.E.S.: Sociology/History

· Route:

Law GCSE and ’A’ Levels in Sociology and General Studies (all in one year!), Liverpool Community College
· Profile:
I returned to education when I found I was unable to help my son with his Maths homework.  I sat Maths and English GCSEs before going on to obtain a number of other qualifications, all at night school as I was working during the day.  After enjoying a Sociology GCSE my tutor persuaded me to study for ‘A’ levels, and later to apply for a degree – something I had never considered before.  I gained a place on a full-time Sociology degree but unfortunately due to personal circumstances ended up opting for a part-time study route.  I graduated four years later, being the first ‘Flexible Degree’ student to get a degree.  I am proud to say that after starting my degree, my daughter joined me to study on the ‘Go Higher’ foundation pathway and my son commenced a B.A. in Egyptian Archaeology! 

As a part-time student I was able to decide on a suitable timetable, choosing modules I knew I would enjoy.   I found the staff and lecturers in both the History and Sociology departments to be very friendly towards mature students – invaluable at seminars – and there were always a few other mature students taking the same modules, particularly in Sociology.  I also met students who had attended ‘Skills for Success’ with me.   

While studying for my degree, I helped out as a Student Advocate during Open Days, ‘Skills for Success’, Shadowing and Visit Days, as well as attending other events in the company of the Mature Students’ Adviser.  I very much enjoyed this, and felt I was able to help potential mature students talk through their worries and answer questions about taking the plunge and coming to University.  I also became a ‘Go Higher’ Mentor, giving pastoral care and learning support to the students on this course.

Apart from modules in Sociology and Social Policy, I opted to study Social and Economic History, and my final year dissertation was on Education.  After finishing my degree I went on to complete Adult Teaching Certificates in Local History, Basic Skills Literacy and Numeracy, before returning to The University of Liverpool to start an M.A. in History entitled ‘Atlantic Connections: Slavery, Migrations and Identities’.  I guess you could say I was bitten by the Education Bug, and would advise any mature student to stop thinking about getting on a course and JUST DO IT! 
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· Name:
Bev G.

· Age:

44

· Degree:
MBChB Medicine

· Route:

‘A’ Level Physics, Chemistry, Human Biology, West Cheshire College, 

B.Sc. (Hons.) Genetics (2:1 pass), The University of Liverpool
· Profile:
I am coming to the end of my third year of MBChB, and have a further two years of study here before I take up my house officer post.  I was in the process of completing a B.Sc. (Hons.) degree in Genetics as a mature student at this university when I applied – so I was a post graduate when I started my medical degree and had some experience of the Liverpool campus and knew what life at university was all about.  I was 35 years of age when I returned to full time education (38 when I started university) and there is no doubt that it is a huge commitment - you really have to be prepared to re-think your priorities. But if you have a burning desire to do something with your life, as I did, then it will end up being one of the most rewarding things you can do.

With my first degree, I had a fairly full timetable - I was expected to be in for a lecture or two every morning except Wednesdays.  I then had to be in practical sessions four afternoons out of every five – so I think any science subject is quite a demanding degree to opt for but you can still find time to do other things. With my second degree things are very different; seven days is not enough.  Basically, the more work I do, the greater the chance of being able to answer questions that may be fired at me in clinics and on ward rounds.  So you have to think good and hard about the level of commitment that you are prepared to put in when choosing your subject.    Certainly, full-time study means exactly that.  I try to get in to university every morning by 8.00 a.m. and I stay all day – sometimes right up until the library closes at 9.30 p.m.  If I am not timetabled to be somewhere, I can usually be found in the library.  The course content is extremely interesting but very high in volume.  I cope with the workload because I put most of my time into my degree, but I think that gaining a strong scientific foundation before you come to university does help - so never underrate the pre-degree requirements!

For a single person with no commitments university life can be fairly straightforward, but if you have other people to consider apart from yourself, then you often have to be a bit more creative in your approach.  I am a lone parent with six children and I also have to hold down a part time job so I think I qualify as a student with fairly heavy commitments outside of university. So how do I manage to juggle children with work with study with the finances? It’s not easy, but as I said before, when you manage it…..  it is beyond ‘rewarding’!

The key is in looking ahead and planning how and when you are going to do your studying, when you are going to be able to do paid work (avoid this if you can) and when you are going to be able to spend time with your family.  It’s a tall order so you have to call upon extended family and friends for their help.  Do financial projections to see how you can manage your finances; I do this and I find it comforting to see that I can manage – at least on paper!  And of course, even after doing all these things and more, I have to accept that sometimes things are going to go ‘not quite to plan’ – child illness, personal sickness, unexpected bills etc. 

The main point is that you should plan ahead, now, before you start. Source as much help as you can (student support office on campus, local library for grants directory, Student Finance, family support – the list goes on) and basically, rake in all the help that you can because it’s worth it in the long run and besides, you’ll be surprised at how much people want to help.  Oh - and make sure you fill in and return all financial forms on time otherwise your loan cheques may be late.

When you start your course you will be assigned a personal tutor who is there to help you in all things, not just academia.  The more you keep him/her informed of how things are going, the more they can help if things start to go wrong.  Life never runs smoothly and over the years I have had to approach the university for various forms of assistance; I have always found them to be helpful, fair and sympathetic and only too willing to get me back on track – but they do not have a sixth sense so you really have to learn to keep in touch with them!

And finally, don’t do what I nearly did in my first week at university ….. leave!  You may have come from college, which as big as it seemed to you at the time, is now going to pale into insignificance compared with life at university.  You may be totally overwhelmed at first but believe me, in a very short time you will be thinking how small your college was rather than how big the university is!  My advice is to become acquainted with the campus map – ‘Skills for Success’ is also helpful in this respect.

When I first arrived I felt like a fish out of water.  I was 38 years old – all of a sudden my fellow students were half my age (less in some cases). I was terrified that the young students would find it difficult to accept me but I quickly learnt that this was not the case. The University of Liverpool is diverse in all things, not simply age – and it’s all part of the thrill of being at university.   Above all, it’s really great to have the opportunity, as we do, to re-enter education at this stage in our lives - so enjoy your years at Liverpool because you will miss it when you finally graduate.
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The doors to HE were firmly closed to me by a father who thought educating women to be a waste of time, as we just marry and have children.  I had two very small children (0 and 5) when I finally decided to study through the Open University.  Shortly after starting I realised I would never live long enough to learn all that I wanted to.  Working in a job that gave me little reward was the impetus to cash in my Open University credits and start University at the age of 35.  

As I had already experienced a career in general management, I felt I could choose courses that really interested me, and the Combined Honours route gave me that freedom.  I had already attained 180 Open University credits in compatible Social Science subjects and could have entered The University of Liverpool as a second year student, but chose to start again from the beginning.  In my first year I studied History of the Middle Ages and the Victoria era together with a number of Political Systems and Civic Design modules.  In my second year I changed from History to Geography, but continued with Politics and Civic Design.  My final year was split between Politics and Civic Design.  

All my tutors knew I was a single parent with young children and were accommodating to the challenges I had to face.  My Head of Department was very approachable with regard to any study related problems I might have, as well as those relating to my family circumstances.  Friends helped out with childcare, picking up from school and during holidays and exam times.  

I loved every minute of University - I was achieving a life's ambition.  I was taught by people who recognised my ability and encouraged me to go further.  Money was thin on the ground but the majority of us were all in the same boat.  We encouraged and supported each other in staying to the end.  

My time at University gave me the depth of knowledge and skill development to take me to higher levels of management.  It also gave me the confidence to reach for greater goals.  I am now in a research and development post that has a national portfolio, working with people at the highest levels of Government Health Policy and travelling this country and occasionally abroad. I particularly wanted to stay in Liverpool: this is where I was born and I didn't want to go to University anywhere else.  I would do it all again tomorrow – incidentally, I am about to commence further study with the Open University)!
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