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Abstract
Bourdieu’s concept of institutional habitus and variants of cultural capital are often cited in relation to the experiences of ‘non-traditional’ students, and these serve as valuable frameworks through which experiences which were once less than common can be contextualised. However, in institutions where ‘traditional’ students are becoming the minority, could it be that the institutional habitus, once so heavily criticised for alienating ‘non-traditional’ students (Mann, 2001), might no longer be appropriate for the ‘traditional’ ones? This paper presents data from an embryonic study with a range of students, all of whom fit under the ‘non-traditional’ umbrella, aged from 26 to 56, with only two A levels between them. Open, or unstructured, interviews were carried out with these students using a narrative approach to engender conversations around students’ perceptions of their educational biographies and the impact prior educational experiences have upon their current learning identities and engagement in higher education study.  Perceived as firmly ‘non-traditional’ both to themselves and others, the students interviewed for this study shared their experiences of transitions to university, the significance of prior learning experiences,  the seriousness with which they take their studies, and overwhelmingly, their conceptions of what it means to be a student, and how they feel different to other students. It is hoped that discussions generated from this paper may highlight the need to re-evaluate the use of common terminology in an uncertain climate, and re-consider the usefulness of categories for some institutions where ‘non-traditional’ is the norm. 
Introduction
The research presented in this paper forms part of my doctoral research being undertaken at the University of Lancaster. My research focuses upon the experiences of students who are undertaking degrees in Education and Professional Studies, or Combined Honours at the University of Central Lancashire, a post 1992 institution with strong widening participation roots and practices, where thirty nine per cent of the institution’s students are part time, twenty one per cent are from minority ethnic groups, and sixty nine per cent are classed as mature (HESA institutional data 2007/08). 
My research is concerned with exploring the past and present educational experiences of the students I teach, with a particular focus upon perceptions of identity. Due to the composition of students at UCLan, this could be perceived as another study on ‘non-traditional’ students, and whilst this is a term I will use throughout this paper, it is one that within my own cohorts of students, has little value as the majority of students I work with are mature women, many are studying part time, working part time or full time, many are from lower socio economic backgrounds or families and communities where participation in HE (Higher Education) is not the norm. Many are parents; from minority ethnic groups; the majority are from the North West; a majority enter direct into the programme as a result of prior qualifications and so they become ‘new’ students in years 2 or 3 of the programme. Thus, there is an exceptionally diverse student population to cater for, and one which many would perceive as problematic given the associations between non-traditional students and retention. And, in amongst these students, we also have some of what could be termed more ‘traditional’ students: young, full time, living on campus, coming from families and communities where progression to HE is the norm. 
This paper begins by examining some relevant literature in the field of ‘non-traditional’ student experience, touching upon issues of identity and belonging. I will then go on to briefly outline the small scale study I have recently undertaken, explaining my choice of narratives as an appropriate method, and then present some of the stories of the students I have interviewed, beginning to discuss their experiences in light of existing literature. I also want to highlight the issue of provision for, and attitudes towards students from ‘traditional’ backgrounds, and the tensions inherent in providing quality learning experiences for such a diverse group.  
Literature around ‘non-traditional’ students
Studies focusing on ‘non-traditional’ students in higher education institutions are becoming more commonplace as we seek to understand the increasingly diverse groups that feature in our classrooms, particularly those concerned with the traditional areas of educational disadvantage, predominantly gender (e.g. Britton and Baxter, 2001) and socio-economic background (e.g. Reay, 2003, 2009). Many of these studies highlight an emancipatory and social justice perspective, illustrating moving journeys and transformations as students develop new identities (Johnson and Watson 2004; Palmer et al 2009; Christie et al 2008) and thus, by implication, sometimes shed the deficits which they may have previously been assigned due to their ‘non-traditional’ status. 
From an institutional perspective, ‘non-traditional’ students are presented as a challenge to retention statistics, for example, in the work of Yorke and Longden’s (2007, 2008) extensive studies. This is as a result of the inescapable fact that successful widening participation strategies have revealed correlations with high attrition rates (Reay et al  2009), and thus are a cause for concern. 
Morley, in her think piece, suggests that “stale, tired vocabularies are marshalled to recycle prejudice” (2009:2) and I would have to agree with this. Although ‘non-traditional’ is a term used commonly within the literature, I object to this as I feel it does little to reduce the tendency to place students in oppositional categories or as Leathwood and O’Connell (2003) suggest, to pathologise these groups of students as “deficient”, thus constantly comparing them to something else, something better. 
Why does identity matter?
This is a legitimate question, and one posed, and answered, by Bathmaker (2010) as she cites McCarthey and Moje (2002) who suggest that identities shape people’s practices i.e. the way in which people are understood influences the way in which people act towards one another. And, thus, it is not illogical to suggest that collectively at an institutional level this influences the way in which perceived ‘groups’ or particular learners are catered for. 
Awareness of identities also influences the way in which these individuals perceive themselves. A number of studies have recognised and written about the tensions for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds in terms of negotiating their identities (Green and Webb 1997; Baxter and Britton 2001; Archer and Leathwood 2003; Christie et al 2008), although it should be noted that they often consider social class alongside other variables such as gender and ethnicity. Archer and Leathwood assert that there is no one dimensional identity ascribed to working class students, and that individuals navigate their understandings of identity in a number of ways, meaning that it may be “embraced, resisted or, in some cases, subverted and reconstructed” (2003: 177).  
One clear message from the studies cited above is that students from working class backgrounds seem to be acutely aware of this fact. Perceptions of higher education for ‘others’ or as higher education institutions themselves as middle class were reflected in the views of students in both Baxter and Britton’s (2001) and Green and Webb’s (1997) studies, and indeed the latter identified structural locations as having a clear impact on educational identity. Ashwin (2009:77) surmises that “these aspects of students’ personal identities inform how they understand and engage with the development of their learning careers” and it is this premise, combined with acknowledgements from others which include the interplay of additional factors such as prior learning experiences (Green and Webb 1997) and already having a competent professional identity (Askham 2008) that make the identity of learners both significantly complex and powerful, and, I believe, more useful than classifications of ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’

The use of learner identity as a central concept has been used in some literature to date examining student experiences, but in the most well known work of Bloomer (1997) and Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000), the focus is more specifically upon further education and the ways in which adolescence ties into changes in identity. Further work in 2003 by Beth Crossan et al, a study looking at non-traditional adult learners learning careers and learning identities acknowledges this, but their data is gathered from an FE (Further Education) college.  Barbara Merrill’s book (1999, Gender, Identity and Change: Mature Women students in Universities) comes fairly close to my own research context, but the rapidly changing nature of HE means that student experiences can change quite significantly even in just ten years. 

Systems and expectations in universities tend to be set up for the traditional learners: those who are full time students; those who live on campus (not a 2 and a half hour drive away); those who do not juggle full time jobs and children.  Thus, I believe we still need to develop a greater understanding of the prior learning experiences of (non-traditional) students, and seek to understand the way in which these, and their evolving identities, impact upon both their student experience, and thus their degree of engagement. It was this desire to gain more understanding of my own students which led me to the study I present to you now.
Methodology – the use of a narrative approach
I chose to carry out narrative interviews with my participants, primarily, I have to confess, because of a strong gut feeling that a naturalistic encounter (having a conversation) would hopefully enable and encourage participants to open up and feel at ease, without the intervention of a tool, or any connotations of a task or exercise. 
It is acknowledged that such approaches (specifically biographical methodologies) have been commonly and successfully used in relation to educational experiences and adult learning. Merrill and West (2009) present evidence in the form of studies and associations across the world whereby biographical methods have become a popular approach to studying educational experiences of adults, particularly of more marginalised and so-called ‘non-traditional’ learners.  This approach has been used to good effect in a number of other studies looking at similar issues (Askham 2008, Baxter and Britton, 1999, 2001, Reay 2003, Crossan et al 2003), and I also resonate with Corrine Squire’s assertion that, “we frame our research in terms of narrative because we believe that by doing so we are able to see different and sometimes contradictory layers of meaning, to bring them into useful dialogue with each other, and to understand more about individual and social change” (2008: 5). 

In studies cited earlier where identity is central to their agenda (Bloomer, 1997; Bloomer and Hodkinson 2000, and Crossan et al 2003), interviews (biographical narratives in Crossan et al and semi-structured interviews in Bloomer’s work) were used, and in studies looking at ‘non-traditional’ students more broadly, narrative approaches are also common (Baxter and Britton 2001, Christie et al 2008, Leibowitz 2009). Thus, I feel that within my chosen area, existing studies demonstrate the value of a narrative approach. 

Furthermore, Chase (2005) in identifying the major disciplinary approaches in contemporary narrative enquiry, suggests one such approach stems from sociologists who stress “identity work” is engaged in by people as they construct their selves within specific contexts, thus suggesting that this is a common and appropriate approach to take for researchers who have an interest in this area (of identity). Also, Usher suggests that an autobiographical approach is “ideally suited...in tracking the development of the self as learner” (1998:18), and Scott that “biography or biographical study is the sine qua non of understanding how education systems function” (1998:32).

Challenges with a narrative approach
As with all methodologies, narrative research approaches are open to criticism and carry with them a number of flaws. It is common to come across the idea of a ‘narrative turn’ in many social science texts, as there has been an increasing amount of interest in narratives and storytelling as research tools (Atkinson and Delamont, 2006), but the approach is fraught with caveats and grey areas, particularly in relation to the issue of what exactly narratives represent.

Andrews et al (2000: 9) assert that “narratives both reveal and conceal, enable and constrain”, thus summing up a range of concerns expressed by writers in the field. The idea that assumptions may be made somewhat falsely on the basis of what might be a single narrative is also an issue (Squires 2008 and Andrews et al 2000). It would be easy to approach a narrative with a view to classifying individuals, and thus a strong awareness of what Brockmeier and Harre call “the representation fallacy” (2001: 53) is of concern. Assumptions should also not be made based on what might be left out, or not explicitly mentioned, as some narratives can be defensive (Andrews et al 2000) or may not include references to events, individuals or experiences that the researcher feels should be included (Squire 2008), even if this means that the narrative might be “partial, fragmented or contradictory…(an)incoherent or incomplete representation of experience” (ibid:40). 

The issue of time and context is also significant, and relates to drawing assumptions or claims based on a single, or one individual’s narrative, as issues of context, environment and life in general mean that narratives can only ever offer a ‘snapshot’ representing that person’s  perceptions at that moment in time. However, it could also be argued that the retrospective nature of many narratives means that “autobiographical narratives often confer meaning on events that they did not, and indeed could not possess at the time of their occurrence”(Freeman and Brockmeier, 2001:82), and it is this meaning-making and interpretation that is being sought through narratives, not an accurate and objective representation, as each narrative represents “particular points of view…in particular voices” (Brockmeier and Harre 2001:53). 

Ethics and the “vulnerability of subjects” (Hatch and Wisniewski 1995:119) was perhaps the most prominent issue of concern to me, given that I am drawing upon my own students as participants. Clearly this could blur boundaries in terms of core ethical precepts such as confidentiality and anonymity but also there were more practical issues surrounding my future involvement with these students after they had participated in the research. For example, would it be ethical for me to assess their work in the future? In order to avoid this I ensured that any students who participated and would usually have their work marked by me would have this marked by a different tutor. If I encountered the student further on in their course and it would not be possible to have a different tutor mark it, I assured the students that their work would be internally modified by another tutor as part of our quality assurance process. 

The study
Following ethical clearance (from both Lancaster and the University of Central Lancashire, where the students are based), I invited participation from 120 students across the Education Studies programme. Initially this pilot was intended only to focus on Year 1 students, but delays with ethical paperwork meant I was behind by approximately 6-8 weeks and so I extended the invitation to participate to students across all years to try to ensure maximum participation. I intended to carry out interviews with 6 participants; 16 volunteered and I interviewed the first ten, carrying out interviews in the university library, where they ranged between 40 and 110 minutes. 
The findings presented below are at this time, based only on a sample of six students, and were analysed using IPA (Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis) an approach appropriate to analysing narrative or semi structured interviews where there is a focus on identity and personal experiences (Lyons and Cole 2007)
However, the analysis of narratives is complex and filled with gaps – it sometimes felt like what was missing was more important than what had been offered by the participant. As I analysed the data, I felt anxious about the risk of distortion, and I hoped desperately that I was doing my utmost best to avoid cutting and slicing the data to fit my own purposes, a risk recognised by Sikes (2010:18), when she talks about “textual practices which shape and tame unruly data in order to present and privilege a version that serves the writer/ researcher’s purpose”
Emerging Findings
It is difficult for me to write about overall themes and trends without feeling as if I am doing a disservice to the individuals’ stories I feel I have been privy to. I have a very strong urge to write an individual narrative for each participant, and to present their stories in as full a possible sense, such as those presented in texts by Goodson et al (2010) and Waller (2010). However, I present brief pen pictures in order to provide some context for the discussion around findings, which you can read in your appendix
Issues identified across all the interviews were:

· Strong stereotypes of students, and ideas that other students did not take their studies seriously 
· Perceiving themselves as different to other students

· Confidence – usually a lack of

· Anxiety about practical or logistical issues when beginning university

· Pride (or in one instance, possibly some shame) at being a student

· Feelings that this opportunity was a last chance

· Being in the minority within the family or group of friends in coming to university

· Anxiety and a high level of self consciousness about being mature

· No interest in the social aspect of university, and certainly no intentions to come to university to make friends 
· Family/ partners as a priority, and the impact of studying on them

· Memories of particular teachers – positive and negative

· Enjoyment of school, and a love of learning in general

· Lack of support from a partner (from the two oldest students)

· Learning difficulties and the impact of this

· Aspirations for further study after their current programme

In this paper, I particularly want to focus upon the stereotypes of students held by my participants, and the perceptions they held of themselves as being different to other students, and to examine the relationship between these feelings and other aspects of their experiences 
Feelings of difference – “these younger ones who abuse the furniture”

Four of the six students conveyed strong views about the kind of person and behaviour they associate with ‘typical’ students, and explicitly distanced themselves from these ‘others’. These views included some quite strong expressions of negative stereotypes of students and featured in conversations with both the younger and older participants in the research.

Particularly strong feelings about students and their behaviours and lifestyle were held by one of the youngest participants, Anna, although only twenty six years old herself. Her views of students paint them as somewhat spoilt, lazy and incompetent, and these were expressed on many occasions in the interview. She talks of students having “mummy and daddy” to pay for their degrees, and says that; “student, to me, the word, student is somebody who doesn’t want to get a job” (1409-10), or, “they just sit at home watching Jeremy Kyle probably” (826). Her own extensive family responsibilities contrast sharply with an anecdote she tells when she says, “I mean you hear them coming in and they’re going, I couldn’t work the iron this morning, or, I had Cheerios for my tea again last night and you know you think, oh, you need to be looked after!” (1441-1444). 

Denise (aged 54) and Francis (aged 37) both perceived other students as a lot younger than themselves, with different agenda. Denise remarked that her image of a student was someone who “sits cross legged on a chair, wears weird things” (676), hence, ‘abusing’ the furniture!
Jane, Francis, Denise and Anna all perceive themselves as different to other students, stressing that they have come to University to learn; Anna says “I have come here to learn and get a degree” (1200) and Francis says “The only thing I have to do with the university is the books and the learning...I really am just here for the learning” (569-577). 
Where do these feelings of difference come from? 

This is a difficult question, but one I really want to begin to explore as I feel it’s really at the crux of my study about identity and perceptions of self. 
Looking at my six participants, trying to establish causes for these feelings is of course not possible. They are multifaceted and complex, and in some cases I doubt that the participants themselves would be able to identify, with any confidence, the precise reasons for their views or feelings. As the researcher, all I can do is look at the data I have and try to make sense of it in a way that I feel does not compromise what participants shared with me, and does not exploit the narrative privilege, or power (Sikes, 2010) that has been afforded to me. 
I have begun to try and look for evidence of possible relations between themes and student characteristics and to consider these as potential contributing factors for the current feelings and views held by my participants. This feels like a most inexact science! However, some possible relationships between themes may be posited. 

Of the four students who spoke about stereotypical students, and feeling different, three of them conveyed their own self consciousness about their maturity, and so it might be suggested that this is a characteristic that creates feelings of difference – despite the fact that the institution has a very high proportion of mature students, and indeed this fact was discussed in some interviews, so it is fair to say that the students interviewed are aware of mature students as a norm for the institution, and indeed Claire commented on the fact that she had felt valued by the institution when they took into account her experience and status as a mature student as part of the admissions process. 
Denise and Francis explicitly refer to their age as a factor that separates themselves from other students, and indeed Anna refers this too on a number of occasions and clearly expresses her consciousness of being older than some students:

 “I’ve latched onto the other mature students because I really, some of the younger ones just drive me, I feel like an old lady saying that because I’m only twenty six, I’m not even ten years older than them, but when I tell people that, how old I am....and say I’ve got two kids...God I feel really old” (597-603)

Even though she acknowledges there are students older than herself, she has a feeling that this opportunity might be somewhat of a ‘last chance’:

“I’ll never do it if I don’t do it now, and I mean I’m only twenty six now....I remember thinking it’ll be too late if I leave it any longer, and it’s not, because there’s people in my classes that are like, my Mum’s age and they’re planning on starting a whole new career, and I think, without being funny, you’ve only got ten working years left” (563-68)

This is also a view echoed by Claire, who said “it’s my one chance” (579-580) and Francis “I’m not going to get another chance to do it” (651), who separates herself from the younger students suggesting that they may always be able to get a second chance later on; “maybe if you’re eighteen and you mess it up this time, when you’re my age you might go back, but I’m not going to be coming back when I’m fifty for crying out loud” (651-653). 
Amongst those who spoke of feeling different, two participants clearly dissociated themselves from being a student. Denise, who works part time as a learning support tutor in FE described being a student as “just something I’ve been doing” (666), and Jane, who works nearly full time as a tutor in FE, seemed surprised to reflect upon this and to realise that, “I don’t think I class myself as a student...because I’m working and I just don’t seem...that’s really strange I’ve never thought of that” (480-486).  

To date, where research has identified feelings of difference amongst student groups, issues of class have been identified as a significant reason for this (Baxter and Britton 2001; Reay 2003; Reay et al 2009). However, at present, the initial findings of my small scale study do not seem to be presenting any evidence in line with this – one of the reasons why I feel the term ‘non-traditional’ holds little value for my position within my own institution. Feelings of difference identified by my participants seem to stem more obviously from issues of age, which has been found (although not the sole focus of) in a few studies in recent years. For example, Reay (2003) also found that mature students were prioritising the process of learning rather than the outcome, something which Anna and Francis in my study identify with. Similarly, in line with some of Anna’s strong views about ‘other’ students and their lack of commitment, Scanlon et al found this to be a view expressed by some mature students. Johnson and Watson (2004) looked in depth at the experiences of a mature male student, and explore the idea of his identity being produced through a contrast in maturity, or what they term a “stage of life” category. The issue of a full time/ part time divide is also raised by Jane (above), which although only identified by one student, is a student characteristic that needs to be examined more closely, given predictions of increasing part time status (Callender et al 2010). 
Conclusions?
Furlong and Cartmel (2009) suggest that student experiences of higher education remain “highly stratified” and perhaps this will be continued if divisions between institutions are exacerbated, however, what about divisions and stratification within institutions which trade on support and provision for ‘non-traditional’ students?  At my institution, provision for ‘non-traditional’ students is characterised and embodied in several ways, a prime example being timetabling. We schedule evening classes to cater for part time students who work full time, and we concentrate classes for full time students on one day of the week in order to allow them to work on other days of the week, reflecting the fact that many of them are near enough in full time employment. It could be said that this then disadvantages ‘traditional’ full time students, who could feasibly end up with classes on only one day of the week. But, for me, these students are now in the minority. This does not mean I am, ironically, suggesting a new kind of ‘non-traditional’ students, but I feel it serves as just one practical example of how this label is of little use. ‘Non-traditional’ is seen as synonymous with age, social class, ethnicity, disability and other variants. But given non-traditional is the norm to me, striving to get to know and understand students with regards to their learning experiences and perceptions of their learner identities may, I hope, prove to be more useful than further classification according to identities ascribed by others, rather than those they construct and create themselves. 
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Appendix: Pen pictures of students
1. Jane is a 26 year old part time student who has just completed her first year of study at the University, having entered the her current degree programme direct into Year 2 with APL (Accreditation of Prior Learning) from a Cert Ed. She is employed as a college lecturer in performing arts. Her younger days were very much dominated by her performing arts and her desire to turn this into a profession, although she recalls negative reactions from teachers in a private creative arts school and recalls one teacher referring to her as “common” due to the fact that she secured a bursary to attend. Failure to secure a further bursary led her to train to teach students performing arts at a college – she is now employed where she undertook this qualification. The most consistent theme to emerge from Jane’s interview is a lack of confidence with regards to both her academic ability, and to a degree at work where she is very conscious of individuals (colleagues) thinking that she might get ideas above her station, so she keeps her achievements low key. She acknowledges that she is self critical and a perfectionist, linking this to discipline from her performing arts background. She doesn’t class herself as a student and discussions reveal she is unwilling to talk about it in some circumstances in case people judge her. She has some ideas about what a ‘typical’ student is to her. She feels different to other students but struggles to explain why this is, except that her specialism is in performing arts and for others on her course, their areas of specialism are much more linked to the content of the degree programme.  Jane was the first interview I carried out and she was a little nervous, remaining quite controlled throughout but I feel she managed to open up well around some areas and by the end she seemed to have found thinking about the issues raised interesting. 
2. Francis is a 37 year old full time student  just coming to the end of her first year of study on a Combined Honours degree. She does not work, and entered the programme through an Access course, having left school after GCSEs. Her previous jobs and lifestyle have been varied and characterised by a lot of travel and time spent living and working abroad, and one theme persistent in her interview from memories of school right up until the present day, is that of curiosity about the world and other people, and a thirst for knowledge and learning: “I’m just here for the learning”. She has exceptionally vivid memories of particular teachers from her school days and speaks of them, for the most part, with admiration. However she also identifies issues of class and parental support as being significant in her educational trajectory i.e. preventing her from progressing to further education in her teens. She is proud of being a student and relishes the label, but does perceive herself as different to ‘other’ students, and has some views of stereotypical students principally because of her age.  Francis was open and relaxed throughout the interview and I was particularly pleased to have found out more about a student who I had taught all year, not having any idea of her rich and diverse life to date. 
3. Claire is a 40 year old full time student had just come to the end of her first year of a Combined Honours degree. She does not work. She entered the programme after a break of around 20 years from studying, filled by a secretarial post and spending time as a full time mother. She took up courses at her local college when her youngest started school , saying “I went back to the house, and shut the door and I thought, ‘No, I can’t do it’…it was just so quiet”.  Throughout the interview Claire repeatedly talks about balancing studies with her family, and the fact that providing a positive role model for her children is a significant driver to her. She is conscious of being a mature student and her initial anxieties around coming to University centred on this issue, with a lack of confidence in herself recounted through some of her stories. She is proud to be a student even though she didn’t harbour the desire for this when younger, having gone into employment after A levels.  My interview with Claire left me feeling very euphoric, not only because of the issues she had raised, but because she became quite emotional during the interview and we chatted in a very relaxed manner, laughing a lot. She commented at one point how lovely it was to be able to talk about herself in this way. 
4. Catherine is a 56 year old part time student (studying only 2 modules a year), who has been studying at the university for at least three or four years now. She has part time employment at a supermarket, having previously worked in industry for approximately 20 years, but combining this with motherhood and a variety of short courses and the role of school governor, which she found particularly interesting and consuming. Her children, although grown up, are significant in her studies in that she feels she can relate to them and their friends more through her own student experiences. She is proud to be a student and feels this affords her some status which was previously missing both in her professional and personal life. Catherine was diagnosed with dyslexia when she began her studies and she refers to this frequently throughout the interview, now aware that this has caused her difficulties throughout life. She feels as though she fits in with other students here although she is conscious of her age in relation to what she will do after her degree. My interview with Catherine was in stark contrast to the previously relaxed interview with Claire as Catherine has a matter of fact and sometimes almost abrupt manner, but I was touched that she had taken the time to gather documents such as old school reports and qualifications with her in case they were of use, and on several occasions she would root in her folder looking for something to help explain a point or provide a specific detail. 
5. Denise is a 54 year old full time student who had just finished her studies. She works part time as a learning support tutor at a further education college. She entered the programme directly into Year 2 with APL from her Cert Ed, and recounts a very bad experience on this course, which is one of the reasons she decided to progress to the degree programme, “to turn something that was a horrible experience into something good”. Initiative and determination is evident throughout her interview, she describes how she decided to learn a new language despite a lack of classes, how she created a job for herself at college, how she decided to come to university on her own and how she has had to dedicate enormous amounts of time to reading and studying due to her dyslexia. Her lack of confidence in both academic and other aspects comes through in our discussions. She perceives herself as different to other students and holds some stereotypical views about students, partly related to her consciousness about her age. I knew Denise fairly well having worked with her closely in the last year, and it was a great privilege to learn more about her. We laughed a lot over the fact that her mother had pulled her our of school at the age of 17 so she could work “in a knicker factory”; me even more so because as I sat there I knew that she would shortly find out she had been awarded a first class honours degree. 
6. Anna is a 26 year old full time student who has just completed the first year of a Combined Honours programme. She entered via an Access programme. She does not work but has 4 children of her own and 2 stepchildren and the impact of relationships and family (both past and present) can be seen in her discussions about decisions she has made to come to university, having left a full time job which provided comfortably for her family to pursue her initial career plans of becoming a teacher (although these ideas are changing). Conflict with teachers is a significant and persistent theme throughout as she recounts her educational biography; she talks of her mother’s objections to teachers’ views, her own disputes with teachers (which eventually led to her leaving college) and also recounts an incident between herself and her son’s teacher.  Although one of the youngest of the interviewees, Anna is very conscious of her age, her life history and family responsibilities in comparison to other students and holds very strong negative views about student stereotypes , from whom she sees herself as very different. A very significant impact upon her family as a result of her starting University has been financial, with money worries and problems impacting significantly on her and her family’s life. Anna’s interview was the longest of all at 107 minutes, and her transcript shows whole pages of her talking without interjections from myself. She recounts stories in a very detailed way, taking pains to explain circumstances and individuals’ contributions, resulting in large portions of text where she goes off on a tangent or takes the opportunity to express her views in a forthright manner. My overall impression of Anna was an old head on young shoulders because of her responsibilities. 
� Please note this is a paper in progress, prepared to accompany the presentation at HECU. Please do not circulate or cite from this without the author’s permission. 
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