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Abstract 
This paper examines, over a period of six years, the ‘intention to participate’ of six cohorts of predominantly low 
socioeconomic women at the point of applying for admission to a tertiary access program in Australia.  The 
research is concerned with the reasons (self-identified in applicant’s written scripts) for why the women seek to 
reengage with learning for HE. The findings show evidence of generational change with learning and 
parenthood closely related for the women in the study, particularly for the two groups ‘young mums’ and women 
‘beyond-children’. Timing, status and stigma are found to be important elements of generational change as these 
women seek to (re)construct an identity as an educated, independent ‘parent/learner’ role-model.   
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Introduction 
Over the past decade it has become generally 
recognised that the status of women in Australian 
society has shown positive improvement and gender 
relations have changed.  The changes have meant 
that it is much more accepted that women, 
regardless of marital and dependent status and/or 
age, now have greater autonomy and individual 
choice in their personal lives, including in decisions 
about education.  As gender relations have changed, 
it is likely that so too have people’s expectations and 
life choices, and that changes in marital status may 
provide women with opportunities to learn and 
unlearn previous identities and traditional roles.  
There is increasing evidence that this is occurring, 
for example, more women now enrol in Australian 
universities than men (DEST, 2002, p.57).  Yet, as 
feminists point out, ‘gendered expectations 
communicated to women during childhood and 
adolescence continue to be reinforced and 
challenged in adult women’s lives.  Marriage and 
motherhood, as well as women’s roles in paid 
employment, continue to be influenced by gendered 
expectations’ (Hayes & Flannery, 2000, p.64-67).   

Also over the past decade the concept of lifelong 
learning has taken on an important policy 
significance driven largely by OECD and UNESCO 
policy directions.  The notion of ‘lifelong learning 
for all’ speaks to many different audiences.  Within 
the framework of concepts and policies associated 
with lifelong learning and widening participation 
adult access to education will increasingly become 
more relevant.  In today’s ‘knowledge economies’ 
and ‘learning societies’, the concept is advocated as 
a means to overcome exclusion, to open up access, 
and overcome the disadvantage of, for example, 
being an early school leaver.  The OECD has 
identified that those with least educational success in 
early years are most at risk of being excluded from 

lifelong learning, and that ‘certain combinations of 
age, gender, ethnicity and family circumstances 
contribute substantially to the risk of encountering 
serious problems’ such as ‘single-parent (often 
mothers) families – and … those with incomplete 
education and training’ (OECD, 2000, p.20-23).   

As the trends and issues in the transition from an 
‘elite’ to a mass system of higher education have 
begun to clarify, the phenomenon of adults returning 
to learning in the tertiary/university sector has 
become evident.  As educators we know (and as the 
literature demonstrates) there is not likely to be one 
adult student identity or experience in the decision to 
return to study.  The driving and inhibiting factors 
contributing to the decision to return or continue 
with study as adults – personal, social, economic, 
and historical issues (both negative and positive)1 – 
have become more prominent in the literature.  
There is some concern evident in the literature that 
the most socially under-represented groups in 
society are least likely to be ‘learning-motivated’ 
and therefore most at-risk of not being in a position 
to engage with the so-called ‘knowledge economies’ 
and ‘learning societies’.  This certainly includes 
those from low socioeconomic status (LSES) 
backgrounds.  As Reay argues, ‘[w]orking class 
relationships to education have always been 
problematic and emotionally charged, inscribing 
academic failure rather than success’ (2001, p.333).   

This paper is concerned with the ‘lead-in’ or 
preparatory stage of return to learning for a group of 
women seeking to reconstruct their learning identity 
to overcome educational and social disadvantage.  
The study examines adult women from 

                                                           
1 Another area of academic interest is participation (after 
enrolment in a program of university study). One area of interest 
in this literature (although not confined to adults) has been 
resistance to learning (see, for example, Munns & McFadden, 
2000). 
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predominantly LSES backgrounds seeking an 
alternative pathway to reengage at the higher 
education (HE) level through a tertiary access 
program2.  It examines the motivations of women at 
the point at which they take action to begin the 
process of reengaging with formal education to 
prepare for study at university.  The study identifies 
two significant groups of women who have 
incomplete education and have been in danger of 
exclusion due to lack of formal prerequisites for 
gaining entry to higher education – the ‘young 
mums’ and ‘beyond-children’.  The results of this 
study show that both groups reached a point where 
they made a conscious decision to use education to 
overcome individual perceptions of exclusion and 
‘to shape their own biographies and identities in a 
reflexive way’ (Baxter & Britton, 2001, p.88-89). 

The women recognise that the decision to reengage 
will involve a ‘major change or break with their past 
lives and identities’ (Baxter & Britton, 2001, p.88-
89).  At the same time, however, reconstruction of 
their ‘new’ educated identity is still fundamentally 
tied up with their ‘past’ lives so it has to be a process 
of reconstruction through assimilation.  The study 
finds evidence of generational change – the younger 
group are more likely than the older group to see 
education and child rearing as compatible and less 
likely to ‘sacrifice’ or delay their educational 
aspirations until their children are older, to ‘wait 
their turn’. 

Risks and Opportunities of Adult Return 
Recent research shows that adults return to (formal) 
education (including via Access programs) for many 
and varied reasons, and that they are from a range of 
ages.  Key motivating factors for return have been 
identified as meeting basic needs, labour market 
participation, fostering social action and 
participation (OECD, 2000, p.21-3); acquiring 
knowledge, professional development, helping their 
community, meeting new people, diversity and 
stimulation (McGivney, 1990); self-development, 
improving employment prospects, the wish to be 
more effective in community and voluntary 
organisations, and overcoming physical and mental 
health related problems (Gallacher et al, 2000, p.23-
37).   

The UK research of Gallacher et al (2000, p.23-37) 
found that returning to learning as an adult had a lot 
to do with earlier experiences of school, family life 
and work such that ‘many people from the most 
socially under-represented groups do not have any 
strong motivation to engage in learning … [There 
were a] range of negative issues, structural, personal 

                                                           
2 The course is offered at a FE Institute in a low socioeconomic 
area near Brisbane.  It targets low socioeconomic adults who have 
been out of school for at least two years, are at least 18 years of 
age, and who lack the necessary prerequisites for entry to 
university. 

and institutional which [had] either made learning a 
struggle or prevented them from learning 
completely’.  Their fragmented and ‘fragile’ lives 
were ‘full of knock-backs and insecurities’.  Taking 
the decision to move from non-participant to 
participant was ‘rarely the result of a carefully 
planned, conscious decision-making process but 
rather a combination of several factors interacting 
over a period of time’.  Gallacher et al (2000, p.23-
37) also identified ‘tipping points’ (such as a critical 
incident, such as divorce or unemployment) or 
‘turning points’ (a combination of circumstances in 
their lives).  Risks to learning have also been 
identified – future rewards, personal achievement, 
finance, time, resources and services (Davies & 
Williams, 2001, p.194-5).  

Feminist research has been useful in identifying 
and analysing the educational experiences of adults 
returning to education including associated learner 
risks.  This literature3 argues that questioning the 
discourses of class and gender that frame ways of 
thinking makes it possible for students to open up 
new ways of thinking reflexively about the social 
construction of educational experiences (Tett, 2000, 
p.183).  The educational experiences of adults 
returning to education are likely to be influenced and 
socially constructed by gender, social class, 
ethnicity, and marital status.  The literature shows 
that the returning ‘journey is much smoother for 
men than for women’ (Betts, 1999, p.133) with 
women’s experience shaped by the gendered nature 
of ‘dominant ideologies and practices of gender’ 
(Betts, 1999, p.125).  The complexities of ethnicity, 
gender and marital status intersect with, and 
compound, the consequences of class, making the 
transition process particularly difficult for working-
class, single mothers (Reay, Ball and David, 2002).   

Brine & Waller (2004, p.102-3) analysed ‘social 
risk’ (risk of academic failure, economic and 
material risk, risk to personal relationships and risk 
to class identity) and identity.  They found that 
female working-class Access students do not return 
‘to formal study from ‘out of the blue’’; rather they 
approach their return to study ‘with pragmatism and 
rationality’.  The process of reflexivity begins prior 
to reengagement in Access, and involves  

self-evaluation and assessment of the likelihood of 
success … in grasping opportunities they enter into risks 
– some anticipated (risk of academic failure, of financial 
debt and economic instability), and some less so (risk to 
personal relationships, class identity and related 
femininities) … Twin images of opportunity and risk 
shimmer, like a hologram, constantly changing through 
the process of reflexivity, as identities of the self are 
framed, contested and reframed (Brine & Waller, 2004, 
p.102-3).   

 

                                                           
3 The work of Diane Reay (2001, 2002) is particularly useful. 
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Nonetheless, the risks are negotiated as a ‘route to 
greater certainty of long-term economic and social 
reward’ (Brine & Waller, 2004, p.110). 

In Australia between 1991 and 2001 the number 
and age of students participating in higher education 
increased by 30 per cent, with commencing students 
aged 25 to 29 increasing by 52%, and under 25 years 
of age by 29 per cent (Department of Education, 
Science & Training, 2002, p.56-57).  These trends 
could indicate that learners are taking the notion of 
‘lifelong learning’ seriously.  If this is the case, then 
it is possible that the construction of new roles as 
learners for adult students may raise ‘new’ issues.  
For adult women learners, the construction of new 
roles as learners may cause conflict as ‘[m]any 
themes, identities and positions interweave to 
provide a complex picture of interrelated and 
overlapping processes and experiences associated 
with an often gradual, tentative and painful sense of 
considering and negotiating a move towards further 
formal education’ (King, 1998, p.93).  Fragility and 
risk may also be more significant: ‘while at a 
generalised level mature learners believe that the 
private return on investment will be high, at a 
personal level the concepts of fragility and risk are 
more pertinent to understanding the complexity of 
their decision-making process, particularly for those 
over 25 years of age’ (Davies & Williams, 2001, 
p.185).   

The Research Study 
The study draws on the written texts of 261 females 
from six cohorts of applicants for admission to a 
tertiary access program, 1999-20044.  The data is 
drawn from a written exercise conducted under 
supervised conditions5 as a prerequisite for gaining 
entry to the program.  The students were asked to 
write one A4 page in response to this statement: 

Reflect on the feelings, life situations and events that 
have led you to want to do tertiary study.  Reflect in 
writing on this and also on why it is important to you to 
get a degree.  You may view this question as being in 
two parts, i.e. (i) tertiary study and (ii) getting a degree, 
and write about these parts separately.  Otherwise, you 
may combine both parts of the question and produce one 
answer.  

 
The writing exercise is used to evaluate basic 

(mid-secondary school level) writing skills and 
students are advised that assessors are primarily 
concerned not with what is written, but rather how it 
is written.  In their responses, however, it is clear 

                                                           
4 The age range of the applicants is between 17 and 56 years. 
5 Students who wish to attempt to enter the tertiary access course 
(Certificate level IV) are encouraged to enrol in a three-week 
intensive preparation for the exam.  If students do not pass they 
are also encouraged to study and resit the exam.  Those who do 
not gain entry are encouraged to enrol in a lower level Certificate 
III course to prepare them. 

that the writers pay significant attention to 
explaining their ‘stories’ through identity and life 
experience by using a personal reflective style. 

In the study, an initial exploration of the texts was 
conducted (using computer software) to find high-
count occurrences of words and phrases that related 
to the personal and educational experiences of the 
women and indicative of marital status, dependents 
and level of education.  This process identified the 
reasons/motives self-identified in the written texts 
for why women seek to reengage with learning6 at 
the higher education level, with a particular focus on 
reasons related to timing and identity re-
construction.  It identified two major representative 
groups – ‘young mums’ and ‘beyond-children’.  The 
final analysis considered and analysed the 
motivating factors on the basis of age (younger than 
25; 25 or older), marital status (single; 
relationship/married), and motherhood status 
(children; no children) in the context of two main 
categories of contributing factors – age and children, 
status and stigma.   

Intention to Participate 
To a large extent, the stories contained in the texts 
support the previous research that identified the 
process of negotiating the risks of possibility and 
discouragement (sometimes interchangeable) 
impacting on learners’ decision-making.  Critical 
incidents and turning points were often the catalyst 
for ‘intention to participate’.  So too was dealing 
with the fragmentation and fragility of lives full of 
disadvantage and ‘wrong’ choices associated with 
negative school, family and work life experiences.  
Self-development and improving ‘career’ prospects 
were much in evidence, as was being first-in-family 
to attend university – for example, ‘I’m looking 
forward to the day I graduate university so I can 
proudly say that I beat the odds, as I will be the first 
in my family to go to university’. 

There was some evidence of tentativeness and 
‘drift’, generally characterised by a pattern of 
previous attempts to re-engage with education 
through further or community education courses 
either intermittently over years or immediately prior 
to making application to the tertiary access program.  
In particular, positive experiences of voluntary work 
motivated some women to consider re-engagement:   

‘Remembering back to the days of my volunteer work 
bring me great joy as teaching the children was the most 
wonderful and rewarding job I had ever taken on … this 
is the future career I want for myself’ 

‘I have also volunteered at a women’s refuge and family 
services library services in which I was able to complete 
courses through their study program’. 

                                                           
6 Almost all of the applicants aimed for tertiary studies; only a 
few were seeking preparation for other careers such as the 
defence forces. 
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As well, there was strong evidence of ‘stages of 

return’ as a way of building up confidence to ‘have a 
go’ at ‘getting a degree’, to overcome the exclusion 
experienced by being ‘uneducated’:   

‘I had doubts if I could manage family and a tertiary 
course.  Enrolling in CAGE was my first step, a step 
which seemed like a giant leap.  I have prioritised my 
lifestyle and changed some bad habits.  At the end of my 
six months of CAGE I have been able to achieve more 
than I thought possible’ 

‘I began by enrolling myself into education support, a 
certificate III course held at TAFE.  This helped confirm 
my belief that teaching was the area I needed to go into.  
After this I rang the University and had a talk to them as 
to what courses were available.  Finally I made the 
decision to enrol in the tertiary access course at TAFE.  
This led me into looking at my family situation’. 

 
Overall, there was a strong element of conscious 

and planned decision-making which was viewed 
through lenses of families, relationships and 
occupations, and strongly tied up with aspirations to 
(re)construct an ‘educated’ role model learner 
identity.  Family was integral to the pursuit of higher 
education such that (re)education had to be 
internalised and assimilated into the family situation.  
Age and timing of identity (re)construction were 
significant considerations in the texts.  This finding 
was explored further in relation to the two identified 
representative groupings of female applicants with 
children − ‘young mums’7 (children less than six 
years old) and ‘beyond-children’ (children of school 
age or older).   

Age, Timing, Status and Stigma 
To illustrate the significance of age and timing in the 
identified motivators in the data the two groups of 
women are differentiated by age and timing of 
‘intention to participate’.  The first group, ‘young 
mums’, are aged between 17 and 25 years of age, 
whereas the second group are aged from 26 years.  
The ‘young mums’ typically receive a single parent 
benefit from the government, as do most of the 
single ‘women-beyond-children’ group. 

‘Young Mums’ 
Nearly all of the ‘young mums’ who self-identified 
as a single/sole parent resented the social stigma 
they perceived was attached to their identity as a 
single parent on government benefits: 

‘After my son was born I had to go on the sole parent 
pension as a means of supporting my son and I. … it 
wasn’t long before I realised that there wasn’t any 

                                                           
7 ‘Teenage mothers’ or ‘unmarried mothers’ are other sometimes 
derogatory terms used to refer generally to unmarried teenage 
mothers. 

personal fulfilment nor any future on the payment, so I 
set myself the goal of resuming my studies as soon as I 
could’ 

‘… being a sole parent and not working is slowly 
becoming a major issue and considered the only choice 
for some young girls.  I may be one of the few who 
refused to be stuck in the cycle and rut of being a single 
parent. …If at the end of my degree I graduate, I know 
then that nothing is impossible even for a single parent’ 

‘I am working towards improving myself as in six years 
time I’ll be off the sole parent pension, so if I start now, 
hopefully I will have fulfilled some of my plans’ 

‘I want to defy the odds and critics who say living in a 
single parent environment is a disadvantage’.   

 
Taking responsibility for ‘providing for the family’ 

and/or raising their children independently was a 
strong reason for this group to seek further learning:  

‘My daughter is now 14 months old.  I don’t want to be 
on the sole parent pension forever.  I want to support her 
by myself’  

‘Being a single mother, I have a responsibility of setting 
a good example and providing for my family in the 
future.  I feel that the best way for me to do this is to 
embark on a career that will both take care of us 
financially and allow me to raise my child myself’. 

 
This group were not or had never been married, 

were keen to be done with the single-parent stigma, 
and were seeking independence through education 
as the means to provide for their child/children, to be 
the primary caregiver.  Their transcripts indicated a 
sense of impatience with this period of their lives, 
and strong expectations that they would succeed and 
achieve their aims.  Their plans were both tentative 
(‘see how I go’) and assertive (‘I can do this’). 

‘Beyond-Children’ Group 
For some of the ‘beyond-children’ group, the 
reasons given for delaying their return to learning 
were tied up with two factors − societal changes in 
the ‘value’ of female education, and/or a change in 
their individual social status: 

‘I have always known I have the ability to acquire a 
degree.  Why I have not is for various reasons.  Firstly I 
must mention my upbringing which was in an era where 
going to university was not encouraged.  Instead one was 
told to leave school and get a job.  …Secondly as I was 
growing up, women were encouraged to leave work, get 
married and have children.  I certainly fell into this 
category.  I reared two beautiful sons into delightful 
adults as well as ran my own businesses.  Thirdly as I 
entered my 40s I was confronted with a ghastly divorce.  
During these years of my life I always hungered for 
more information, more learning’ 

‘I come from a family of eight children.  It was assumed 
that I would leave school and help support the family.  
Girls only got married and had children a few years after 
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leaving school anyway.  What was the point of educating 
them further for nothing.  Getting a job would be the best 
for all concerned’ 

‘When I was in high school in 1972, our science and 
maths teacher was a male.  He was highly discouraging 
of many females who showed an interest in science.  
Often, he made sarcastic remarks in class, insinuating 
that women were better suited to raising a family and 
tending to domestic work.  Unfortunately, my own father 
felt the same way and actively sabotaged my efforts to 
study maths and science, refusing to supply the needed 
textbooks for study’. 

 
For others in this group, the decision to re-engage 

as a learner was delayed by ‘traditional’ notions of 
childrearing, and waiting until children were in, or 
finished, school.  ‘Time for me’ was the typical 
reason given by the ‘beyond-children’ women for 
deciding to return to learning: 

‘I have raised a large family … I feel at this moment in 
time that I am prepared to get back into studying.  
Through volunteering in the community I observed the 
need for more people in the community to be educated.  I 
want a job in this field and have been told that through 
attending University I will be able to achieve this.  I also 
think it’s important raising my own family to give them 
the support they need in their education.  I want to see 
that it doesn’t matter how young or how old you are, you 
can achieve anything you set your mind to do.  That even 
though I put my family first it is now my time to return 
to studying and eventually to the work force’ 

‘Furthering my education has, until now, been postponed 
due to my energy and time being focused on my two 
children.  My maturity and determination to pursue a 
career as a nurse and to expand my knowledge is now 
able to be realised, as my children now both attend 
school full-time’ 

‘Since completing year 10 at High School I had the 
desire to continue studying but my family couldn’t 
afford it.  I always knew one day I would do a degree; it 
was just a matter of the correct timing.  Having worked 
all the time since leaving school, having had a family & 
continued working part-time, my children are old enough 
to enable me to now pursue my degree’ 

‘I left school at a young age, got married and had a 
family.  My children are now adults and I am now on my 
own.  I have the time and because I was unable to do 
something for myself back then, I really need to do this’ 

‘I haven’t really done much with my life so far.  High 
school was interesting, but I thought partying with my 
friends was better.  As I have grown older, my life has 
been revolving around my kids and family.  So, I 
decided that enough was enough, now I’m going to do 
something for myself!’ 

‘…the 30 years after completing year 12 at school, I had 
devoted myself to bringing up a family of seven 
children.  I considered that to do this properly it was a 
full-time job. …Now that my last child has started 
school, I wish to extend myself in the intellectual area’ 

‘I have always wanted to study in the computer world.  
This dream was interrupted by myself choosing to raise a 
family, and now all of my children are getting older I 
feel it is time to restart my life and work towards my 
dream of working with computers’ 

‘… after 13 years devoting my time and energy to my 
family and business, I think it is my turn to get where I 
want’. 

 
It is fair to say that some of this group of women 

are voicing the ‘many themes, identities and 
positions’ (King, 1998) which they are considering 
and negotiating in their move towards furthering 
their education.  This suggests that the decision-
making process has been more gradual, tentative and 
perhaps painful than that for the younger women-
with-children.   

Risk and Opportunity in ‘Becoming 
Educated’ 
For most women in both groups, becoming 
‘educated’ was associated with aspirations, status 
and identity re(construction), as this ‘beyond-
children’ woman summarised very succinctly: 

‘For me, personally, a degree will mean that I am no 
longer an awkward child, a troubled teen, a terrified 
young mum or a walked all over bookkeeper.  It will 
mean that I am a strong, hard-working, intelligent 
woman who is ready to take on the world’. 

 
It was, however, also strongly associated with 

becoming a ‘learner-role model’ for their own 
children for two main reasons − so their children did 
not make the ‘same mistakes’ as they did, and/or so 
their children could ‘look up’ to an ‘educated-
parent’: 

‘Raising my children to the best of my ability has always 
been my primary focus, but I can now, also, pursue my 
chosen career.  Maturity and determination will enable 
me to combine my responsibilities as a sole parent, 
student and role model’ 

‘I grew up in a single parent home, my mother never 
worked.  We always went without things other people 
had and I always felt inferior.  We were never 
encouraged to have a career or even to think about our 
future.  Living was a day to day thing and that was all we 
knew.  It wasn’t until I became a single parent myself 
that I realised how much more I have to do to make sure 
my children don’t have the same childhood I had. … I 
need to set a good example for my children which is one 
reason why it is crucial for me to get a degree’. 

 
The texts also show clearly that the risks 

associated with their decision to re-engage were a 
major concern particularly for a number of the 
‘beyond-children’ group.  Their reasoning was 
strongly linked to their established role as the 
primary caregiver in the family and with the impact 
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of their decision on family life, particularly with 
fitting their needs in, with and around their family 
life:  

‘Tertiary study will be a challenge to me personally.  
Initially, my home routine will be difficult to handle 
whilst my husband and daughter learn to adjust to the 
new lifestyle of me studying full-time.  I, too, will have 
to learn to manage my study time carefully making sure 
the family life does not get neglected’ 

‘The decision to return to tertiary study is, for many 
reasons, possibly the hardest decision I have ever had to 
make.  Firstly I have had to consider my family and the 
impact of my decision on their lives and secondly I have 
had to consider my feelings regarding my age and what I 
want from my life.  I have also had to open myself to the 
advice and encouragement of my family and friends’ 

‘The effect returning to tertiary study would have on my 
family was my primary concern.  My partner would now 
be the sole income earner placing a lot of pressure on 
him.  My daughter would have to be cared for at day-
care centres or by her grandmother.  All in all, the new 
difficulties of life do not change my mind about 
returning to study’ 

‘I’ve always hoped for a career, but as I became a young 
mother and wife I have not had the chance until now.  
I’m now separated from my husband and find that I 
would like to build a safety net for a comfortable 
lifestyle, but also one that still gives me a choice to be a 
good mother’. 

 
As these examples highlight, the decisions of these 

women were strongly associated with what they 
perceived to be their role as a ‘good mother’.  
Although they still perceived their primary role as 
‘mother’, they were willing to take the risk of further 
study if they could balance the risk with the ‘right’ 
career/opportunity – what could be called role-
blending.  An example of role blending is illustrated 
in this quote:  ‘[teaching] would be the perfect job 
for me.  … It would be school hours so that fits in 
with my son’. 

Confidence-Building 
Another motivational factor for readiness to return 
to learning found in the study was confidence to re-
engage with learning.  This was a serious matter of 
consideration for both groups of women, but more 
so for the ‘beyond-children’ group possibly because 
of the more significant time delay spent waiting until 
their children were older (in contrast to the ‘young 
mums’ who did not consider delay as an option):  

‘Unfortunately, it has taken me a long time to regain the 
confidence to fulfil my dream.  Seeing this dream 
through will allow me to gain the self confidence that I 
have lacked, and leave me with a sense of great 
achievement’ 

‘I am scared to really want this, in case it ends up on the 
pile of ‘can’t have’ 

‘I am a single parent of three children and I am 38 years 
old.  I have reached a very critical time in my life, where 
I find myself alone, wanting to provide for my family 
and yet because I have been out of the workforce for too 
long I feel unqualified and not very confident’ 

‘It has been a very rocky path to get to where I am now, 
broken marriages, family members on drugs & an awful 
lot of pain & soul-searching along the way.  I feel very 
scared & apprehensive about doing the tertiary course, 
but in the end I know when I receive that degree it will 
have all been worth the hardship’.  

 
The findings suggest that the older group are more 

inclined to have doubts and lack confidence – in this 
sense, they are more fragile.  Of course, the risk of 
failure in attempting to gain entry to this particular 
program would be a major consideration for most 
applicants, since other like-programs do not require 
students to pass an entry assessment.  In the first 
instance, applying to sit the entry test and then 
turning up on the day to complete what is likely for 
most to be a very daunting task would require a 
certain level of confidence.  The fear of failure may 
be too much of a deterrent for the more fragile and 
hence they may not even take that initial step to 
‘test’ their resolve/ability.  Even after taking the 
initial step, failure to gain entry to this program 
could also ‘further damage fledging identities, now 
infused with hope’ (Brine & Waller, 2004, p.102-3).  
It appears that once the ‘twin images of opportunity 
and risk’ are weighed up and the process of framing 
and contesting self-identity is undertaken, the 
reframed identity of ‘confident and educated’ is 
worth pursuing – so the journey can continue for 
those women who have the confidence to overcome 
the risks inherent in the initial reengagement.   

Conclusion 
The research in this paper explored the motives 
identified in writing by women seeking to return to 
learning to participate in higher education, and what 
the reflexive process might mean for 
(re)construction of learner identity in terms of age, 
timing and status.  The results show that the women 
in the study had, as expected, a number of 
motivators for returning to learning, but the main 
motivator was to ‘become educated’ as the means to 
gain status and a new identity.  Both groups of 
women demonstrated strong signs that they have 
moved beyond their earlier contradictory and 
uncertain views/attitudes about the place of, and 
resistance to, education in their lives.   

Although it is not possible to ascertain or draw 
generalised conclusions about attitudes of the study 
group to families, relationships, work and education, 
it is fair to say that gendered perceptions of 
women’s role as primary caregiver were still very 
much in evidence.  The self-identity of the older, 
‘beyond-children’ group was very much tied up with 
traditional gendered notions of women, children and 
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marriage.  Whether single or in a relationship, they 
waited until after children, for ‘their turn’, to reach 
the point of ‘time for (my)self’.  The role of primary 
care-giver was very much attached to being female 
and assuming the role as a matter of course.  This 
attitude is in contrast to the younger women in the 
study. 

Although the ‘young mums’ are also keen to be the 
primary carers for their families, they are more 
inclined and comfortable, even impatient, to become 
the (sole) providers for their families.  They appear 
to have reached this point much earlier than the 
previous generations of older aspirants in the study, 
possibly because of the changing attitude of society 
to children outside of marriage, and the increasing 

trend for women to choose not to get married.  They 
are more open to role-blending – child-rearing 
together with study/work. 

Regardless of age, however, for both groups 
gender and class can be seen to intersect in the 
women’s desire to establish a new learner identity as 
a ‘parent/learner-role model’, not only for 
themselves but also for their children.  It is ironic 
that often the reason for leaving education, brought 
about by the critical incident of becoming a ‘young 
mum’ became the impetus for seeking to return.  
Hence, for the women in the study, education and 
family are very closely related and tied to their self-
identity as parents and learners.  
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