
Abstract

MARIANNA D. HARDISON.  Older Reentry Community College Women: Their Start, Delay,
Choice, and Experiences.  (Under the direction of  J. Conrad Glass, Ph.D.)

The purpose of this study was to examine older reentry women between ages 35 and 50

who started their college careers at a small, rural satellite campus of Caronor Community

College.  The researcher’s goal was to examine this age group attending full-time in this setting

and what they experienced as college students in order to fill a gap in the literature, a hole which

has focused on reentry women of all ages, primarily at universities and small colleges.

The researcher performed this study at these women’s homes, jobs, or this campus.  She

selected all former and current older women students whom she could reach who started college

for the first time here and met the age and full-time criteria.  She questioned them in lengthy

semi-structured interviews, allowing them to talk freely about their private and college lives. 

The interviewer sought to learn was why they began college when they did, why they delayed

before starting, why they chose this campus, and what their experiences were as college students.

The major themes which emerged from this research were that job needs, either absent

abusive or present supportive husbands, and a suggestion about beginning college from someone

significant to them caused these women to begin college.  They delayed starting for many years

because of lives filled with large responsibilities since high school.  The proximity of this

campus to their homes and work, its small size, its low tuition, and its nonthreatening

atmosphere were reasons they selected  it.  For these older reentry women students, the college

experience provided them with skills they needed for more professional jobs, knowledge they

treasured,  faculty and peers they enjoyed, increased self-confidence and sense of personal

worth, a sense of joie de vivre, and for several, the desire to earn higher degrees.



This study suggested the need for numerous small satellite campuses of  community

colleges which would provide easy access to rural populations, the benefit of full-time,

supportive faculty and staff, and the criticality of continuous programs available both day and

night.   It also paved the way for more research on older and younger community college women

at similar campuses and at larger main campuses.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Context

History

While women composed only twenty percent of undergraduates on college campuses in

the 1950s, their numbers have dramatically increased, and as a result, literature has discussed the

reentry phenomenon since the 1970s (Astin, 1985, p. 76).  In 1981, of the almost 1.5 million

adults over age 35 in colleges in this country, sixty-five percent were women (U.S. Bureau of

Census, 1981, In Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 15). Older women made up ten percent of the 1970

college population and twenty-four percent of the 1980 college campus (Department of

Education, 1990, in Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, pp. 70-71).  The United States Department of

Commerce reported that women over age 25 constituted forty-eight percent of the total growth of

college enrollment from 1980 to 1988 (1990).  Indications are that the reentry trend will continue

(Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 328).   It was predicted that reentry women would compose fifty-six

percent of campus populations by 2002, twenty percent of whom would be over age 35

(Evangelauf, 1992).  Glass and Rose (1987) stated that “with adults enjoying a longer life span

and women outnumbering men as the sexes age, it is likely that the adult female student will take

on even more prominence in coming decades” (p. 110).   These projections have come true

because older women unquestionably are permanent fixtures on college campuses. (Rifenbary,

1995, p. 1).  Despite their growing numbers, they have varying motivations for returning, face

numerous obstacles at home, in their own minds, and on campus, and usually persist or do not

persist for different reasons.   According to the literature, the catalysts which make them start
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college, the barriers they face once there, and the reasons they persist are legion.   No single

image of a reentry woman emerges from the numerous studies focusing on her.

Motivation

These nontraditional female students give numerous, conflicting reasons for returning to

or starting college such as wanting to improve their lives, desiring a change, or experiencing a

sort of mid-life crisis and self-reassessment resulting in working towards “self-actualization

(Markus, 1976, p. 172; Ross, 1988; p. 115, Sands, 1984, p. 156).  Sometimes, certain life events,

or triggers, such as home and work changes or a move, precipitate this college undertaking

(Ross, 1988, p. 114).   Some reentry students seek a college degree to satisfy a life-long goal, to

obtain a job, to make money or more of it, or to become financially independent (Rotkis and

McDanile, 1993, p. 38; Padula, 1994, p. 11).  Awareness of getting older and of the need to

establish a self-identity motivate others (Padula, 1994, p. 11).  Some seek to better their lives

either for their own survival or for that of their children (Johnson-Bailey, 1998, p. 40).

Obstacles

Once on campus, reentry women face various practical, psychological, social, and

institutional obstacles.  Pragmatically, they confront conflicts with job and family schedules and

demands as well as severe time pressures (Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 161).   They have to

become superwomen who add to already existing responsibilities the demanding ones of being 

college students (Grottkau and Davis, 1986, p. 9).   Psychologically, many feel guilt over

indulging themselves in an education, neglecting their families, and taking money from them 

(Grottkau and Davis, 1987, p. 9).   Socially, they feel they stand out from traditional students

with their looks, their inadequate study skills, and their lower mental ability; they suffer from a
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sense of low self-worth, anxiety, and depression (Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 162).  

Institutional barriers include gender and age quotas, financial aid practices prejudicial towards

younger students, lack of child care, inappropriate curricula and schedules, personnel services

not focused on their interests, and faculty who discount them and their life experience

(Fleishman, 1992, p. 80)   They often feel “alienated and inferior, . . .  voiceless and stupid”

(Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, pp. 81-82).   Cohen (1998) found that they felt “not up to the

standard of other students” and self-conscious and insecure (pp. 360-361).  Even reentry

graduate students stated that they felt fearful about grades and competition with younger students

(Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 340).

Persistence

Despite numerous barriers, many reentry women persist to obtain one or more degrees. 

Their success at confronting academia’s barriers and their own derives from having mentors,

encouraging professors and flexible institutions, and spouse and friend support (Kahnweiler and

Johnson, 1980, p. 418; Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 17 & p. 20).  However, the greatest

promoters of their efforts are the women themselves; managing multiple roles and gaining new

information and skills enhance their self-image and further increase their achievement levels

(Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 21).   A major source of older reentry women’s determination and

the biggest difference between them and their younger counterparts is commitment to change

(Grottkau and David, 1987, p. 13).  Many feel they have obtained a new life because the college

experience gives them a sense of direction (Ross, 1988, p. 11)    They come to feel

“empower[ed] to follow through” with their goals (Fleishman, 1992, p. 77; Rotkiss and

McDaniel, 1993, p. 321).  For late-entry graduate women, the promise of a better  career,
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camaraderie with other women students, learning new information, and the development of more

positive self-perceptions keep them working towards the higher degree (Padula and Miller, 1999,

p. 338).

Pilot Study

The pilot study grew out of a group project required for the first qualitative research

course in this program.  Four students interviewed one nontraditional female college student

each from different settings.  One was in a junior college; one, a four-year liberal arts college;

another, a community college, and the fourth, a university.  The researcher’s colleagues

interviewed late-entry students in their twenties and thirties; she herself chose a reentry woman

in her fifties.  

After employing qualitative methods on a limited scale, that is,  literature reviews, 

interviews, participant observation, member-checking, inter-observer agreement, thick

description, follow-up interviews, and coding of  the data individually and jointly, the group saw

a grounded theory emerging which became the focus of this investigator’s dissertation research. 

What the group observed was  that marked differences existed between the three younger reentry

women participants as a group and the older student  in their motivations, barriers faced, and the

levels of persistence   The grounded theory which emerged was that younger students

concentrate on financial benefits from college while women over forty focus on enjoying

learning and the classroom experience.  

As a result of this pilot study, this investigator chose to examine women in their late

thirties into their forties to see what composes their motivation, their delay, their choice of this

campus, and their experience.
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Researcher Background

In addition to the pilot study, the researcher chose this topic for two reasons.  First, she is

an older reentry student herself who returned to academia for her doctorate twenty years after

earning a master’s degree.  Despite wanting to  pursue this degree immediately afterwards,

divorce, numerous job changes, moves, and family crises prevented the attempt.  Second, she 

taught older reentry women at this community college’s satellite campus for eight years.

Problem

The focus of this study is women who start college for the first time later in life than 

nontraditional women students who are in their twenties and early thirties.  Though extensive

research exists on reentry women in general, a gap in the literature exists on women over age 35

who begin college.  Also, there is a dearth of exclusively qualitative research on returning

women students; none exists on older reentry women only at rural community colleges.   

This researcher would like to find out what motivated these older women to start college

at this small, rural community college, why they waited, what their college experience was like,

and what they took away from it.   

Research Questions

Questions which will guide this study follow:

1.  Why do women in their late thirties into their forties begin college?

2.  Why do they delay starting college after high school?

3.  Why do they choose this small campus?

            4.  What are their experiences at home, at work, and on campus as community college       

      students?
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Significance of This Study

Women in record numbers in their twenties, thirties, forties, and fifties are enrolling in

universities and four-year, junior, and community colleges.  Because of their burgeoning

presence on campuses, they have been and are still the subject of many studies over the last three

decades, particularly in the 1980s.    Most of the research on reentry women focused on their

motivations for returning to college, on barriers they faced on campus or at home prior to and

during their college stay, and on reasons that they persisted to obtain a degree.  They labeled

these returning women as “reentry students” if they had been away from the college environment

at least two years; others used five years as the defining point.   Most included women from their

twenties through fifties as a group; none distinguished between the age groups.  Also, the

heaviest concentration of studies centered on university, small liberal arts colleges, and junior

college students.   Many focused on part-time students. Only five, this researcher found, 

examined community college students, and all of these had urban settings or a mix of urban and

rural with undergraduate and graduate students as participants.    One of these dealt with a

special pre-entry program for returning women, not those in a regular curriculum, and another

with the life story of one unique older female.

Furthermore, approximately seventy-five percent of these studies used quantitative

methods with about twenty percent employing a combination  quantitative/qualitative approach. 

The remaining five percent were qualitative studies of small college or community college

women of random ages or a life study of one older reentry female.  Most described women

students who either started college at the traditional age of eighteen or a few years older and then

dropped out to return later or those who took one or more college courses since high school



7

graduation but went no further.  The literature has not highlighted reentry women who are

initiates at college, who are in their late thirties through fifties, who attended rural community

colleges, or  who attended full-time and graduated with a degree.   

The goals or objectives of this researcher, which make this study significant are to

understand these particular reentry females who are full-time community college students in a

small,  rural setting, the reasons for their assay at college late in life, the way they view their

experience on campus, and the resulting effects on their lives.   The researcher wants to learn

their unique motivations, their coping strategies, their persistence techniques, and anything else

she can about their late-life college experiences and their view of themselves.

Assumptions

This investigator takes several assumptions into this study which may influence how she

conducts it and what she learns from it.  First, she assumes that all her participants will be honest

in their answers and that they will be glad to have the opportunity to tell their stories about their

lives as reentry students.  Also, she assumes they will answer her questions readily, will have a

lot to say, and will volunteer additional information.  Next, she thinks they will want to talk

about their student years and their lives before and after college and will be willing to spend a lot

of time answering her questions.  Finally, she speculates that they will be happy to have her ask

them questions about themselves and delighted to have her write about their college experiences.

Limitations

Despite how well she directs her research, that is, her conducting of  interviews, her

writing of field notes with thick description, her triangulating of data, member-checking it, and
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verifying her conclusions through inter-observer agreement, limitations to this study do exist. 

First, these participants are a unique population, older women on a small, satellite campus of a

rural community college.  As a result, only perfect duplication of the setting, background, age,

and experience of the participants could guarantee that the findings will transfer to other

educational settings, including community colleges.  Second, such factors as the participants’

living in a rural section where more traditional attitudes towards women’s roles could

significantly influence what she finds.  Finally, the fact that the women in this study have been

on a small campus where they know faculty and staff well could affect the results.  The

conclusions from this study may be transferrable to like campuses and to dissimilar ones, but

these limitations must be considered when applying them to other educational settings.

Definitions

It is necessary to define several terms for this study:  “reentry women,” “older reentry 

women,” “rural community college,” “satellite campus,”  “beginning student,”“traditional

women students,” and “persistence.”    

Reentry Women - The literature defines these as women students who are returning to the

college environment after being away from it for at least two years.  Previously, the time

they spent on campus was either  full- or part-time and consisted of taking only a few

courses,  completing one or more years or degrees, or taking a seminar on a college

campus.  They may have been seeking an associate’s, a bachelor’s, a master’s, or a

doctoral degree.  These  women have had their education interrupted by such factors as

marriage, divorce, children, family demands, job schedules, and/or financial difficulties. 

Two other terms for them are  “nontraditional students” and “late-entry students.”
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Older Reentry Women - For the purposes of this study, these are women students whose last

educational experience was high school and who begin college between the ages of

thirty-five and fifty.  These are late-entry females who have not attempted a course on a

college campus except the GED program or short-term programs such as real estate since

they either left or graduated from high school. This attempt is their first since then.

TTraditional Women Students - These are women between ages 18 and 22 who attend college 

immediately after high school and graduate in four years.

RRural Community College - This is a community college outside of a town with a population of

less than 5000, the town itself being removed from a larger city of around 50,000 by at

least 23 miles.

Satellite Campus - This is a campus in an adjoining county to the one housing the main

community college.  It is much smaller than the primary campus, has more limited course

offerings and curricula, and a meager faculty and staff.  Often, a satellite offers the first

year of a two-year curriculum, forcing students to drive to the main campus to complete

the final year of their degree.

Obstacles - These are difficulties which reentry students face either at home, at work, on campus,

or within themselves while college students.

Persistence - This term describes the tenacity of reentry students to stay in college and complete

degrees despite numerous obstacles.  

Summary

This study will focus on older re-entry college women who are initiates at college in

order to determine what makes them attempt education at this age, what frustrates them in the



10

process, and what keeps them going despite numerous roadblocks.  Having taught many of them

at the community college level and being one herself, the researcher would like to know how

returning women students in their late thirties through forties explain their decision to start

college at this age, view their campus experiences, and live their lives after they have obtained

their degree or degrees.  The purpose of this study is to learn what happens to them and what the

effects are on their lives.  

A gap in the literature exists on this topic.  Many studies focus on reentry women

students, but they do not differentiate between younger and older ones, do not direct their

attention to those who have never attended  college, do not discuss older women students

exclusively, do not choose older reentry students at rural community colleges, do not concentrate

on full-time students, and with the exception of two, are not exclusively qualitative studies.   The

goal of this study is to fill in these holes in existing research. 
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CHAPTER II

RELEVANT LITERATURE

Introduction

To place this study in relation to the literature on the topic of reentry women, this

researcher will be using studies drawn from adult education, higher education, gerontological,

and psychological journals.

Research on reentry college women began in the early seventies as increasing numbers of

older women returned to college.  The number of studies on these nontraditional students

increased dramatically in the eighties and continued with somewhat lesser intensity in the

nineties.   Most deal with reentry women who returned to urban colleges or universities after at

least a two-year hiatus; most are either quantitative studies or a combination of quantitative/

qualitative studies, and most include part- and full-time students.  Of the four which deal with

community college students, three are quantitative studies, and the fourth is a qualitative study of

one reentry community college student in a suburban setting.  

   All of these studies focus on either the motivations of nontraditional students, the

barriers they face, their persistence factors, or a combination.

Overview of Studies of Reentry Women

Motivation

The literature discusses various reasons these women decide to attend college after a time

away from it.  Some see it as a life-long goal, a means of making a change in their lives, a way of

gaining independence, and an avenue for improving their self-esteem while others return because

of outside forces.  Glass and Rose’s (1987) review of the literature on reentry women listed some
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of their motivations as a reevaluation of themselves after divorce, death of a spouse,  children’s

growing older or  leaving home, or because of boredom; the need for a career change or better

employment; increased awareness of time limitations, especially those over forty; and most of

all, the desire for a sense of self-worth (p. 111).  They described the process by which women

arrive on campus late in life with the following steps: first, they experience “a vague discontent”;

then they feel the need to be concrete achievers; next, they prepare themselves psychologically

for the undertaking; then they approach their family for support; then, they make the decision to

return to school; and finally, they choose a goal and formulate a plan (Glass and Rose, 1987, p.

112).  

Life-long Dream   

Several researchers discovered that these women believe that obtaining a college degree

fulfilled a life-long dream (Rifenbary, 1994, p. 4).   A degree or degrees is something they have

always wanted (Rifenbary, 1994, p. 4).  Many consider attending college as a “a long-term,

persistent idea that [had] found the right time an place (Markus, 1976, p. 173).  Their return to

campus is for the most part self-motivated because of physical appearance worries, their

changing roles as mother, wife, and child, and their feelings of uniqueness (Markus, 1976, p.

172; Kahnweiler and Johnson, 1980, p. 415).   Reehling (1980), also, found that reentry

community college women seek college education primarily for the satisfaction of obtaining a

degree (p. 495).   Most are extremely “goal-oriented,” have a strong “sense of purpose,” know a

lot about the working world, and possess a strongly “defined sense of self” (Fleishman, 1992, p.

80).  Compared to traditional college women, they have higher goals; many seek advanced

degrees (Rifenbary, 1995, p. 5).
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Need for Change    

Often these women want “something more challenging and rewarding, both financially

and intellectually” (Markus, 1976, p.172).  Reehling’s  (1980) reentry participants are seeking

new careers and opportunities and sources of intellectual stimulation and self-improvement (pp.

491, 496).  Some late-entry women choose to return to school out of the need for fulfillment and

stimulation (Sands and Richardson, 1984, p.161).  They view their personal lives as being in

transition and return to college as part of life reassessment (Ross, 1983, p. 115).  Older women

question their usefulness in their current roles and ask “Who am I?” and “What do I do with my

time?” (Hetherington and Hudson, 1982, p. 31).

Outside Forces   

Mid-life events such as divorce and separation and their accompanying sense of loss and

dislocation are frequent motivators for returning to education (Kahnweiler and Johnson, 1980, p.

416).  Divorce is often a major stimulant to return to college (Bates and Norton, 2002, p. 9).

Whether they are driven to college by marital conflict, including separation and/or divorce, by

the need to improve their position at a current  job or the desire to get a new job, many see the

degree as the means of simply making a change (Marcus, 1976, p. 173).   Mezirow (1978) found

that his participants were trying to escape  “oppressive . . .  cultural expectations” which kept

them from accomplishing what other women had managed to achieve (p. 11).  Some reentry

women do not return to school based on a single culminating event (Ross, 1985, p. 117).  Rather,

they make the college decision based on many biological, social, cultural, and historical forces

(Rose, 1988, p. 117).  Their new role as mothers of empty nests, for example, may distress or

free them and cause them to find that they need new challenges outside family relationships
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(Kahnweiler and Johnson, 1980, p. 414).  Further, some need an outlet from the new

responsibility of being a parent to their parents (Kahnweiler and Johnson, 1980, p. 414).  Others

return to campus out of consideration for helping their nuclear families financially (Bates and 

Norton, 2002, p. 9). Also, social and humanitarian motives often underlie the return to campus

(Padula, 1994, p. 11)

Self-Esteem   

One of the main reasons these women re-start college is self-improvement  (Reehling,

1980 p. 493).   Most return to college out of the desire to achieve (Sands and Richardson, 1984,

p. 161).  Speer and Dorfman (1986) found that their reentry participants attended college because

they felt that intellectual development enhanced their desired sense of personal growth (p. 260).  

The return to college at an older age illustrates these women’s belief in the potential for personal

growth across the life span (Hildreth, Anderson, and Rabe, 1983, p. 340).  Their desire for

knowledge and their need to be creative, knowledgeable, and responsible remain powerful forces

in their decisions to begin college again (Hildreth, Anderson, and Rabe, 1983, p. 340).  Glass and

Rose (1987) stated that “the urgent need to develop self-worth and their intense introspection

often lead [these older women] to college” (p. 112).  Often, they return to campus  to achieve

independence and an identity (Hildreth et al., 1985, p. 345).  Many are testing themselves and

their intelligence while others are attempting to redefine themselves through education (Price,

1991, p. 168).  “Self-fulfillment and self-esteem,” according to Bates and Norton (2002), were

two major motivators fro starting college for older women (p. 9).
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Finances/Career  

Another reason reentry women begin college is to obtain jobs, better their employment

situations, or improve their finances to provide a safety net for their families (Reehling, 1980,

pp. 493-495, Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 161; Hildreth el al., 1985, p.344).  Some return to

college to satisfy an employer’s requirement (Mikola and Boggs, 1991, p. 17).  Speer and

Dorfman (1986)’s reentry participants aspired to achievement and job preparation goals as steps

towards professional development (p. 260).  Some reentry women are seeking a ticket out of

poverty while others want to contribute money, or more money, as well as experience to their

family roles (Rotkis and McDanile, 1993, p.17).  The promise of employment and higher degrees

attracts older women while  traditional women students focus exclusively on getting a degree

(Badenhoop and Johansen, 1980 p. 592).  They want to improve their finances and their career

status (Bates and Norton, 2002, pp. 8-9).  Graduate students, likewise, return to school convinced

that a doctorate will improve their career and financial security (Padula and Miller, 1999, p.

335).

Obstacles

Obstacles, or barriers, faced by these reentry women are psychological, social, time-

oriented, and institutional.   On campus and in their private lives, they experience marginality,

social displacement, and anxiety (Rifenbary, 1995, p. 2).  Off campus, they undergo negative

feedback, lack of support, and alienation from friends and family because they are challenging

the traditional female role (Rifenbary, 1995, p. 2).  
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Social   

These students experience several personal barriers once on campus, including

inadequate to no support from spouses, children, friends, and employers (Markus, 1976, p. 174). 

Their major complaint is lack of spouse and friend support (Richards, 1976, pp. 34-35; Maqill

and Cirksena, 1978, p. 23).  Some lose friends once they become students (Markus, 1976, p.

175).   Often, these women  fear success because it could threaten their traditional relations with

significant others (Farmer and Fyans, 1982, p. 369).  Also, they experience guilt over being self-

indulgent, over neglecting their husbands and children, and over taking money which their

family could use (Grottkau and Davis, 1987, p. 9).  For most, it means “defying the norm of what

others in their social circle [are] doing” (Johnson-Bailey, 1998, p. 40).    

Psychological:  Inadequacy   

Reentry women suffer from anxiety about intellectual inadequacy, about their age, and

about poor study skills (Richards, 1976, pp.34-35).   They worry over not working to capacity,

over conflicting obligations with a job, and over simply “being a student” (Mikola and Boggs,

1991, p. 16).  They complain of feeling deficient in specific skills or abilities as well as of

experiencing lack of self-confidence and physical endurance (Maqill and Cirksena, 1978, p. 23). 

Mezirow’s (1978) study showed that community college women experienced similar difficulties;

they agonized over being different from the “normal” students and over insensitive instructors

and staff (p. 52).  Often these nontraditional students, at least at the beginning, feel isolated from

campus life and become anxious and depressed (Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 162).  Many

feel “petrified” about being on campus and assume that traditional students are smarter than they

are (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 84).  Some worry over achieving success in what is mostly a
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young person’s domain (Rifenbary, 1995, p. 5).   

Psychological: Alienation   

This feeling of inferiority often leads first-year reentry women to experience alienation,

self-consciousness, voicelessness, and a sense of inadequacy to a far greater extent than

nontraditional male students (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p.81).  Additional stresses they have

to cope with include changing self-images and new identities, which make them challenge their

traditional dependent, passive, and inferior roles in order to succeed on campus (Edmondson,

Payne, and Patton, 1987, p. 17; Price, 1991, p. 168; Grattkau and Davis, 1987, p. 10).  They

often step out of a familiar roles of obsequiousness to acquire autonomy, self-assurance, and

assertiveness, a step which one likened to “skipping barefoot through broken glass”  (Westervelt,

1978, p. 28; Johnson-Bailey, 1998, p. 40).  Many perceive a “clash” between themselves and

younger students over attitudes and values about education (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 83).  

Family Support   

Many reentry women feel strongly the lack of home, friend, and work support (Farmer

and Fyans, 1982, p. 371).  Some face little to no support from spouses while many endure actual

interference from them (Hildreth et al., 1985, p. 345).  Barriers include narrow-minded parents

who do not feel obligated to help their children with college and abusive husbands who attempt,

often with severe emotional and physical abuse, to block their attempts at education (Rodriguez,

1996, p. 6).  Many have friends and relatives who have never been to college who criticize their

late-life attempts at education (Suitor et al., 1995, p. 1585).  The combination of internal

conflicts, fears, and needs makes the late-entry student life quite a challenge.
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Role Conflict  

 The challenge of multiple roles, some of them new, creates tremendous stress on these

students (Beer, 1989, p. 15).  To their family, social, work, and community roles, they have

added that of being a student with the result that they experience “role strain” (Grottkau and

Davis, 1987, p. 9).  The difficulty of adding college responsibilities to already full lives becomes

“an integrative challenge” (Markus, 1976, p. 175).  These women not only have to manage

multiple responsibilities but feel frustrated and guilty over not being able to spend enough time

with children and husbands or on their  housework (Markus, 1976, p. 174).  Family relationships

often undergo severe strain because school work requires so much time and effort (Padula and

Miller, 1999, p. 337).  Further, they face home and scheduling conflicts and time pressures

(Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 161).  The result is the angst of not having enough time to

complete all their roles (Richards, 1976, p. 76;  Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 26).  These include

extra demands such as personal or family illness (Reehling, 1980, p. 493).  Other conflicts

include child care, expectations of themselves, relations with their mates and children, and their

health status  (Mikola and Boggs, 1991, p. 18).  The demands already pulling at these women

combined with added student responsibilities make their lives extremely stressful (Slaney et al,

1988, p. 330).  Strains these women face from their multiple role expectations and the guilt they

feel because they cannot fulfill them as they once did increase their burden (Kirk and Dorfman,

1983, p. 26).  Too little time, too much stress and exhaustion, and lack of understanding from

friends and family add to their difficulties (Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 336).  Juggling work,

family, school, friends, and time for themselves prove to be nearly impossible (Padula and

Miller, 1999, p. 336).
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Professors   

An institutional complaint among late-entry women is that faculty and staff view them as

numbers; they feel “undervalued and under-utilized” by the university which fails to appreciate

them and their life experiences (Fleishman, 1992, p. 80).  Reentry women report that the

authoritarian and condescending attitude of some professors imply that they see nontraditional

students as “less worthy than traditional ones” (Fleishman, 1992, p. 79).  Some faculty show

condescension towards nontraditional students and do not offer much needed guidance or

encouragement (Elshof and Konek, 1977, p. 240).   They often do not view reentry women as

“serious students interested in developing their educational credentials (Kartje, 2000, p. 245). 

Even reentry students who sense that faculty perceive them favorably as a group protest

competitive and impersonal instruction practices (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 87).  Many

complain that classes are not as informative as they want them to be and that some faculty are

not helpful (Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 335).  They object to grade-focused classes which force

them to compare themselves with younger students (Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 336).  Finally,

they protest that faculty do not give “clear explanations, meaningful class and homework

assignments, authentic feedback . . .  and respect “for their intelligence and experience” (Kartje,

2000, p. 247).

Counselors  

Reentry women also criticize the poor counseling on college campuses (Maqill and

Cirksena, 1978, p. 23; Richards, 1976, pp. 34-35).   Often, counselors advise them based on

incorrect assumptions about older people in terms of their capabilities and interests (Redding and

Dowling, 1992, p. 224).   Many do not counsel reentry students about “available funding
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sources, program options, or students’ aspirations (Kartje, 2000, p. 244).  Often they incorrectly

assume that these women know “what they want and how to get it,” not always an accurate

assumption (Kartje, 2000, p. 245).

Policies   

Other institutional snags include inappropriate entrance exams for women whose skills

are out of date, higher fees for part-time students, a position held by many of these women, and

inability to obtain financial aid because of their part-time status (Brandenburg, 1974, in Trottkau

and Davis, 1987, p. 9; Karje, 2000, p. 244).  They often become frustrated by the limited majors

appropriate to them and by their difference from traditional students (Markus, 1976, p. 175; pp.

34-35).  They face outdated admissions policies which force them to retake courses they took

years before because of time restrictions; they have to take entrance exams which are too

difficult for their rusty study skills (Rodriguez, 1996, p. 2).  Other barriers are that reentry

women have to spend a huge amount of time studying because they have difficulty

understanding the material (Hildreth et al.’s, 1985, p. 348).   Finally, they face such logistical

problems as parking and lengthy commutes (Hildreth et al., 1985, p. 347).  Some institutions

require that these returning students take an orientation course, which further separates them

from traditional students and adds yet another stigma (Redding and Dowling, 1992, p. 228). 

Also, they often are ignorant of admissions procedures: they do not know how to register, how to

obtain advising, how to find university resources, or what to do next (Harrington, 1993, p. 23).  

Further, they do not know where to go to get information about health issues, stress, finances,

study skills, management of multiple roles, or career planning (Fleishman, 1992, p. 79).  
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Summary    

What women have to face and overcome as returning students is daunting.  That most

manage to achieve educational goals in the midst of numerous conflicting demands “without

nervous breakdowns or worse,” according to Rodriguez (1996), “is testament to the power of the

will and the resiliency of the human spirit” (p. 1).

Persistence

The literature discusses the persistence of full-time male and female traditional college

students in general.  Even though Tinto (1993) and others have looked at persistence among

these students, they have not examined the particular group of reentry community college

women focused on in this study.   Tinto (1993) asserted that college students experience three

stages as they move onto the college campus if they stay to graduate:  separation, transition, and

incorporation (in Elkins et al., 2000, p. 253).    “The first year” is important to scholars and

practitioners because three-fourths of all dropouts leave during that time period, the phase he

calls ‘separation’ (Tinto, 1993, in Elkins et al., 2000, p. 251).  Separation consists of dislocation

from their previous communities and often explains early departures from college (Tinto, 1993,

in Elkins et al., 2000, p. 252).   If their past questions the value of college and/or if their families

offer no support for the venture, they will more than likely quit (Tinto, 1993, in Elkins et al.,

2000, p. 253).  Persisters often have to reject previous values and may have to undergo a 

“personal transformation and rejection of the norms of their past communities” in order to stay to

complete degrees (Tinto, 1993, in Elkins et al., 2000, p. 253).

Despite the tentative nature of the separation phase, both on campus and off and despite

numerous other obstacles, many reentry women persist in the college environment and obtain
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one or more degrees.  They do so for many reasons including increased self-confidence,  new

friends on campus, support of family, mentors among the faculty or counselors or fellow

students, love of learning, increased interest in life, and a higher self-esteem.  Pirnot (1987)

reported that older women students had a much higher persistence rate than younger women

students (p. 23).  The feeling of increasing control over their lives and a growing sense of

empowerment keeps them working towards their educational goals.   Markus (1976) found that

despite “having messier houses, simpler meals, [and] more stressful lives,” and “trying to do too

much,” they viewed their college undertaking as positive (p. 174).  Each little step along the way

toward a degree, whether it be earning an A on a paper, a test, or a course, intensifies their

determination to continue (Rodriguez, 1996, p. 7).

Increased Self-confidence    

School provides a sense of achievement and self-confidence which overrides many 

obstacles confronting them daily (Markus, 1976, p. 174).  Having “mobilized all [their] energies,

resources, and skills” to obtain a degree, they experience an exultant feeling of “competence and

control” as they meet challenges successfully (Markus, 1976, p. 175).  One of Hildreth et al.’s

(1983) participants stated, “I was feeling stagnant, and now I am beginning to feel alive and able

to accomplish anything I want to” (p. 347).  Fulfilling school requirements and all their other

responsibilities boosts their feelings of competence and control (Markus, 1976, p. 175).  A

growing sense of academic capability further drives them to achieve (Farmer and Fyans, 1983, p.

104).  Many enjoy school tremendously (Markus, 1976, p. 175).  They gain significantly in

decision-making skills and self-concept and become less anxious about responding assertively

(Hetherington and Hudson, 1981, p. 32).  Sands and Richardson (1984) discovered that younger
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reentry women experienced more depression in their student role than older ones (p. 164).  Also,

older reentry students feel secure in their achievements and do not see them conflicting with

their femininity and traditional female role expectations (Freilino and Hummel, 1985, 42). Glass

and Rose (1987) stated that reentry women gained increased self-assurance and sense of worth

from the campus experience itself, including greater respect from family and friends, and

intellectual stimulation (p. 117).  Their increasing sense of self-worth depends on“how well they

connect with the community through  “. . .  faculty, integrated academic opportunities, students

in their discipline, work-study, student organizations, and specially designed support programs

(Kartje, 2000, p. 241).    “Increased confidence, self-fulfillment, and self-worth,” according to

Rifenbary (1995),  help maintain their drive (p. 6).

New Friends  

New friends made in college classes help these older women compensate for the stresses

in their new student lives (Markus, 1976, pp. 175-176).  As pre-college friendships cool, new

friends on campus ameliorate the loss (Markus, (976, p. 175).  Speer and Dorfman (1986) found

that of all the help provided these women, whether institutional or noninstitutional, peer support

ranked highest (p. 261).  Mutual encouragement among these reentry women increases their

persistence  while simply being on campus with others of their ilk helps improve their self-

esteem (Hetherington and Hudson, 1983, p. 79; Hildreth et al., 1983, p. 347).   Peers reduce the

stress of academic life by helping each other through periods of self-doubt and by swapping

advice about their academic pursuits (Rifenbary, 1995, p. 7).  Persistence occurs mostly because

of support from friends and university-provided support groups rather than from what family and

off-campus friends provide (Badenhoop and Johansen, 1980, p. 593; Speer and Dorfman, 1986,
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p. 260).    Kahnweiler and Johnson (1980) found that the presence of a mentor who offered

emotional support tremendously benefitted these students (p. 416).  Negative feelings reentry

women feel towards themselves decrease as they build interpersonal relationships with the

faculty and other students and as they begin to share their life experiences with them (Wilkie and

Thompson,  1993, p. 86).   Though family can be helpful practically and emotionally, their

support is not nearly as valuable as that of their peers (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993,  pp. 44-45).  

Family Support   

Yet, nontraditional women students depend on adequate spouse support both in their

behavior and for help with practical details such as chores and children (Kirk and Dorfman,

1983, p. 20).  Persisters often have strong spouse and family support and do not experience

marital conflict as often as nonpersisters do (Harrington, 1993, p. 22-23; Rifenbary, 1995, p. 6).  

Reinforcement from family enhances these women’s satisfaction with the student role (Kirk and

Dorfman, 1983, p. 26).   According to Redding and Dowling (1992), many reentry women create

rituals within their family lives which center on milestones towards their degree (p. 223).  These

include recognitions and accomplishments in their student lives which occasion celebration or

commiseration (Redding and Dowling, 1992, p. 227).   For example, some set aside certain times

like Friday night for children and Saturday night for spouses; some have special dinners at the

end of each semester when the grade report arrives (Redding and Dowling, 1992, p. 233). 

Others acknowledge their passage through the degree program by such markers as receiving

grades, ending quarters, and keeping a record of cumulative grade point averages and increasing

credits, as well as  celebrating elaborately the culminating event, graduation (Redding and

Dowling, 1992, p. 228).  Developing rituals along the way helps legitimize the women’s
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nontraditional undertaking, marks the passage itself as highly significant, eases the loss for those

who depend on her, enlist support for her efforts, and helps her manage numerous

responsibilities (Redding and Dowling, 1992, p. 235).    

Relationships with Professors    

Returning women students need to establish relationships on campus in order to create a

“sense of belonging” (Fleishman, 1992, p. 80).  Supportive professors positively influence their

persistence as does the knowledge that students have their support (Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p.

17; Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 87).  Older women students usually develop better

relationships with professors than younger ones through the experiences and opinions they share

(Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 86).  One of Wilkie and Thompson’s (1993) participants stated, 

“. . .  the older I get, the more I connect with content and with teachers . . .” ( p. 86).  A mutual

respect between faculty and students benefits these women’s learning process as does professors’

use of such classroom strategies as discussions and journal writing which promote critical

personal connections (Price, 1991, pp. 170-173).  Reentry women prefer a variety of learning

styles including subjective classroom exercises as well as ones applicable to their everyday lives

(Price, 1991, p. 171).  Beer (1989) discovered that women experienced the classroom in a

relational way while men were more focused on the material and barely noticed connections

among students and professors (p. 15).  A strong correlation exists between professors’ taking

time to talk with these reentry women and the women’s feelings of satisfaction (Kirk and

Dorfman, 1983, p. 26).  Faculty interest in reentry students is one of the major sources of their

new sense of empowerment and self-esteem (Rodriguez, 1996, p. 6).
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Institutional Support   

 Support from the institution is critical to reentry students’ success as well (Hetherington

and Hudson, 1981, p. 35).  Belonging to a skills group, for example, helps participants become

more assertive because they feel “less alone” (p. 35).   Kindness and respect by students affairs

personnel and secretaries also strengthen returning women’s persistence (Fleishman, 1992, p.

80).   Helpful personal, academic, and career counseling benefits reentry students as does

flexible course scheduling (Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 26).   Edmondson et al. (1986) reported

that even moderate support for their student role and a small amount of input positively affect

their educational experience (p. 19).  Rodriguez’s (1996) one study participant survived

primarily because of attention she received at the community college where she earned her

degree (p. 6).   

Sense of Purpose    

Purposefulness, or having high goals, is crucial for these reentry students to achieve well

(Slaney et al., 1988, p. 3231; Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p.85).  Being goal-focused is vital to

staying in college (Fleishman, 1982, p. 77).  Work and life experience give older women

students a clearer direction and sense of purpose (Fleishman, 1992, p. 80).  One of the main

reason they return to campus is to obtain knowledge (Shaney et al., 1988, p. 331).  Those who

have a strong commitment to their educational undertaking stay to earn degrees (Harrington,

1993, p. 22).  They not only know which degree they are seeking but also what they plan to do

with it (Harrington, 1993, p. 22).  Mezirow (1978) found that providing these women a chance to

reformulate their goals helped them build academic competence and enhanced their success (p.

8).  Once programs encourage women to reassess their lives and give them the means to make 
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changes, then “perspective transformation” takes place which provides further motivation for

success (Mezirow, 1978, p. 19).   One reentry woman said that she “found that [her] . . . 

standards were higher . . .  than the younger students’ and higher than the prof’s” (Harrington,

1993, p. 85).  Another said that school was “the most important thing in my life right now” and

that she could not “imagine how my life would have any meaning” without it; “it’s that

important to me,” she said; “it’s changed my life” (Harrington, 1993, p. 77).  The urgency of

time drives most reentry students; they simply want to get their education over with because, as

one of them explained,  “this delayed gratification is really getting old” (Padula and Miller,

1999, p. 338).   

Increased Interest in Life/New Sense of Self  

College adds “new dimensions” which enrich their lives (Markus, 1976, p. 174).  Their

resulting happiness makes them more interesting and less focused on spouse and children

(Markus, 1976, p. 175).  They have resolved issues of femininity so thoroughly that they exhibit

far less fear of success than traditional women students (Freilino and Hummel, 1985, p. 8).  

Once they become college students, they gain a “sense of direction not there before” (Ross,

1988, p. 11).  Some boldly reinvent themselves as they repudiate both their former lives of

meekness, subservience, abuse, and poverty, and the status quo (Cohen, 1998, p. 369).  Many

become “empowered to think of themselves and their circumstances differently [as they become]

role models for thier children, spouses, siblings, and co-workers (Kartje, 2000, p. 229).  Most are

motivated to persist because they feel a great urgency to get the degree finished in order to “get

on with [their] lives” (Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 338).  
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One major benefit of returning to school is improving self-image and  expanding personal

development (Markus, 1976, p. 174).  Persistence increases when classroom activities encourage

“self-direction, mutual respect, [and] self-esteem (Beer, 1989, p. 15).  One of Rifenbary’s (1995)

participants stated she was “growing on a lot of different levels . . .  professionally  . . .  and

personally” (p. 6).  Many women who come from poor environments with abusive relationships

agree; they reconstruct their lives within the context of earning a degree (Rodriguez, 1996, p. 7). 

Many improve their self-esteem and have a sense of accomplishment towards a life-long goal

(Hildreth et al. (1985) p. 347).  Rewards which make schooling stimulating and worth the effort

are the promise of better careers, learning, new friends, and improved self-image” (Padula and

Miller, 1999, p. 338). 

Commitment to Change  

One of the most significant factors creating persistence among reentry students is

commitment to change (Grottkau and David, 1987, p. 13).  Many begin college out of the “need

to be doing something differently” and stay because of the significant alterations they see in their

lives (Kartje, 2000. p. 230).  Their determination to better their own and their children’s chances

for a better life motivates them to persist (Rodriguez, 1996, p. 1).  They become willing to take

risks, even “gender disapproval” as well as to “sacrifice for long-term gain (Kartje, 2000, p.

241).  Having a degree symbolizes for them both “regeneration and reincorporation into society

at a new level” (Redding and Dowling, 1992, p. 229).  Graduating is the culminating ceremony,

or right of passage, that serves as the motivating force to persist (Redding and Dowling, 1992, p.

229).  Many are determined to succeed in college despite past school failures and despite having

a family background which denigrates the college experience (Johnson-Bailey, 1998, p. 42).
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Summary

Though many reasons have surfaced for reentry women’s entrance into college, the most

often repeated theme is simply that they have been wanting a degree for a long time, most of

them since high school.  Despite their zest for the undertaking,  barriers from every part of their

lives confront them:  from their families, their own sense of inadequacy, social negation, and

institutional roadblocks.  Yet, many obtain a degree or degrees and along the way gain

confidence, a sense of control, and greater self-respect.  Returning women students over thirty-

five versus younger reentry females reap more positive gains from their educational venture

(Markus, 1976, p. 175).   These include greater excitement, happiness, humor, commitment, and

perseverence (Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 338). 

Theoretical Basis for the Study

In order to look at what motivates, frustrates, and encourages women in their late thirties

and forties as they persist to earn a college degree, this researcher set the emerging grounded

theory in the context of existing theories of adult learning, role, life cycle, psychological

motivation, female life development, and women’s ways of learning.  Framing this study are

Levinson’s (1996) and Gould’s (1978) life cycle theories, Mezirow’s (1981) perspective

transformation theory, Biddle’s (1979) role theory, Gilligan’s (1982) personality theory, Mercer,

Nichols, and Doyle’s (1989) developmental theories on women’s life transitions, Geen’s (1995)

psychological motivation theory, Merriam and Caffarella’s (1999) motivation theory, Belenky,

Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule’s (1973) theories of women’s ways of knowing, Noddings’

(1984) theory of care,  and Lindeman’s (1961) and Knowles (1980) experiential learning theory

for andragogy.
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Levinson’s Life Cycle Theory

In his The Seasons of a Woman’s Life, Levinson (1996) concluded that women

experience eras, or “seasons,” of development similar to men’s (p. 7).  However, gender

differences occur within each season (Levinson, 1996, p. 5).

His seasons for women center around such questions as “What is my life like now?  What

is the most important part of it?” and “Where do I invest my time and energy?” (Levinson, 1996,

p. 22).  The focus of each era is a relationship with a significant other whether it be spouse,

friend, child, someone from the past, a group, a place, or a book (Levinson, 1996, p. 22). 

Underlying this key association is the one with the self; it grows out of its connection to the

other and yet operates apart from that other (Levinson, 1996, p. 24).  Following each season are

transition eras; in these, people appraise the present structure, explore the possibility for change

in the self and its relationship to the world, and move toward committing to a new life structure

(Levinson, 1996, p. 25).    

His adult seasons range from ages 22 to 28, in which one creates a family and lifestyle

followed by the transition period of five years from age 28 to 33; the age 33 to 40 era, or early

adulthood,  in which men and women establish their position in the world and fulfill their

youthful dreams is followed by the age 40 to 45 transition wherein people view the end of youth

and try to create an approach to middle adulthood; the age 45 to 50 middle adulthood era

consists of many relationships from the preceding periods in job, family, and community but

with differences from the way they were before, followed by the 50 to 55 transition which

reappraises the entire life structure and the self in relation to the world; the age 55 to 60, or late-

middle adulthood era, which allows for realization of life goals succeeded by the 60 to 65
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transition in which a profound reappraisal of life occurs, ending with the late adult phase

(Levinson, 1996, p. 28).   Their lives are satisfactory if the structure works externally, that is, in

the world, and internally, that is, for the self (Levinson, 1996, p. 28).  

Transition periods contain the turning points in women’s lives (Levinson, 1996, p. 29). 

They offer the opportunity to make changes, to resolve contradictions, and to transform the life

course (Levinson, 1996, p. 29).   They can be times of promise and hope as well as ones of loss

and separation (Levinson, 1996, p. 30).  Many times, they consist of termination of or a change

in the relationship of the preceding period either through a divorce, a move, death, or an

argument (Levinson, 1996, p. 31).  As a result, people have to incorporate all their connections

into a new, shaky structure and redefine themselves and their relationship to the world in the

process (Levinson, 1996, p. 32).  They often become more independent, self-promoting,

responsible, and freer of inner contradictions, and as a result, establish a new identity (Levinson,

1996, p. 32).  Levinson (1996) calls this process “individuation”(p. 32).  Also, they have to try

new approaches to relationships or find new ones; they have to decide whether to drop, modify,

or keep the other (Levinson, 1996, p. 32).  Within these transitions, developmental crises occur

as the self becomes confused about its definition (Levinson, 1996, p. 35).  The mid-forties era is

critical; many become more creative, responsible, and universal in their outlook and more

purposeful, but for many it is a time of loss, of parents and children from the home, for example,

and of physical deterioration (Levinson, 1996, p. 20).  Sometimes, these painful crises lead to a

more suitable structure which better fits the self and its place in the world (Levinson, 1996, p.

36).  
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For traditional women, whose identity is the domestic world with its associated benefits

of comfort, security, and satisfaction derived from being a wife and mother, the cost of being the

husband’s appendage, dependent, and subordinate often surfaces during a transition period

(Levinson, 1996, p. 44).   For those who have their identity outside the home in the professional

sphere, the price of holding male-oriented jobs and setting up homes on a balanced division of

homemaking and provisioning becomes obvious during a transition   (Levinson, 1996, p. 415). 

In either case, awareness of the high toll exacted by gender splitting becomes clear to both

female lifestyles during reassessment in a transition period (Levinson, 1996, p. 419). 

Gould’s Life Cycle Theory

Being an adult, according to Gould (1978), means mastering childhood understandings

and substituting for them adult sensibilities (p. 19).  Adults who do not control these childhood

suppositions restrict their lives and relationships and do not develop to their full potential

(Gould, 1978, p. 19).  Gould (1978) found that adults subconsciously carry childhood

assumptions around with them which no longer apply to their adult lives (p. 17).  Every now and

then, this “childhood consciousness invades adulthood and confuses relationships and one’s

sense of self” (Gould, 1978, p. 17).  This “unfinished business” causes adults to feel “depressed,

afraid, and inferior” (Gould, 1978, p. 17).  In order to attain adult consciousness, they have to

confront childhood demons and rework their view of areas of their lives, the result of which is a

transformation that both terrifies and invigorates them (Gould, 1978, p. 25).  They replace rigid

rules and inflexible expectations with their own ideas; that is, they come to own themselves

“with a fuller, more independent adult consciousness” (Gould, 1978, p. 37-38).
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The results of this change are social and psychological reassessment (Gould, 1978, p.

192).  Adults who accept the challenge of this alteration in their thinking and lives gain success,

competence, and confidence (Gould, 1978, p. 74).  Those who progress in their adulthood have

to stop relying on a parent or a parent-substitute, such as a spouse, as a safety net (Gould, 1978,

p. 75).  They cast aside the false security of their childhood assumptions that come with this

person, namely, that life is simple and controllable with easily lived-by rules; that they will

automatically earn rewards if they do what they are supposed to do; that there is only one right

way of doing things; that significant others can do for them what they have not done for

themselves; and that rationality, commitment, and effort will win out over other forces (Gould,

1978, p. 76).   

Yet, as simpler, older standards yield to new complexities and sensibilities, women

experience emotions over which they have no control (Gould, 1978, p. 165).  Those who have

been stay-at-home mothers and leave home to begin work or those who leave careers to stay

home with children experience depression as they confront their new lifestyle (Gould, 1978, p.

157).  Other events which distress them and challenge the child’s safe view of the world are

divorce and death (Gould, 1978, p. 157).  Those who try to maintain familiar stereotyped

standards in order to avoid the pain of change endure even more agony, cancel thinking, and

exclude themselves from a wider world of emotional, psychological, and mental growth (Gould,

1978, p. 170).  The ones who take on these challenges and endure the accompanying pain

discover vital talents which they had suppressed, accept responsibility for their growth, and learn

to direct their lives using the new adult perception (Gould, 1978, p. 183).
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In order to grow to adulthood, women have to cast aside beliefs that males are smart and

women are dumb, that males are workers and women are players, that males are responsible and

women are irresponsible, that males are leaders and women are followers, that males are tyrants

and women are victims, that males are takers and women are givers, and that males are

protectors and women are the protected (Gould, 1978, pp. 280-281).  If they continue to believe

these false assumptions, they will become resentful, bitter, and passionless and accept their own

victimization; if they throw them to the winds, they give themselves the chance to grow, change,

and achieve (Gould, 1978, pp. 292-293).  These latter women move from “I am theirs” to the

concept of “I own myself” and, thereby, free themselves from manipulation by others and others’

ideas (Gould, 1978, p. 310).

Mezirow’s Perspective Transformation Theory

This increased awareness of the self and its needs Mezirow (1981) labeled  “perspective

transformation” (p. 6).  He concluded that reentry college women had examined the assumptions

which underlay their lives, questioned them, rebuilt their goals, self-concepts, and ways of

evaluating change, and set new priorities for action based on what they found (Mezirow, 1981, p.

7).   Their perspective transformation was a liberating process which allowed them to see the

limiting nature of the suppositions underlying traditional views of women (Mezirow, 1981, p. 6). 

For example, transformed women come to recognize dependency roles built into society for

them and work to overcome them and integrate their new experience and fresh understandings as

reentry students into newly recreated lives (Mezirow, 1981, p. 6).  As they experiment with

novel social roles and expectations, they “build competence and self-confidence” and move

towards maturity (Mezirow, 1981, p. 7, 11).
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This transformation occurs during what Mezirow (1981) called “disorienting dilemmas,”

such as divorce, death of a spouse, or an empty nest (p. 7).  The more traumatic the event, the

greater the chance that a transformed perspective will occur (Mezirow, 1981, p. 9).  As a result,

these women discern the cultural and psychological assumptions which have restricted their lives

(Mezirow, 1981, p. 8).  Whatever the cause, a perspective  transformation causes them to revise

their view of themselves and others (Mezirow, 1981, p. 8).  Transformed women become aware

of how they perceive, think, and act and make changes (Mezirow, 1981, p. 12).

 To be able to transform their perspective, critical reflectivity about relationships and

about their own roles in them is necessary (Mezirow, 1981, p. 11).  It consists of three levels: 

the affective, which is how they feel about the way they see, think, and act; the discriminate,

which is the way they assess the accuracy of their perceptions, thought, and actions; and the

judgmental, which is how they examine their value judgements of their perceptions, thought, and

actions to determine if they like them or not (Mezirow, 1981, p. 12).  As part of this reflectivity,

they examine cultural assumptions which establish rules, conventions, and social expectations,

recognize themselves as being “caught in [their] own history,” and decide to choose more

appropriate alternatives for conducting their lives (Mezirow, 1981, p. 11).  

Biddle’s Role Theory

Biddle (1979) stated that people behave according to the roles they play, roles which

define their identities (p. 5).  Social systems have established the expectations for certain roles,

and people have become socialized to their position in these systems (Biddle, 1979, p. 7). 

Behaviors which indicate identification with a role involve the interaction of two people, one of

whom influences the behavior of the other through manipulating the environment, promising a
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reward, or using reinforcement (Biddle, 1979, p. 34). The one who successfully uses influence to

alter the behavior of the other gains power over that other and treats him/her appropriately to the

expected role (Biddle, 1979, p. 63).  

Biddle (1979) described positional, personal, physical-setting-oriented, activity-focused

roles, and sex- and age-based ones, these being the most powerful (pp. 65-68; 113).  People in

them behave according to what society either flagrantly or covertly expects of the roles (Biddle,

1978, p. 119).  The appraisers, the ones in control,  assert power, approve or disapprove, and

evaluate; they  create role conflict as they try to force people not happy in their roles to stay

where they are (Biddle, 1978, p. 172).  Controllers employ such strategies as direct and indirect

injunctions, threats and promises, sanctions, physical coercion, hindrance, facilitation, and subtle

modeling and manipulation of the environment (Biddle, 1979, p. 173).  Persons being pressured

to conform to the role expectations may use one of three strategies for dealing with this

influencing person: they conform, compromise, or avoid the conflict (Biddle, 1979, p. 200).  

Biddle (1979) stated that the self consists of identities and expectations internalized from the

pressure of others and from its own needs (p. 296).  To accept a role in society means that one

“provide[s] oneself with a set of ready-made expectations for behavior that become part of the

self (Biddle, 1979, p. 301).  Maladjusted people are those who do not like the identities created

for them by their roles; they may find themselves mired in positions of low prestige, wealth, or

legitimacy such as being “black, a woman, or a member of a despised minority group” (Biddle,

1979, p. 232).  Feeling caught in a role causes role conflict and role incongruence, a situation

where role expectations and personal characteristics clash   (Biddle, 1979, p. 325).   Left 
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unresolved, the resulting role strain creates frustration and a sense of failure, insecurity, and

ultimately illness and early death (Biddle, 1979, p. 326).

Geen’s Psychological Motivation Theory

Geen (1995) defined motivation as the explanation of why people do what they do (p.

20).  Its components include initiation, the choice of a goal; intensity, the energy brought to

design a strategy to accomplish it; and persistence, the process of carrying out the planned action

(Geen, 1995, p. 20).  Goals are chosen, according to Geen (1995), in order to satisfy personal

needs or situation demands; selecting them involves people’s cognitive and affective traits

(Geen, 1995, p. 20).  Modern theory of psychological motivation assumes that people establish

goals to reduce discrepancies between their present and their desired states (Geen, 1995, p. 21). 

Setting these goals provides incentives for them to take action (Geen, 1995, p. 21).

Geen (1995) defined goals as objectives viewed as difficult but attainable through an

exertion of effort (p. 23).  When a person’s need interacts with a situational demand, a cluster of

goals, called an incentive, is created (Geen, 1995, p. 26).  Underlying this incentive are lesser

goals which are steps to the larger objective (Geen, 1995, p. 27).  Persons who develop these

incentives believe that these underlying goals are reachable with effort and that the goal is worth

the required amount of exertion (Geen, 1995, p. 27).

Once people generate this incentive, they start striving towards accomplishing all the

sub-levels of goals, according to Geen (1995), and the extent to which they labor depends on

their attitudes towards the goal (p. 27).  He states that they have to feel that “each goal is worth

the effort,” that they have succeeded with similar goals in the past, and that they can overcome

environmental obstacles to achieve them (Geen, 1995, pp. 227-228).  The striving towards the
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goal consists of four processes: 1) pursuing the goal, 2) persisting over time in the pursuit, 3)

focusing on the goal constantly, and 4) adopting strategies for working on the goal (Geen, 1995,

p. 29).  Expectancy and value are key elements of high motivation because anticipated, positive

results and clearly defined, worthwhile, accomplishable goals increase effort, persistence, and

performance  (Geen, 1995, p. 29). 

Commitment to a goal, another element underlying persistence, requires that people find

it attractive and valuable (Geen, 1995, pp. 34-35).  Setting goals and committing to them affects

various aspects of people’s lives, according to Geen (1995), as they try to reach them (p. 42). 

The heightened tension which results from the commitment produces a cognitive effect which

Klinger (1977) labeled “current concern” (Geen, 1995, p. 42).  They maintain this state of

tension until they reach the original goal or until they settle for a substitute (Geen, 1995, p. 44). 

Another result of goal focus is a change in people’s perception of their worlds, or what

McArthur and Baron (1983) called “situational affordances” (Geen, 1995, p. 43).  In other

words, people see their lives as affording them the chance to work on this goal (Geen, 1995, p.

43).    When their behavior does not lead to goal-related action, that is, if this latter is inhibited,

they feel uncomfortable and stressed (Geen, 1995, pp. 44-45).  Sometimes, this commitment

leads to goal conflict where a person  focuses on several goals at once; the result can lead to goal

ambivalence, emotional distress, medical problems, and lack of attainment of the goal (Geen,

1995, p. 38).  

Possessing an incentive to strive for a goal does not guarantee that the person will exert

the necessary effort.  According to Geen (1995), an act of will is also critical (p. 73).  Will

asserts itself if the task is challenging and if the person feels assured of reaching the goal with
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the necessary effort (Geen, 1995, p. 74).  It also protects the intention of the goal-seeker from

distractions such as other motives and goals (p. 74).  In addition, the goal pursuer must adopt an

action orientation, a focus on the goal rather than on his/her own thoughts and emotions (Geen,

1995, p. 74).  Employing a cognitive strategy, or a plan of action, helps protect against the

intrusion of other intentions (Geen, 1995, p. 74).  Implemental mind sets allow people to form

goal-focused strategies, to accomplish goals, and maintain their motivation (Geen, 1995, p. 74).  

New personal needs and situation demands provoke motivation towards goals.   Geen

(1995) maintained that the more valuable the outcome and the greater the person’s expectancy of

attaining it, the higher the level of motivation she/he possessed to achieve it (p. 30).  

Gilligan’s Personality Theory

Gilligan’s (1993) personality theory incorporates women’s lives and experiences into

existing theories of life development but draws its principles from women’s voices (p. xvii).  

Gilligan  maintained that women’s personalities develop differently than men’s because of their

connectedness to others in childhood, a relationship which they continue into adulthood.  Men’s 

development moves from relatedness with their mothers to separation and achievement in

adulthood, an emphasis which makes them focus on themselves (Gilligan, 1993, p. xxiv).  Men

seek disconnectedness and individualistic accomplishments, and women move from one

attachment to many, the result being that intimacy threatens males and individuation is almost

impossible for women (Gilligan, 1993, p. 8). 

According to Gilligan (1993), women “bring to the life cycle a different point of view

and order human experience [with] different priorities,” namely those of “connection” (p. 25).

Yet because society undervalues this connectedness, women question their experience and do
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not see it as worthwhile (Gilligan, 1993, p. 49).  The predicament in which they find themselves

is that their life experience is discounted because it is relational and they themselves are

devalued and as a result, silenced (Gilligan, 1993, p. xxi).  Their feminine voice stays caught

between “compassion and autonomy, between passivity and independence, between being good

and being bad, between conformity and nonconformity” (Gilligan, 1993, p. 71,74).  Gilligan

(1993) advocated that a theory which incorporates women’s experiences into male-focused

development theories to show the psychological development of women is inadequate because it

forces women to alter themselves and silence their voices to fit into relationships and false

definitions of goodness (p. xvi).  She maintained that women’s deference to others, so often a

source of self-doubt, ironically is their strength because women define themselves in terms of

care and concern for others (Gilligan, 1993, p. 17).  Male-centered theories have not recognized

this power because when women have cared for men, men have devalued that care (Gilligan,

1993, p. 17).  

Gilligan described the psychological development of women through four perspectives,

all of which have transitions between them.  In the first perspective, women focus on themselves

in order to survive, and in the subsequent transition phase critique this self-preservation as

selfish (Gilligan, 1993, p. 72).  The second perspective sees women focusing on responsibility

for others and defining “good” as caring for them (Gilligan, 1993, p. 72).  At this point, women

adopt society’s expectations of them (Gilligan, 1993, p. 29).  The transition which follows this

perspective consists of women’s experiencing a “disequilibrium” as they try to legitimize others

as worthy of their care, but not themselves (Gilligan, 1993, p. 71).   Here, they challenge this

expectation of care because it emphasizes the other more than it does them (Gilligan, 1993, p.
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74).  A split occurs at this point:  those women who have a low self-image doubt their right to

claim equality of care and label themselves as “selfish”; those with a strong self-concept reject

the female conventions of “self-abnegation” and “moral self-sacrifice” because they see how

destructive they are to themselves (Gilligan, 1993, p. 90).  Gilligan’s (1993) third perspective

has women acknowledging the ethic of care but condemning it for its impingement on

themselves who have to perform that care (p. 74).   In the fourth perspective, women come to

accept that they have a responsibility to themselves as well as to others so that the term

“obligation” comes to include self (Gilligan, 1993, p. 127).

Central to Gilligan’s (1993) theory is the realization of this interconnection of self and

other and the resulting enhancement of women’s lives (p. 156).  It challenges previous life

development theories which “silence . . .  women” and distort the process of their life maturation

(Gilligan, 1993, p. 156).  Where  men’s growth consists of renouncing relationships, women’s

has traditionally meant sacrificing self-expression to maintain them (Gilligan, 1993, p. 157). 

Men, armed with society-approved absolutes of truth and fairness, concentrate on personal

accomplishment; women, burdened with confusing pulls of other and self care, focus on

balancing the claims of both and, thus, sacrifice themselves (Gilligan, 1993, pp.165-166).  

Women at mid-life find themselves vulnerable; they have organized their lives around

relationships and sacrificed themselves to caring and to others (Gilligan, 1993, p. 171).  As a

result, mid-life events such as divorce, an empty nest, or death of parents or a spouse can

drastically alter their sense of self (Gilligan, 1993, p. 171).  Gilligan (1993) says that when they

undergo the destruction of connections critical to them and the activities of caring vital to their

sense of self-worth, they feel lost and suffer from hopelessness and depression (p. 171).
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Mercer, Nichols, and Doyle’s Developmental/Transition Theory

Mercer et al.’s (1989) theory of women’s development consists of five periods which

contain within them transitions.  These developmental periods occur later than those of men and

are much more erratic (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 180).  For example, ages 16 through 20 compose

the launching-into-adulthood period, in which they work on their identities, their autonomy, and

their intimate relationships (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 69).  At this juncture some merely transfer

dependence from parents to husbands, and none psychologically separates herself  from parents

completely (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 69).  

The next period, ages 26 through 30, is much quieter, usually consisting of marriage and

maybe divorce; in it women focus on attachment and separation (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 71). 

Following this period, the next one, consisting of ages 36 through 40, provides women their first

chance to redraft the life plan and begin a new pattern, such as a different career (Mercer et al.,

1989, p. 71).  For the first time, they concentrate on themselves rather than on husbands and

children, and in the process, work on “becoming [their] own woman” (Mercer et al., 1989, p.

182).  Ages 40 through 59, which frame the next to last period, consist of what Mercer et al.

(1989) call the “regeneration/redirection” period (p. 69).  Here, women undergo renewal and

direct their lives towards new careers, creative and self-development activities, or community

work (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 72).  At this point, many undertake endeavors they have long

deferred because of time constraints or family responsibilities (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 72).  

Generally, women at this time feel good about themselves and their achievements (Mercer et al.,

1989, p. 182).  The final period, old age, consists of serious illness or debilitating conditions,

severe challenges, and a sense of calm (Mercer et al., 1989, p. 182).
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Mercer et al, (1989) concluded that women do not individuate themselves from their

mothers during their life course and that their identity changes take place within the framework

of relationships (p. 194).  They also noted that women work through transitional events with

their associated losses of friends, family members, or jobs by developing new friends and

associations to maintain meaning and creativity throughout their lives (Mercer et al., 1989, p.

194).

Merriam and Caffarella’s Motivation Theory

Merriam and Caffarella’s (1999) motivation theory explains why adult women seek

education; they do so because of job-related concerns and personal development needs (Merriam

and Caffarella, 1999, p. 52).  Both include the desire to gain knowledge and to obtain significant

learning experiences (Merriam and Caffarella, 1999, p. 391).  Merriam and Cafferella (1999)

further break down these  motivations for learning into a desire for social relationships; a

response to external directives, usually from bosses; hope of professional advancement; the need

for escape from or substitution for a boring environment; and the satisfaction of cognitive

interests (p. 54-55).   Personal motivations include the need to improve communication skills, to

enhance education, and to better family relations (Merriam and Cafferella, 1999, p. 55). 

One of the major motivations stated by Merriam and Cafferella (1999) is Mazlow’s

(1981) final stage, self-actualization (p. 257).  Here, adults strive to be all they can be, a goal

which they achieve through learning; they seek education out of the “desire to know and

understand” (Merriam and Cafferella, 1999, p. 257).  Those with a positive perception of

learning and change choose to undertake education at transition points in their lives while those

who resist a challenge to their thinking do not (Merriam and Cafferella, 1999, p. 69).  The degree
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to which they feel they will succeed in the educational arena and the value they place on success

there, their perception of education, their individual readiness to learn, their immediate stimuli,

and the lack of barriers determine the level of their participation and their success (Merriam and

Cafferella, 1999, p. 65).  A robust drive, according to Merriam and Cafferella (1999), can be

destroyed by a system deterrent such as poor advising, and a weak drive can be strengthened by

an institutional benefit, such as a conveniently scheduled course (p. 65).  

Merriam and Cafferella’s Constructivist Theory

Merriam and Cafferella’s (1999) constructivist theory holds that learning occurs as

people construct meaning for their lives (p. 261).  The best setting for accomplishing this is one

which allows them to ask questions, to operate freely, and to function as individuals (Merriam

and Cafferella, 1999, p. 263).  This theory centers on andragogy’s tenet that adult learning is

self-directed and reflective and that situated cognition, where learning occurs in an appropriate

setting, is the most desirable (Merriam and Cafferella, 1999, p. 241).  Constructivist theory

maintains that the classroom should parallel how learning transpires outside it, that is, that

students should build on their knowledge base in culturally organized settings (Merriam and

Cafferella, 1999, p. 241).  

Houle’s Theory of Adult Education

Houle (1961) maintained that adults seek education to satisfy goals, to make social

contacts, and to seek knowledge for its own sake ( p. 35).  Life-long education is essential to

them, and they become “stimulators” to other students.  They possess such a “contagious belief

in the importance of education that they infect those around them” (Houle, 1961, p. 36).   
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Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule’s Theory of Women’s Ways of Knowing

Belenky et al.’s  (1973) theory maintains that women have “different ways of knowing”

than men, ways which have been “neglected and denigrated” by dominant, male-oriented life-

development theories (p. xxv).  Because women’s self-concept and mental abilities are so closely

connected and because they view themselves and the world through connectedness, both family

and educational systems “hinder women’s development” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 4).  According

to Belenky et al. (1973), women have difficulty in traditional academia and learn more from

relationships with instructors, friends, and families (p. 4).  Teaching and evaluation methods

often run counter to how women learn because both employ methods in line with “males’ more

rational and objectives ways of knowing” and ignore “women’s more emotional, intuitive, and

personalized” approach (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 16).  

Because women’s voices possess a hesitant, qualifying, question-posing style which

concentrates on day-to-day practical and interpersonal concerns, men and women themselves

devalue them (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 17).  Institutions have muzzled women’s ways of knowing

and thereby, excluded, limited, or ignored women; in the process, they have rendered them

voiceless (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 19).  Consequently, Belenky et al. (1973) delineate women’s 

ways of knowing into five perspectives: silence, or absence of voice, received knowledge,

subjective knowledge, procedural knowledge, and constructed knowledge (p. 15).  

Perspective #1 - Silence

This perspective, silence,  means not only lack of voice but also women’s denial of self

and their constant dependence on authority figures for guidance (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 23).  In

this perspective they feel dumb because, having had ignored or abused childhoods and/or
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marriages, they see words as cruel weapons used to demand and isolate them (Belenky et al.,

1973, p. 24).  The flip side is that if they use language, they receive some kind of punishment

from authority figure(s) in their lives (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 24).  As a result, they use their

voice neither externally nor internally to participate in self-dialogue or introspection because

they possess no consciousness of self (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 27).  Without communication and

reflection skills, they lack the ability to make representational thought and focus only on the

present, the immediate, the actual, the concrete, and the specific, not on anything about

themselves or beyond their situations (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 27).  Unable to express

themselves, they stay silent, passive, yielding, and obedient to authority figures; Belenkey et al.

(1973) compare them to “puppets moving with the jiggle of a thread” (p. 27).  They fail to

develop their inner voices and their minds and, as a consequence, do not believe they can be

knowers, nor do they realize that their authority figures are inarticulate themselves (Belenky et

al., 1973, p. 29).  School intensifies in girls this feeling of ineptitude by further suppressing them

and locks them even more securely in their silence (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 28).  As a result, they

lack confidence in their ability to make meaning or to share it with others (Belenky et al., 1973,

p. 34).

Perspective #2 - Received Knowledge

This perspective means that women listen to others voice their opinions and believe what

they say but do not have the ability or the confidence to express their own ideas (Belenky et al.,

1973, p. 35, 37).  They feel that others know more than they do and that they themselves cannot

reflect about them or understand them; thus, they equate what authority figures say with learning

(Belenky et al.. 1973, p. 39, 42).  Learning in this perspective means memorizing, identifying
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with the idea giver, and regurgitating what he/she tells them (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 42).  Their

learning method is silent listening; when they deviate from the quiet mode, they are labeled “out

of line” (Belenky et al., 1972, p. 45).  Any intellectual attempts on their part must benefit others,

that is, must be part of their care of others (Belenky et al., 1973, pp. 46-47).  Since they view

other-care as critical to their self-definition, they become defined by others’ anticipations of

them and choose social and occupational roles suitable to these expectations (Belenky et al.,

1973, p. 50).  They subordinate their own perceptions and remain voiceless and stagnant and do

not evolve unless their worlds collapse, that is, their husbands die, divorce occurs, or children

leave home (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 50).  Only when the others on whom they have relied for

self-definition disappear do they quit believing in their own dependence on them and cease their

roles of mute listeners (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 50).

Perspective #3 - Subjective Knowledge

When women stop relying on outside power figures for ways of knowing, they enter the

third perspective, subjective knowledge, where they look at their inner voices (Belenky et al.,

1973, p. 52).  Here they come to value themselves as knowers and as a result, change from being

passive, static, and silent to active, becoming, and protesting people (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 54). 

They discount external figures’ ideas, undergo major disruptions in relationships, and experience

a change in their self-concepts which enables them to protect, assert, and define themselves

(Belenky et al., 1973, p. 54).  This shift towards autonomy can happen at any age (Belenky et al.,

1973, p. 54).  In lower socioeconomic women who spend their lives silenced as children and

wives, their acts of managing households, rearing children, and negotiating among others’ needs

teach them they have mental powers and make them self-sufficient and trusting of their own
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judgment (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 67).  Those women of higher socioeconomic status who

remain silent and stagnant out of fear of losing the stifling other and who confine their questions

to their journals, their pets, or themselves, seethe inwardly, knowing full well they have a

trustworthy intuition (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 68).  Both often take action, maybe leaving a

marriage or family of origin, and choose to live for themselves rather than for and through

others, but they still do not vocalize their opinions (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 77).  Since their

previous authority figures criticize them for this change and often try to thwart it, these women

feel vulnerable and confused as they seek a fresh identity (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 83).  They

come to distrust men and all authority figures, including those in education, and prefer sensory

experience and personal involvement to didactic instruction methods (Belenky et al., 1973, p.

83).  Once they find themselves to be interesting, they become reflective and critical of people

who affect them; even though they do not yet speak out, they have begun “the process of gaining

a voice and knowledge base from which to investigate the world” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 86).

Perspective #4 - Procedural Knowledge

This perspective, procedural knowledge, means that women obtain knowledge by

objective means only; reasoned reflection replaces the subjective knowledge of the previous

perspective (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 88).  When authority figures attempt to cancel their opinions

with logic and reasoning, they fight back to keep from regressing into their previous silence

(Belenky et al., 1973, p. 88).  Eventually, they realize that their intuition may be fallible and that

expertise is valuable so they start to listen hard to what people say (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 94). 

They also begin to speak in what Belenky et al. (1973) label “measured tones”; they say

something only after being highly self-critical.  They think hard before they speak; they may
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even remain silent from time to time (p. 95).  Yet, on the other side of this silence, “reason is

stirring” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 95).  For procedural knowers, methodology is important

because they no longer trust either their gut or authority figures (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 97). 

Those who focus on impersonal procedures are called “separate knowers”; those who seek the

truth by listening intently to what others think are called “connected knowers” (Belenky et al.,

1973, pp. 101-102).  

Separate Knowers.   Separate knowers use reason versus understanding as the optimal

method of learning; they construct arguments and look  for loopholes, errors, and logical

contradictions.  Often, they disagree with experts but do not express their views for fear of

hurting someone (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 105).  Consequently, they lose their voice as it is

beginning to emerge and immerse themselves in rational, logical methodology and use their

analytical skills to argue what the self feels (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 112).  

Connected Knowers.  Connected knowers base their concept of truth on their experience,

particularly on encounters with others rather than on what authorities say (Belenky et al., 1973,

p. 113).  They use newly learned procedural skills to help them understand people’s thinking

processes and focus on the others’ point of view by engaging in intense listening (Belenky et al., 

1973, p. 114).  Nonjudgmental, they expand their worlds by “receiv[ing] another’s experience

into their own” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 115).  

Both types of procedural knowers direct their search for truth away from themselves;

separate knowers focus on authority figures and rationality; connected knowers concentrate on a

blend of their own experiential knowledge and what they learn through empathy with others

(Belenky et al., 1973, p. 124).  Eventually, the former begin to sicken of authority figures and



50

their methodology and break away to recognize the validity of their own intuition and to pursue

“quest for self and voice” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 133).

Perspective #5 - Constructed Knowledge

Belenky et al.’s (1973) final perspective for women’s ways of knowing, constructed

knowledge, consists of  women’s leaving their guides, whether methodology or authority figures,

to build their own learning frameworks (p. 134).  Here, they merge self- and other-learned

knowledge and engage in self-reflection; the resulting transformation is women who reexamine

themselves and their ways of thinking and being (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 136).  They create a

“heightened consciousness,” that is, they develop a tolerance for conflict and contradiction

because “they have come to value all parts of their lives: their roles as daughters, friends,

mothers, lovers, nurturers, thinkers, artists, and advocates” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 137).  They

acknowledge that life is complicated and seek to find and use a voice which represents this

complexity (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 137).  They ask “Why?” and “How?” and continually

reevaluate answers given them by experts; they make their own connections between exterior

and interior knowledge (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 140).   They place themselves at the heart of the

learning process, become participators, and develop a passion for learning and for understanding

(Belenky et al., 1973, pp. 141-142).  No longer constrained by others’ voices, they now hear

their own; yet they still feel that this new voice is unheard a home and at work despite their new

knowledge, a situation which enrages them (Belenky et al, 1973, p. 146).  The result is often

isolation, loneliness, and discouragement because their insistence on being heard drives others

away  (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 152).  Despite these drawbacks, they feel deeply involved in the

world (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 152).
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Each perspective serves as a training ground for working through “problems of self and

other, inner and outer authority, and voice and silence” (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 134).  When

these women enter the educational arena, they need to be given credit for being able to think

intelligently by being validated for what they know before they arrive on campus, be provided

with opportunities to discuss, analyze, and use their experience to extend their minds, have

instructors as facilitators rather than didactic imparters of information, and  find encouragement

for their own voices (Belenky et al., 1973, p. 198).  They must be acknowledged as intelligent 

and capable and their ways of knowing through care and practical concerns as legitimate and

useful in order to build  their voice and knowledge (Belenky et al, 1973, p. 203).  

Noddings’ Theory of Care

Noddings’ (1984) theory of how women learn maintains that their education should

center around caring rather than focusing on content, competence, and discipline (p. 193).  

Learning, according to her, will result naturally if the one-caring, the instructor, empathizes with

the ones-cared-for, the students, and lets them know that they are more important than the

subject matter (Noddings, 1984, p. 193).  Caring, she asserted, causes the persons cared for to

grow and develop according to their interests and abilities, not according to guidelines

established externally (Noddings, 1984, p. 13).  Teachers’ purposes should be to add to the

students’ capabilities and enrich their lives by viewing them through what Noddings (1984)

called the “fundamental relatedness” that is women’s reality (p. 51). This “feminine ethic”

perceives, advises, and assists students to accomplish what is necessary for them (Noddings,

1984, p. 19).  Instructors make the students feel attended to and focused on, and as a result, they

undergo a transformation of having had something added to themselves (Noddings, 1984, p. 20).  
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This caring attitude exhibits itself in receptivity and commitment; teachers select their

content through student’s eyes rather than imposing on them fact, ideas, and objectives from the

outside (Noddings, 1984, p. 174).  They allow for freedom, creativity, and spontaneous

disclosure in class discussions, cooperative learning activities, and personal and cultural subject

matter on a range of human experience throughout history (Noddings, 1984, p. 198).  Class

becomes a place where students grow and where they enjoy the process of learning.

Lindeman’s and Knowles’ Experiential Learning Theories

Lindeman (1961), also, advocated making the situations of student lives, not textbooks,

the subject matter in classrooms (p. 6).  His premise was that all of life is learning and that the 

purpose of adult education is to put meaning into people lives through their working from their

own experiences (Lindeman, 1961, pp. 4-6).  The curriculum should, therefore, be built around

students’ reality:  instructors should employ subject matter, not as the exclusive resource in the

classroom, but as it is necessary to help learners look at their lives (Lindeman, 1961, p. 8). 

Learners’ experiences should be the “living textbook,” and students’ personalities should be the

focal point as they expand “their intelligence, their power, their creativity, their competence, and

their appreciation, enjoyment, and social life” (Lindeman, 1961, p. 9).  

Lindeman (1961) also maintained that instructors should not be “oracles” of knowledge

but should become learners as well (p. 7).  They should direct their adult students to look inside

themselves for intelligence rather than try to teach them rules and ideas based on others’

experiences (Lindeman, 1961, p. 17).  He maintained that inflexible requirements squelch rather

than inspire learning because education should allow students to uncover and look at long-held

but forgotten interests and hobbies and encourage them to enjoy them again since people develop
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their minds based on what they already know (Lindeman, 1961, p. 47).  Instructors’ goals should

be to persuade their students to begin where they are in their lives and to experiment with

realistically obtainable goals; in the process, they will experience growth and renewal

(Lindeman, 1961, p. 47).  Students retain knowledge gained in this manner because it has been

and becomes part of their lives (Lindeman, 1961, p. 114). The result is continuous development

as each achievement establishes a framework on which learners can build additional

accomplishments (Lindeman, 1961, p. 47).

Lindeman (1961) saw discussion as the key classroom method for allowing students to

access their lives (p. 122).   Four steps necessary to accomplish this goal through discussion are 

to get students 1) to recognize a situation from their lives; 2) to focus on and analyze it for

problems; 3) to discuss with the class the problems in the framework of their experiences and of

relevant content information; and 4) to create experimental solutions and to test them in the class

(Lindeman, 1961, p. 122).  This approach enlivens the subject matter, helps students make

meanings for their lives, and renders the course material pertinent and interesting (Lindeman,

1961, p. 123).  Education conducted in this manner, according to Lindeman (1961), is a

continuing process which parallels life (p. 129).  

Knowles’ (1980) theory also focused on the interests that people already have as the

means of motivating them as students (p. 89).  They may want to gain health, money, more time,

better looks, others’ praise, comfort, leisure, pride in achievement, business or social

advancement, or self-confidence (Knowles, 1980, p. 89).  In addition, they may want to be better

parents,  more up to date,  more creative, efficient, and influential, able to express their

personalities and resist others’ control over them, satisfy their curiosity, appreciate beauty,
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acquire or collect things, reduce worry, risks, embarrassment, or discomfort, or improve

themselves in general (Knowles, 1980, p. 89).  

He believed that adults derive their self-image from their experience and, consequently,

value it because it is their identity (Knowles, 1980, p. 50).  This experience provides them with a

richer background to which they can connect new learning (Knowles, 1980, p. 50).  Their

experiences need to be called upon in the classroom through such means as group discussions,

role-playing, field projects, demonstrations, and simulation exercises (Knowles, 1980, p. 50).  

Encouraging new learning consists of managing the interplay between the students’ environment

and their experience (Knowles, 1980, p. 56).  Relating the content to adult students’ lives enables

them to retain knowledge more effectively (Knowles, 1980, p. 56).  When instructors provide

adult students the opportunity to reexamine their lives through new eyes, learners can eradicate

some possibly restrictive perceptions about themselves and determine how to learn more 

effectively (Knowles, 1980, p. 51).  Students can look at their life experiences in this way and

apply what they learn from them to future events so that their lives become resources which

allow them to apply new knowledge about their past to their present and future (Knowles, 1980,

p. 58).  

The various theories which form the background to this study combine the seasons of

women’s development, the significance of relationships and caring to them, the reasons they

seek education as adults, and the most effective methods of helping them to learn.  The

researcher hopes to add to this existing theory base once she listens to, thinks about, draws

conclusions from, and writes about the reentry women participants in her study.
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Conceptual Framework

The concepts undergirding my study combine theories of how women develop and learn

with literature’s findings of why nontraditional women start college, overcome barriers, and

persist.   Because women build their lives around relationships, they develop differently than

men, they learn in dissimilar ways, and they  view their life roles differently.  

 Their lives center around connectedness; they typically place the “other” or others first

and delay their own development and education until these relationships end or change either

through death, divorce, or children’s departure from home.  The responsibility they feel towards

caring for others causes them to place their own needs and desires on hold.  It also often renders

them voiceless as well as devalues them in their own eyes, the eyes of the other, and the view of

society.  They examine the frustration they feel over the pull between other obligation and their

own voices and goals either during transition periods or after the loss of a major relationship. 

The resulting perspective transformation stimulates them to see the need for change and to

determine how to accomplish it.  They then shed their childhood assumptions about women and

women’s roles and redirect their focus from others onto themselves. What they often choose as

the vehicle for altering their lives, because it offers them the opportunity to develop and to tend

to themselves, is college. 

The psychological reassessment their lives undergo prior to undertaking this challenge

serves as a major motivation to seek a degree, which for most, is a lifelong dream stalled by care

of others.  As a result, striving after this long-held goal motivates and energizes them, giving

them voice,  new interests, and a fresh role. 
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 However, adapting to and concentrating on their own development demands that they

leave the familiar in order to create new self-identities and different values and that they

restructure their daily lives.   This change erects obstacles both from within themselves about

their abilities and from outside as others resent the withdrawal of their attention and resist the

women’s new role.  As they become competent, confident, and voiced, these women scare

themselves and threaten others in their lives  (Mezirow 1981,  Caferrella, 1996,   Belenky et al.,

1973).  Accustomed as they are to being “lesser” in family relationships and to being silent, they

often feel inadequate to the college challenge (Noddings, 1984, p. 134).  Unsupportive or critical

family and friends intensify their insecurity as students and increase their guilt over deserting

their other-role to tend to themselves.  Perpetuating their silence is faculty who frequently

discount older female students, regard them as worthless intellectually, and teach them

didactically rather then relationally.  Enhancing this attack on their personal development and

sense of self-worth is the institution which offers irrelevant or uninteresting majors to these

women, which schedules classes inconvenient for jobs and child care, and which adheres to

rigid, ancient rules for accepting previous course work and for demanding difficult entrance

exams.  These challenges to emerging identities and barely murmuring voices sometimes

overwhelm  older female students.

Yet, their self-regeneration through critical reflectivity and progressing through Belenky

et al.’s (1973) five stages of female knowing causes them to shed childhood beliefs about

women’s roles and to build new identities which focus on themselves (p. 134).  The resulting

increasing competence and growing voice cause them to persist in the college environment. 

They connect to peers on campus and some professors and staff members and benefit from
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relational instruction to build an increasing self-worth which overrides all obstacles.  Once they

have gained enough knowledge and confidence in their own voices, they persist against personal

self-doubt, familial criticism and lack of support, and  institutional disinterest and inequities.  In

short, they carve for themselves new identities and self-assurance which motivate them to

complete degrees.

On the next page is a chart (Figure 1) showing the overlap of the theories of how women

develop and learn with the findings of numerous studies on reentry women.
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Summary

Reentry women arrive on campus with various motivations, confront numerous barriers,

and exhibit diverse degrees of persistence.  Their success in obtaining a degree or degrees

depends on their drive, their support, and the educational methodologies used to encourage their

learning.  Because they learn differently than men, college and university professors who wish to

encourage reentry women will have to replace their traditional didactic approaches with student-

centered classes which focus on building knowledge from students’ lives.



60

CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

For this study of reentry women in their late thirties through forties at Caronor

Community College, the researcher employed the qualitative methods of in-depth interviewing

with member-checking and triangulating.  Because many studies and theories already exist on

this topic, she will have to listen to and observe her participants carefully in order to detect new

themes emerging about them.  The researcher had intended to interview late-entry women in

their forties and fifties but found that of the students she could reach, all fell between ages 35

and 50 when they started on campus.

Type of Research

A qualitative study is appropriate for learning about reentry women at a small rural

community college because it provides the opportunity for understanding their lives, their

decision to start college later in life, and their experiences as late-entry college students.  The

goal of qualitative research is to comprehend human behavior and experience and to try to grasp

the meaning people make of their lives (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, pp. 45 & 49).  Since

discerning what motivates these older women to attend college and what their college

experiences were was the purpose of this study, a qualitative approach promised to allow their

perceptions and attitudes towards college and themselves to emerge (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992,

p. 64).

Another reason qualitative research was fitting for this study was that this inquirer

conducted her interviews in their natural settings, that is, their homes, at their jobs, and on the
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community college campus (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 9).  Working with participants’ own

environments helped her see how they constructed their worlds (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 6). 

Because qualitative researchers are interested in the complex social interactions of daily life and

the meanings which participants attribute to them, interviewing them in their natural

surroundings was vital to understanding them (Marshal and Rossman, 1999, p 2).  Lincoln and

Guba (1985) maintained that participants cannot be understood separate “from their contexts”

because the meaning they give their lives depends on their interaction with their environments

(pp. 39 and 66).  The physical events in their lives and their behavior within them helped the

researcher see how their understandings influence their behavior (Maxwell, 1996, p. 17). By

studying what Patton (1990) called “real-world situations as they unfold naturally,” the

researcher is open to whatever data emerge (p. 41).  A “discovery-oriented strategy,” which

focused on the daily reality of the setting and the participants’ behavior within it, dominated her

methodology  (Patton, 1990, p. 42).  This “local groundedness” meant that the data were

collected close to the real situation so that she could see what “real life” was like for her

participants (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10).  

The qualitative approach was further appropriate for this study because it concentrated in

depth on only a limited number of selected cases and using thick description of and quotations

from these participants (Patton, 1990, p. 40).  This study engaged eight participants in in-depth

semi-structured interviews with primarily open-ended questions.  Originally intended to study

between fifteen and twenty reentry women, the researcher’s inability to reach all but eight of the

appropriate age reduced the number.  It directed its attention to describing and understanding

their realities by using their own words and behavior (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 51).  As
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qualitative researcher, she observed, listened, and asked questions and in the process became

consumed with  what she learned from and about her respondents (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p.

XII).  She relied on participants’ words and observable behaviors for data and came to appreciate

“innuendo and the ability to read sub-texts as well as texts” in what her participants said

(Marshall and Rossman, 1999, pp. 7-8; Eisner and Peshkin, 1990, p. 12).   Dependent upon her

respondents for interpreting interactions with their environments and for understanding local

patterns, the researcher negotiated with them in order to grasp how they constructed their

realities (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 41).  The participants’ collaboration with her helped her to

comprehend their lives (Maxwell, 1996, p. 17).  Centering on a limited number of cases provided

the opportunity to conduct a more in-depth study of their lives through a “fluid and developing

process” of investigation (Lecompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 25).  Qualitative methods help

promote understanding of the outcomes of their lives and the processes which produced them

(Maxwell, 1996, p. 21).  

Another reason she chose a qualitative study was its preservation of each respondent’s

individuality (Maxwell, 1996, p. 19).  This investigation spent considerable time and thought on

the life histories of these women.  Using an in-depth, small-scale study allowed for the detailed

description of each participant, thorough communication between them and the researcher, in-

depth data from shared understandings, and analysis of social interaction and meaning which led

to these understandings, accurate interpretation of their lives, and explanation of variations 

(Lecompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 25). 

Because the researcher spoke with her participants daily for two years when they were

students,  “face-to-face interaction,” a critical feature of this type of study and its associated
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familiarity, helped relax them as they reflected on themselves and responded to  her questions

(Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. xi).  The communication which grew out of a flexible and

personal  interview design encouraged  them to speak freely and fully and to ponder their lives as

they did so (Patton, 1990, p. 54).  Theories which emerged reflected an understanding of them as

people and as college students (Patton, 1990, p. 54).  Qualitative research allowed this  inquirer

to become involved with her participants in in-depth and establish a rapport which promoted

narratives of essentially “complex personal journals” (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 6; Marshall

and Rossman, 1999, pp. 7 & 8).  Using open- and close-ended questions and semi-structured

interviews encouraged them to talk freely and to generate large numbers of details (Glesne and

Peshkin, 1992, p. 19). The questioner and the answerer influenced each other, and this researcher

had to grasp the meaning of the interaction (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, pp. 37 & 39).  By

immersing herself in the lives of her participants, she better comprehended their opinions,

values, and actions (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 6). 

Finally, qualitative methods allowed the researcher to absorb herself in the details of the

data so that she could detect general patterns emerging inductively (Patton, 1996, p. 44).  

Grounded theory emerged from comparisons made among the data from all the participants

(Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 72).  The process of interviewing, analyzing, member-checking,

triangulating, looking for emerging theory, and following with more analysis placed the focus on

the participants’ words and behaviors and on the researcher’s powers of observation and

intuition (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 72).  Her triangulation methods, in this case, consulting

with other faculty who taught the participants, maintained the focus of the this study on the

participants and helped verify her findings. 
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Population

The population from which this investigator drew attended one of Caronor Community

College’s satellite campuses.  With a student body of fewer than two hundred students, over fifty

percent of whom are women, it offered only five majors: office systems technology, nursing,

laser optics technology, college transfer, and early childhood.   Its staff consisted of two

secretaries, a librarian, a guidance counselor, a dean, and seven full-time curriculum.  Each year,

two or three women aged thirty-five or over enroll full-time.  Most students are nontraditional in

their mid- to late-twenties; only a small percentage come straight from high school.

The reentry women in this study came from homes and work within twenty minutes of

the campus.  Some were homemakers; others were local line workers at local plants; one was a

cook, and one worked in a family business.  Many did not apply ahead of time but showed up on

the first day of classes, filled out an application on the spot, took placement tests, and started

full-time in a curriculum.  Once there, they stayed for the requisite two years to complete an

associate’s degree; a few went on to complete a bachelor’s degree.   Two have earned their

bachelor’s degrees, and one will start her law degree this fall; another plans to go for her

doctorate.

Participant Selection

This study sampled all the reachable women in their late thirties through forties who

began college at this small campus while the researcher was teaching there, who attended full-

time for one or two years, and who graduated with a degree.  Marshall and Rossman (1999)

maintained that well-developed sampling decisions” guarantee a “sounder” study (p. 72).  This

researcher employed a comprehensive criterion-based selection strategy in which each case met
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preset specifications (Lecompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 72).  These guidelines included reentry

women students in their late thirties and forties who began college for the first time at this

community college, who attended full-time, who took courses in some program offered

completely on this campus, and who graduated.  This universal coverage helped guarantee the

representativeness of the selected participants (Lecompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 72).  This

researcher interviewed  all of these older reentry women she could reach, a number which totaled

eight.  Because literature has not focused exclusively on older nontraditional women students

and because a difference appeared along age lines among the reentry women in the researcher’s

pilot study, she chose this older group to study.

These women had the researcher as an English instructor for from two to seven different

classes: composition, speech, and technical writing, written correspondence, advanced grammar,

voice and articulation, and introduction to literature.  Justification for using students at her place

of previous employment was that she had already established a rapport with them.  They were,

therefore, comfortable with answering her questions and trusted her guarantee of confidentiality. 

Doing research on an unfamiliar campus, even a similar one, without the anticipated positive

interaction between participants and researcher would have reduced the quantity and quality of

detail provided.  The lower comfort level and lack of familiarity would probably have prejudiced

her findings.

Justification for Qualitative Study

A qualitative study will be the most effective way to learn about the experiences of these

reentry women.   Operating on Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) belief that phenomena cannot be

“understood out of relationship to the time and context that spawned, harbored, and supported
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it,” she, with this type of study, could make more sense of the data and analyze it more honestly

from her familiarity with the participants and the campus (p. 189).  Bogdan and Biklen (1992)

maintained that the natural setting is the direct source of data and that collecting it on the

premises adds understanding to research (p. 29).  They stated that context is vitally important

because people’s actions can best be discerned when seen against the setting in which they

occurred (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 30).  By interviewing at their homes and work and on

campus, she guaranteed these contextual connections.

Also, since the researcher wanted to learn how her participants made meaning of their

college experience, a qualitative approach was more appropriate.  This type of research has

“meaning” as its essential concern (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 32).  The researcher learned

how her participants “[made] sense out of their lives,” one of the goals of qualitative research 

being to find out “what  assumptions . . .  people make out of their lives”  what they went

through, and “how they interpret[ed] their experiences, and how they structure[d] the[ir] social

world[s]” (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 32).  To enable this researcher to comprehend her

participants’ perspectives on their college experience and what they made of it, it was the

preferred approach.  Concerned with process rather than with outcomes, a qualitative strategy 

helped her see how these women responded to the college environment, how they arranged their

lives around the experience, and what the effects on them were.  The techniques of interviewing

and interaction between researcher and participants traced this process and the way that meaning

was made (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 31).

A qualitative study allowed the researcher to approach her participants as an empty slate,

rather than having expectations of what she will find,  to see what they have to say for and about
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themselves.  With no preformed hypothesis, she limited any preconceptions about them and

avoided influencing their comments (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 31).  As a result, grounded

theory emerged inductively from what they discussed.   They showed her of what their college

experience consisted through their words and their demeanor.  The grounded theory emerged

from the participants’ information as it came in, or  “from the bottom up” (Bogdan and Biklen,

1992, p. 31).

Because the researcher wanted to comprehend her participants’ lives, qualitative research

which emphasizes taking detailed description of people and settings, aided  her understanding. 

Its emphasis on “thick description” of participants and their environments during interviews,  

field notes, and writing memos help her comprehend, illustrate, and substantiate what she

learned about their lives (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 30).   According to Bogdan and Biklen

(1992), qualitative research assumes “nothing is trivial” and that everything has the potential of

being a clue that might unlock a comprehensive understanding (p. 31).  The researcher observed

and recorded inflections and details about her interviewees, like a detective seeking clues. 

“Nothing,” according to Bogdan and Biklen (1992) “is taken as a given  in qualitative research,

and no statement escapes scrutiny” (p. 31).  Its emphasis on words, oral or written, made it a

particularly appropriate means to learn about reentry women for this researcher who has spent

her life writing papers and reading what others have written.  The written word was also

important in order to record what the investigator learned whether it be in description, verbatim

quotations, or memos; details were what mattered (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 31).  
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Data Collection

Interviewing

This investigator interviewed her participants in depth about their campus experience and

their lives in general using open-ended questions and two tape recorders.   Marshall and

Rossman (1999) stated that “in-depth interviews are more like conversations than formal events

with predetermined response categories” (p. 108).  An informal style was “most likely to elicit

the trust, confidence, and ease among respondents necessary for yielding elaborate, subtle, and

valid data (Lecompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 79).  This more relaxed mode with open-ended

questions whose order and content were flexible rendered the interviewees forthcoming and self-

revelatory.  The researcher encouraged them, to add ideas when they wanted and to digress

often.  This casual attitude  allowed  “participants’ perspectives on the phenomenon of interest

[to] . . .  unfold as [they] view[ed] [them], not as the researcher views [them]” (Marshall and

Rossman, 1999, p. 108).   This looser format conveyed to interviewees that their thoughts were 

“valuable and useful,” not what the interviewer considered important (Marshall and Ross, 1999,

p. 108).   The investigator adhered to LeCompte and Preissle”s (1993)  recommendation to look

and listen to her participants with a noncritical, fresh eye and an open mind so that anything and

everything about them was novel to her and significant to her study (p. 80).     

By listening closely, carefully selecting her questions, and “gently probing for

elaboration,” she obtained insights into their lives, values, and experience as community college

students (Marshall and Ross, 1999, p. 109).   Using the semi-structured interview format which,

according to Lecompte and Preissle (1993), consists of general questions given in “any order or

context as they happen to arise” she encouraged participants to interject unasked for ideas (p.
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104).  She used five of the six kinds of questions delineated by Patton (1993):  experience and

behavior questions to find out what these women did before and during their arrival on campus;

opinion and value questions to see how they thought about their actions and experiences and

how they assessed them; feeling questions to identify their emotions before, during, and after the

college experience; knowledge questions to determine how they viewed and what they

comprehended about their world; and background and demographic questions to encourage them

to describe themselves and to get them started talking (p. 171).  These questions assisted her in

perceiving if changes which have taken place in their lives.  For example, she asked an

experience and behavior question like “how would you respond emotionally to that experience 

now, how did you] in the past, and how [would you] respond in the future” (Patton, 1993, p.

171).  Another type appropriate for this study, “what if” questions,  helped the researcher

understand why they started college when they did.  She also used “why” questions, which

Lecompte and Preissle (1993) labeled “negative prediction defiers,” because they helped learn

the reason that this small group, among all the older women in the area, chose to start college

(p.108). The content of all the types of questions used, she drew ”from the respondents’ lives”

(Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 66).     

In order to provoke detailed thought and responses, she avoided loaded and leading

questions to prevent influencing their answers and altering the integrity of her findings (Glesne

and Peshkin, 1992, p. 67; Lecompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 104).   She also refrained from

questions too vague to produce a detailed response (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 69).  Other

than grouping certain types of questions, she asked them in no particular order unless a

“psychological order . . .  emerge[ed] from . . .  respondents’ replies” (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992,
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p. 71).  She placed warm-up questions at the beginning to increase their comfort level and 

rapport (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 71).  Those queries needing more thought were closer to

the interview’s end or to points made by the participants.  

Operating on the qualitative assumption that a researcher “cannot exhaust what there is to

know” on a topic, this investigator asked for more and more information from each participant, 

probing for “more explanation, clarification, description, and evaluation” (Glesne and Peshkin,

1992, p. 85).  She judiciously employed silence to allow participants to think and then express

their thoughts (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 85).   She kept in mind that each one’s perspective

had to unfold as the participant saw it, not as the she herself viewed it (Marshall and Rossman,

1999, p. 108).  Since the purpose of this study was to uncover and describe the viewpoints of

those interviewed, these questions were focused on eliciting this information (Marshall and

Rossman, 1999, p. 110).  

These interviews generated approximate life histories of these women who had to

examine and analyze [their] subjective experience . . .  and their constructions of their social

world[s]” (Jones, 1983, p. 147 in Marshall and Rossman, 1999, p. 120).  Life history

methodology emphasizes the experiences of individuals and how they cope socially

(Mandelbaum, 1973, p. 46 in Marshall and Rossman, 1999, p. 121).  It focuses on “the value of a

person’s own story and [provide] pieces in a mosaic that depicts a certain . . .  social group”

(Marshall and Rossman, 1999, p. 121).

With their permission, this investigator will be taped the comments of  her participants

The insistence of qualitative methodology that the researcher listen and observe fully made the

recorders necessary.   She kept both off to the side so that their presence would not interfere with
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responses.  Taping their words accomplished two things: it freed her to observe them and to take

copious notes on their mannerisms and reactions to her questions, and it enabled her to be more

relaxed and capable of responding to them and asking appropriate questions since she did not

have to write down what they said.  

At the end of each interview, the researcher member-checked by asking them to comment

on her summary of what they had said and by calling them later to verify points and

interpretations.

Writing Field Notes

The success of this investigator’s research efforts required thorough and accurate field

notes (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 107.)   Taking copious field notes was critical to allowing

her to reflect on her findings and to detect the emergence of themes (Patton, 1990, p. 259).  In

them, the researcher described  “people, objects, places, events, activities and conversations,”

“record[ed] ideas, strategies, reflections, and hunches,” and pointed out the patterns which are

materialized from them (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 107).   She used them to keep track of the

changes in her data, to see how her strategy needed to be altered as data came in, and to stay

“self-conscious” of how the data was influencing her (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 107).  

Bodgan and Biklen (1992) recommended typing these notes in a stream-of-consciousness style

(p. 108).  The researcher used them to reflect constantly on her findings and to add remembered

details and additional thoughts to her notes (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 50).  This constant

handling of the data helped her observe patterns as they appeared (Patton, 1990, p. 265).   

After completing each interview, she immediately recorded her thoughts on that person,

under a heading “Notes to Self,” where she pointed out connections she saw between one
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participant and another.  Qualitative studies employ “constant comparative data analysis” in

order to allow common themes to emerge (Marshall and Rossman, 1999, p. 149).  Bogdan and

Biklen (1992) stated that writing notes to oneself about what she/hei s learning is valuable while

Marshall and Rossman (1999) suggested designing charts or other visuals to makes connections

between concepts clear (p. 79; p.139).   These self notes allowed her to express observations, or

“capture ideas and impressions,” to clarify earlier interpretations, to speculate about what [was]

going on,” and to make plans for future research strategies (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 49).  

Within the next few hours after each interview, the investigator transcribed its tape.  

Marshall and Rossman (1999) stress the importance of transcribing data immediately (p.149). 

Conclusions the researcher drew or theory she saw emerging as she typed, she highlighted.  

Reading and rereading the transcripts and her memos helped  keep her mind open to what they

contained beneath the obvious.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) emphasized the criticality of this

reading and rereading of both the transcriptions and the researcher’s  comments on them (p.107). 

 Data Analysis

To make sense of  the data, she accumulated, the researcher divided its analysis into three

parts:  during data gathering, post-data gathering, and during-writing analysis.

During Data Gathering

As she conducted her research, she analyzed constantly to avoid irrelevant tangents.  

Continual reexamining of the data as it came in  kept her flexible and open to emerging grounded

theory.  LeCompte and Preissle (1993) stated that qualitative researchers “analyze data

throughout their study rather than relegating analysis to a period following data collection”

because they use “feedback from the field” to refine and redefine their studies (p.124 ).  
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During this peri-analysis, she kept comparing what she found in each interview to  what

she learned in the others.  As she saw themes emerging and gathered new insights about her

participants, she had to be open to altering the questions as well as her interpretation of their

answers.  Bogdan and Biklen (1992) called this the process of “developing analytical questions

during field research”; they pointed out the necessity of using what has been gained from earlier

“data gathering sessions” to frame what grows out of later data collection (p. 3).  After studying

the transcripts and her notes, she then phoned her participants to clarify points and to member-

check her conclusions (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p.110). 

After Data Saturation

After completing the interviews, working with the data in repeated ways, and finally

reaching data saturation, according to Marshall and Rossman (1999), researchers must follow

several steps:  organize, generate categories, code the data, test the emergent understandings,

search for alternative explanations, and write the report (p.154).  When the investigator

determined she had reached all the participants she could, she stopped  researching and began 

organizing her notes.   She color-coded common themes with markers in her transcripts and self-

memos.  Quotes from, descriptions of, or conclusions about the participants having a similar

theme, she marked with one color.   LeCompte and Preissle (1993) called this “making

connections,” and said it is a necessary first step; they also said it requires a lot of time (pp. 121). 

What she looked for were salient patterns, or what Marshall and Rossman (1999) described as

“recurring ideas or language and patterns of belief that link people and settings . . .” (p. 174). 

Patton (1990) called these categories  “sensitizing concepts” (p. 58).  This examination of

gathered information Marshall and Rossman (1999) labeled  “engagement with the data” (p.
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175).  In the process of finding motifs, she, also, separated out ideas that were intriguing

abnormalities to emerging concepts. 

Next, she coded her categories of facts and themes.  For example, she marked barriers

these women experience with a “B” and motivations with an “M.”  For subcategories, she used a

combination of letters such as “BI” for institutional barriers.  LeCompte and Preissle (1993)

compared this labeling process to putting a jigsaw puzzle together (p. 162).  If she saw a

connection to existing theory, she double-color coded it - one color for the theme emerging from

her data and another for the theory with which it was associated.   When she detected grounded

theory emerging, she typed it on another page and explained its source.   Any striking

counterpoint to what she discovered, she noted separately as an anomaly.

Finally, she reread the material, her categories, and the list of emerging patterns and

evaluated whether her interpretations were adequate and accurate for the data.  Marshall and

Rossman (1999) labeled this step as “evaluating the plausibility of developing understandings

and exploring them through the data (p. 154).  To help with this assessment, she wrote a long

summary memo to herself asking questions of the data to make sure that the connections she saw

were corroborated and that she had not overlooked a significant finding.   Such questioning of

her conclusions, according to LeCompte and Preissle (1993), “generate additional questions,

insights, and puzzles” which the researcher must consider (p.162).    Marshall and Rossman

(1999) observed that in this phase, the researcher must appraise the information for its

“usefulness and centrality” to the research questions and to the discoveries being made (p.154). 

Reassessing her categories and ideas help the researcher identify and define emerging

theory.  LeCompte and Preissle (1993) stated that this uncovering of theory has the purpose of
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“develop[ing] and confirm]ing] explanations of  how and why things happen as they do (p.172). 

To see theory evolving from the data, she followed their suggested sub-steps:  perceiving,

comparing, contrasting, aggregating, ordering, establishing linkages, and speculating (Lecompte

and Preissle, 1993, p. 172).  She tried to pinpoint the similarities and differences in the data so

that she could delineate common traits and evaluate them clearly. 

One way she identified correlations was to argue against what she found.  Marshall and

Rossman (1999) said that the researcher needs to challenge “critically the very patterns that seem

so apparent” and look for alternative explanations for what appears in the data (p. 163).  One

phase of this disputing against her findings was to posit other themes for the patterns she saw

emerging, argue against them, propose other ideas, and then argue for them by using what was

most viable in the face of all the data.   In the process, she looked for connections to existing

theory.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) stated that researchers must “make connections between

[their own] . . . assessments and well-established theory” (p. 164).  

Throughout this analysis, she wrote and rewrote as a means of drawing clearer 

conclusions and o put the whole picture together when she stopped interviewing.  Marshall and

Rossman (1999) asserted that “writing about qualitative data cannot be separate from the

analytic process”; rather, that it is “central to that process” because the writer is engaging in the

“interpretive act” (p. 173).   LeCompte and Preissle (1993) suggested writing initially from

memory, rather than from notes,  to prevent being distracted by the details and to view the whole

more clearly (p.123).  The investigator did this and compared what she had written to her latterly

established categories and themes.
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Next, she read and reread the drafts, looking for previously unnoticed connections and

putting together common themes.  In this draft, she employed  Bogdan and Biklen’s (1984)

concept of linking propositions she noted to theory (p.170).  Finally, she made sure she had

described all she had learned from her interviews and that she had linked it to theories of adult

learning, personality, motivation, role, female life development, and women’s ways of knowing.

Biases

It is vital that the investigator be regarded as objective so that her conclusions are “sound,

credible, and convincing” (Marshall and Rossman, 1995, p. 152).  In order to conduct her

research in an unbiased manner, she critically examined her personal biases and made sure that

they did not influence how she investigated her participants (D. C. Phillips, 1987, In Eisner and

Peshkin, 1990, p. 33).  One way she confronted these prejudices before and during the research

process was to write all of her expectations, beliefs, and assumptions  about these reentry women 

as a way of “identifying what perspective she [brought] to the study” (Maxwell, 1996, p. 29). 

This writing served as one means of adopting what Patton (1990) called “empathic neutrality”

towards her topic (p. 55).  This stance meant she did not manipulate the data or approach her

research with an “axe to grind,” a “theory to prove,” or “predetermined results to support”

(Patton, 1990, p. 55).  To maintain this neutrality, she reflected on her results constantly, used

consistent methods of data collection, and triangulated (Patton, 1990, p. 56).  She also avoided

being influenced more by “positive instances” than by negative ones (D. C. Phillips, 1987, In

Eisner and Peshkin, 1990, p. 33).  She had to heighten her valuation of conflicting data.  

While the researcher tried to be as objective as possible, she had some biases which may

have influenced how she perceived her participants and how she connected their experience to
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theory.   A major one was her strong belief in what these reentry women students had

accomplished so that she could have easily slipped into the cheerleading role.  Because she is

one of them as a late entry doctoral student, she risked empathizing with their challenges and

losing her objectivity, thereby projecting onto their ideas her own.  Even though she differed

from them in that she went straight through her bachelor’s and master’s work before stopping her

education, her frustration at the twenty-year delay in starting her doctorate could have caused her

to confuse their reality with her own.  She has to be careful, also, to avoid the female-

consciousness-raising stance during interviews and analysis.

To combat these biases, she constantly member-checked during and after the interviews

and asking other instructors of these students to assess her interpretations of them.  Another way

she countered these biases was to use thick description to delineate the participants’ views and

attitudes at the interviews.  Also, she read and reread her transcribed interviews, her self-memos,

and her holistic review of what she had learned and listened to the interviews on tape for

inflections and emotions to make sure that the patterns she thought she saw emerging really

were.  Reliability

Reliability, which means how well other researchers will be able to replicate the study’s 

findings, can only be approximated in qualitative research (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993, p.

332).  Because it occurs in natural settings and often records processes of change, it cannot be

exactly replicated, but its reliability can be enhanced (Lecompte and Priessle, 1993, p. 332).  The

uniqueness of each study “mitigates against replicating it exactly in another one” (Creswell,

1994, p. 159).  Researchers can describe the data fully and objectively, explain techniques they

used to double check their findings such as member checking and inter-observer agreement, and
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clarify their strategies for analyzing their data and drawing conclusions.  In this study extensive

detail was necessary because as a qualitative researcher, she was working with “unique

situations [which] [could] could not be reconstructed precisely even [with] the most exact

replication of their research methods (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 332). 

Comprehensiveness and accuracy of data was critical since she must “view reliability as a fit

between what [she] record[ed] as data and what actually occur[ed]” in the study’s setting

(Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 48).   The researcher further increased reliability by clarifying her

position in relation to her participants, by describing participants and settings fully, by writing

detailed field notes from observation and interviews, and by explaining “physical, social, and

interpersonal contexts” for the data gathering (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 335).  She also

stated clearly her definitions of terms, her analytic units, or codes, her  assumptions and

operating theories, and thoroughly documented her methods of data collection including

recorders, self-memos, field notes, note-taking, the settings for the interviews, and her coding

and writing process (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993, p. 335).  This thoroughness heightened the

reliability of her study.

Validity

Validity means that a study is correct in its description, its conclusions, its explanations,

and in its interpretations (Maxwell, 1996, p. 87).  In order to have a valid study, the researcher

had to convince her audience that her results were “credible” and that she focused directly and

exclusively on her participants (Wolcott, 1992, p. 121). Even though, according to Wolcott

(1992) a direct, conscious assertion of validity is impossible for a qualitative study, it came close

by being “conscientiously thorough” (p. 120).   
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Inadequate description, false interpretation, and unjustified theory seriously compromise

validity (Maxwell, 1996, p. 87).  The researcher guaranteed that description was sound by

making it accurate and complete, substantiated her interpretation by verifying that she did not

impose her ideas onto the participants, and offered valid theory by acknowledging discrepant

data and considering alternative explanations to the emerging theory (Maxwell, 1996, p. 90).  

Some of the ways she checked validity were to look deliberately for opposing data, or

negative cases, to triangulate to help reduce her bias, to obtain feedback from an outsider to the

researcher, to member-check, to report “rich,” or detailed data, and to make comparisons with

previous research on a similar subject (Maxwell, 1996, pp. 93 - 96).  This researcher also

followed  Wolcott’s (1992) suggestions: she listened well to  participants without interrupting or

interjecting her own ideas, as if what they said was unique and unfamiliar (p. 129).  To help with

this focus, she made notes during after the interviews (Wolcott, 1992, p. 128).  Also, to convey

to them that she regarded their time and information as valuable, she paid them $25 per

interview.

Another recommendation of Wolcott’s (1992) to which she adhered was to begin writing

early, “before venturing into the field,” in order to clarify her thoughts on what to ask

participants and to stay in line with the research questions (p. 129).  Also, she included “primary

data in the final account,” that is, direct and indirect quotations from participants and detailed

descriptions of their mannerisms and reactions (Wolcott, 1992, p. 129).   She “report[ed] fully,”

that is, she wrote detailed descriptions of and recorded completely the participants’ comments

even if they did not support the emerging theory (Wolcott, 1992, p. 130).  She included

inconsistent or seeminly unrelated details with an honest admission that she could not connect
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them to the framework of developing ideas (Wolcott, 1992, p. 131).   Wolcott’s (1992)

exhortation to exercise “rigorous subjectivity” she obeyed in order to achieve balance in the data

(Wolcott, 1992, p. 131).  She confronted her own feelings about her topic and personal reactions

to her participants in order to recognize “where research stops and reform begins” (Wolcott,

1992, p. 132).  She kept herself conscious of  possible identification with these reentry women’s

situations in order not to prejudice the data collection and its interpretation.  Finally, she

performed  what Wolcott (1992) labeled a “word check,” literally a sentence by sentence

examination to see if verbs are appropriate, if generalizations have correct referrents in the data,

and if conjectured points are indicated with tentativeness (Wolcott, 1992, p. 134).  The

researcher employed thoroughness and honesty work in order to increase the validity of the

study. 

Generalizability

It is difficult to generalize from one qualitative study to another because of the

individuality of each researcher and of the participants.  “Precise replication” is not the definition

of generalizability for qualitative studies (Schofield, 1990, p. 203).  Rather, it  means that the

researcher deliberately does not control conditions but focuses on “recording the complexity of

the situational contexts and interrelations as they occur” (Maxwell, 1996, p. 146).  This

researcher worked to produce “a coherent and illuminating description of and perspective on a

situation  . . .  based on and consistent with a detailed depiction of [it]” (Schofield, 1990, p. 203). 

Generalizability to the larger population is not the purpose of qualitative studies; rather, they

illuminate a setting or population that is an “extreme case or type” (Maxwell, 1990, p. 97).  They

can be, however, generalizable to other settings or participants through the theory which
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develops from them if situations have similar dynamics and constraints and if the research has

depth of detail and corroboration from other studies (Maxwell, 1990, p. 98).  The

“trustworthiness” of qualitative studies depends on how the researcher conducts data collection,

analyzes it, and uses previous concepts and models as guides (Marshall and Rossman, 1995, p.

144).  Dependability is a critical component; it means that the investigator attempts to account

for changing world conditions for the participants in the study.  Another component,

confirmability, means that the study’s results confirm its general findings and lead to

implications (Maxwell, 1996, pp. 145-146).  

To help make this study more applicable to other like studies, this researcher  verified her

findings against  Schofield’s (1990) three targets of generalizability:  what is, what may be, and

what could be (p. 209).  Also, she detailed rich description of her participants in order to 

create what Guba and Lincoln (1981) described as the “best fit” approach for comparing her

findings to similar ones (p.62).   

“What is” means, according to Schofield (1990), the current research in the area studied

(p. 209).   The investigator selected “a typical of its kind” site for a study, one easily accessible

and repeatable elsewhere, in this case, a satellite campus not too far from a main campus but

smaller with more limited curriculum offerings (Schofield, 1990, p.210).  Also, she adhered to

Schofield’s (1990) suggestion to focus on the widest target possible, rather than choosing one

based on limited criteria which would make generalizing the results more difficult  (p.211).  In

this study the target was all reachable older reentry women on one of Caronor’s campuses, not

simply those who earned high grades, those in the office technology program, or those without

jobs.  Also, she used  thick description of participants and their comments in order to be able to
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generalize to other close-fit cases (Schofield, 1990, p. 211).  Her suggestion of multiple site

studies this researcher converted to multiple modified life history studies because a collection

rather than one intensive study of one reentry woman student enhanced her ability to generalize

to other reentry females (Schofield, 1990, p. 212).  To make this study more “robust,” she chose

women with what Schofield (1990) calls “maximal variation,” those with varying mental

capabilities, economic positions, motherhood and marital statuses, class levels, races, and maybe

religious beliefs (p.212)  

Schofield’s (1990) next category, “what may be,” literally means what research in the

future on this subject may find based on current discoveries (p.214).   To make generalizing to

the future more accurate, this researcher looked at what is going on now to forecast issues which

may be relevant in the future in the same setting with similar participants (Schofield, 1990, p.

215).  She anticipated the future and imagined how today’s situation would differ with

technological, social, and other changes (Schofield, 1990, p. 215).  This investigator visualized

community college campuses in the future where the number of reentry women will probably be

higher, where their increasing presence may bring various changes such as child care facilities,

more accessible schedules, and more appropriate curricula and scholarships, and where

advancing technologies may help to place them better professionally.   Schofield (1990) said that

qualitative research is like a video which starts with one image and shows changes in that image

as the movie progresses (p.  217).  

Her final category for guaranteeing generalizability, “what could be,” means imagining

the ideal scenario for the participants or setting being studied (Schofield, 1990, p.217).  

Accordingly, the researcher chose an exemplary site judged by its outcomes and by what is
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happening within it (Schofield, 1990, p.  218).  She envisioned the perfect community college

environment for reentry women’s success as well as the ideal reentry student, such as one who

earns all A’s or who has support of family and friends.  She used this ideal setting, Schofield’s

(1990) “perfect” scenario, as a guide to examining the situation of her study (p. 219).  She 

looked at what a more typical, representative student was and what she had accomplished as a

guide from which to draw conclusions about typical or atypical reentry students in other studies.

Ethics 

The interactive nature of qualitative research makes ethical considerations matters of

serious concern (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 109).  These include obtaining informed consent,

guaranteeing participant anonymity, preserving role distinction, and maintaining receptivity to

the participants (Marshall and Rossman, 1999, p. 90).  Investigators need to be alert to ethical

issues and to act appropriately (Eisner and Peshkin, 1990, p. 244).   Eisner and Peshkin (1990)

stated that ethical conduct is not simply a matter of not placing participants at risk; it also

consists of doing good and of playing the correct role as researcher (p. 243).  “Fairness, honesty,

guarantee of confidentiality, avoidance of deception, reciprocity, justice, and respect” for the

participants are critical components (Eisner and Peshkin, 1990, p. 247).  The Council of the

American Anthropological Association has stated five principles for respecting study

participants:  

1) their rights, interests, and sensitivities must be safeguarded;

2) they must be informed of the purposes of the study;

3) they need a guarantee of anonymity;

4) they must not be exploited; they need “fair return” for their services, and
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5) the researcher needs to reflect on the effects on participants of publishing the research.  

   (In Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 111) 

To maintain ethics in this study, the researcher asked herself if her interviews could hurt

her participants.    She incorporated several approaches to interviewing to try to keep them

ethical.  First, she submitted her proposal to the Institutional Review Board of the university who

responded that her study was exempt as long as the subjects participated in the way described in

the proposal; the involvement of her participants remained unchanged.   Second, she began each

interview by guaranteeing participants anonymity by using pseudonyms in her dissertation.  She,

also,  promised not to discuss what she learned from them with anyone except the members of

her graduate committee.  Also, she assured them that any written results would appear only in

her dissertation.

In making these assurances, she explained to them of what a dissertation consists and

what happens to it once it is complete.  She promised them that she would not share the contents

of the interviews with other interviewees and that she would call them for their view of her

interpretation of what they said before including this information in her dissertation.

Her greatest apprehension about ethics was that some of her questions might provoke

unpleasant memories for her participants.  She assumed that attending college had far-reaching

effects in their lives, not all of them positive.  One way she attempted to counteract negative

reactions or limited response was to tell them at the outset that in answering her questions, they

might undergo a life review, some of it painful, some of it productive of pride in themselves. 

She assured them that this review process would, in either case, be therapeutic.   She stressed 
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that she realized how important their decision to start college was and that she hoped future

reentry women would benefit from what she learned from their experiences on this campus. 

Summary

This qualitative study on reentry women from their mid-thirties into their late forties at

this small satellite campus of Caronor Community College’s satellite campus had to be reliable,

valid, generalizable, and ethical.  The best way to make sure it met these criteria was for the

researcher to take copious, write detailed field notes and numerous self-memos, stay open-

minded, assure her informants that their information was confidential and anonymous, record

interviews and transcribe them immediately, member-check with them through follow-up phone

calls, reimburse them for their time, question her analyses repeatedly, look for repeated patterns

and anomalies,  write draft after draft, and finally, let theory emerge on its own from the

findings.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

Introduction

The eight participants interviewed in this study began college at one of Caronor

Community College’s small satellite campuses.  Interviewed at their homes, on campus, or at

their jobs for an hour to three hours each, they reflected on and described their pre-college lives,

their campus experience, and where appropriate, their post-college lives, volunteering

interesting, relevant details.  They responded to the unstructured interview style by answering

the research and other questions and by expanding on ideas mentioned and generating ones of

their own.

Participants in the Study

At  the time of becoming college students, the participants ranged in aged from 35 to 46.  

They lived within five to twenty minutes of the campus, and all but one had teenage children

home at the time; she had an eight-year-old.  Three were unmarried.  Six of the participants were

Caucasian; two were African-American.  Five had graduated from the college, one with a

certificate, the others with an associate of arts; three were still taking courses there.  All attended

full-time; two were working on their bachelor’s degrees, and two others plan to pursue that

degree.  One plans to start law school and another to obtain a doctorate. 

Eda, an African-American 39-year-old  when she started at Caronor, lived twenty

minutes  from the campus and was working full-time as a hair-dresser before she became a full-

time student.  She had two teenage children at home, ages 16 and 18, and was a single mother. 

Having to quit her job because of nerve damage to her hands and arms, she decided to start
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classes at the nearby campus when her physical therapist told her about grants available.  She

enrolled in the administrative office technology one-year certificate program because she could

spare no more time from making an income to support her children.   She completed the program

and got a job almost immediately afterwards, one in which she has moved up to a supervisory

position.  She did not work full- or part-time while taking classes.

Linda, Caucasian and aged 35, lived ten minutes away from Caronor’s satellite campus

and wanted to obtain a more professional position.  Divorced with a teenage son and in a

difficult working environment, she worked  full-time while taking courses.  She chose the

college transfer program so that she could get a bachelor’s degree and eventually become a

teacher.  She was working on her bachelor’s degree at a nearby university.

Jill, a recently widowed 42-year-old Caucasian who lived ten minutes away, started

classes at Caronor’s satellite campus in order to get a job after being a housewife for twenty-four

years.  The sole support of her teenage son, she used grants to help her survive while she took

classes in the administrative office technology program full-time.   Almost immediately upon

graduation, she obtained a satisfactory job at a distributor making a decent salary.  

           Mary, an African-American aged 35 at the time of her entrance onto the campus, lived ten

minutes away also.    She was married to an employed husband and had an eight-year-old

daughter.   Currently, she is nearing completion of the associate of arts degree.  She did not work

outside the home while taking courses.

Bea, aged 42 and Caucasian, chose to begin at this Caronor campus, which was about

five minutes from her home, in order to better herself and reduce her husband’s stress.   She had

one thirteen-year-old daughter and shared responsibility with her husband for their own business. 
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 She started taking courses in the college transfer program in order get a bachelor of arts degree

at a nearby four-year college and ultimately become a physician’s assistant.   While taking

courses, she worked in the family business and tended the home and child.

Jane, also Caucasian, began at Caronor’s satellite campus at age 38, and drove twenty

minutes to the campus.  Having been a homemaker for ten years, she found herself the sole

support of her suddenly disabled husband and his teenage daughter.  Preferring an office job to

the demanding, physical jobs she had held years before, she chose to enroll full-time in the 

campus’ administrative office technology program.   She worked part-time, did care-giving for

her husband, and supervised the home and his daughter while taking courses.   Still at a law firm

as a paralegal, a position she secured after graduating from Caronor, she was close to finishing

her bachelor’s degree at Wesleyan College’s Raleigh extension.  She planned to begin law

school immediately upon graduation.

Comfortably established as a housewife with a hard-working husband, Cassie, a

Caucasian 46-year-old, chose to start college at the twenty-minute away campus by first getting

her GED.  She had one teenage son at home  aged 16.  She began full-time in the college transfer

program and did not work while there.  She planned to go on to get her bachelor’s, her master’s,

and her doctorate.

The final participant, Chris, a Caucasian of 35 years of age, started at the ten-minutes-

away campus at the suggestion of a neighbor and because of her boredom and physical

discomfort with her assembly line job.  She worked full-time at this  job and completed the

administrative office technology program at Caronor’s satellite campus in two years.  Almost 
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immediately after graduation, she received a promotion at her job, which freed her from both the

boredom and discomfort.  She is still employed there and does not plan to get a higher degree.

From these interviews emerged several points about these women’s  lives related to their

late entry into college.   Below are these findings.

Reasons for Beginning College

The first research question, why these women in their late thirties through their forties

begin college, yielded various responses.  These returning women students were prompted by a

variety of factors to start college, ranging from job needs to casual comments made by

significant others.  Some of their motivations were employment-related; others were tied to

husbands. Below are the reasons given by the eight participants in this study for beginning

college when they did.  

 Eda, for example, had worked for years as a full-time cook and a hairdresser,  positions

which demanded she stand all day.  She said that “doing hair” consisted of “long standing hours”

where she “[had] to hustle so hard.”  Having problems with her feet and later with her hands, she

knew that she needed a job that would not be so physically demanding.  She wanted something

“where I could use my mind versus my physical body.”  When her doctor took her off her feet

and sent her to physical therapy, she knew she had to find another type of job quickly.   After

learning from her therapist that grants were available, she began almost immediately her

certificate in administrative office technology.

Linda chose to start college when she did because as the only female in her office as a

pharmacy technician, she was given the difficult physical work and then later as a dialysis

technician, all the unpleasant people-hurting parts of the job.  She said the men in the first
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position were “jerks” and the pain she caused to patients in the second was unbearable.   

Seventeen years out of high school, a mother, a survivor of two unpleasant marriages, and fed up

with the ugliness of her work situations, she told herself one day, “If you don’t do it now, you

won’t do it.”  A week later, she drove over to the campus when she got off work and applied and

started classes in the college transfer program.   

A participant who chose to begin college because of husband-related reasons was Jill,

who found herself at a loss after his unexpected suicide.   After twenty-four years of being a

stay-at-home mom in a marriage to this alcoholic, abusive husband and finding herself broke

after the Internal Revenue Service took his life insurance policy, she drove to the campus and

enrolled full-time.  She was desperately searching for training for work to support herself and her

teenage son. The nursing program was her preference, but it had a waiting list, and she could not

afford to delay. She started the associate of arts degree in administrative office technology when

the next quarter began.   

Mary  “got tired of the job” she had held for six years in a sewing factory and drove over

to the campus one day to see what programs it offered.  She chose the administrative office

technology and started it after spending a year taking developmental courses. 

When her hard-working husband experienced a life-crisis of sorts and complained that he

had been excessively responsible since he was sixteen years old, Bea realized that she had to do

more than help him with the family-run business, keep their home, and tend to their thirteen-

year-old daughter.   During a pivotal discussion with him, she asked, “Should I?  Shouldn’t I?”

and said, “ I figure it will take about four or five years to complete an associate of arts degree.” 

His responses “Four or five years is going to go by whether you do it or not” and “You always
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worked towards our dream; now it’s time for yours” sent her to Caronor’s nearby satellite

campus to begin the college transfer program.   

Jane’s husband-related motivation for starting college derived from her spouse’s sudden

massive coronary which disabled him for the rest of his life.  She found herself unexpectedly 

wrenched from her stay-at-home wife position and thrown back into the job market where she

had held a long history of exhausting  sixty-hour, on-her-feet work weeks managing restaurants.  

As sole provider for her husband and his teenage daughter, she went to the Employment Security

Commission inquiring about less physically demanding jobs than those she had held previously. 

The counselor’s comment, “If you want to go back to school, we can do that,” elicited the instant

response from B.J., “Absolutely.”   A month later, she started the administrative office

technology program at the campus. 

A different angle on employment as motive inspired Cassie to take the plunge into

education.   It was her third husband and his job in a pickle packing plant hat brought about the

change in her life.  Two years into their marriage, he told her that he was sick of his long hours

of hard physical labor.  At the time, she was being housewife and mother to the youngest of her

three children, but for years, she had held many jobs like his and worse.   Her response, “If you

follow me, I can take you out of this crap”  and her assertions that she had “been trying for I

don’t know how many umpteen million years to get an education” and “it’s amazing what it can

do” made him doubt her at first.  However, she told him, “I’m going no matter what, kiss my ass,

beat me up; I don’t think there’s anything a person can do to me right now to keep me from

college.” “After all,” she reminded him,  “you don’t have to; that’s the beauty of it, but at least

sign up with me [for the GED]; you’re not obligated to go.  It’s not going to cost anything but
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the gas, and we can drive my car.”  Five months later, they got their GEDs, and she was asked to

speak at graduation where  the president of the college commended her personally for her efforts. 

Now, she and her husband are working on their associate’s degrees in the college transfer

program.  Her goal is a doctorate.  

For far different reasons, Chris started at this small campus because of a neighbor and

friend who was working on his degree there.  He asked her to “come to the college with me and

try it for yourself” and handed her a brochure of its curriculum programs.  She said, “it aroused

my interest.”  Because she was tired of “getting dirty at work” as a netting seamstress for a

military contractor, she  “decided to give it a shot,” waited a year to satisfy the in-state residency

requirement, filled out an application, and started taking courses in the administrative office

technology program. 

Reasons for Delaying College

The second research question, why these women experienced a lengthy delay between

high school and starting college, produced a myriad of responses from the participants.   They

ranged from child care, time-consuming and low-paying jobs, inadequate finances, and parental

care to spouse abuse and homelessness.  

Eda did not consider college immediately after high school because she had one child

and then another soon after graduating.   Even though she thought about college when she was a

single parent, she assumed she  “would have to do it on my own, tuition, books, and car, and I

knew I couldn’t afford it with two kids depending on me.”  When she found out about “grants

and stuff” from her physical therapist when she was laid off on disability and her children were 
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teenagers, she immediately went to the campus, applied for Pell and JTPA grants, and started

taking courses in the general office program towards her certificate. 

Linda said her plan for going to college was derailed when she dropped from being an A

student, junior varsity cheerleader, and a member of chorus and “every other organization” to

failing the ninth grade because of involvement with drugs.   Though she rectified herself in her

junior year, graduated, and rejuvenated her dreams of college,  an immediate marriage, a new

baby, and full-time hard work at a nursing home with a long commute  killed her college plans. 

When the marriage ended after a year, she was preoccupied with tending to her small son and

working to support him.  Then, when she remarried a few years later, her college dream

reasserted itself only to be snuffed out again by huge bills run up by her second husband who

could not keep a job, bills she had to pay by working overtime to get them paid.   She also had to

spend much of  her vacation time in court trying to get child support from her first husband.  

Divorced from her second husband, she found herself strapped with his back taxes which again

required she work overtime to get paid.  When her son reached his teenage years, she managed to

start full-time at the college taking classes at each end of her work day.  After a year of earning

As, she had to quit because her father became ill with cancer.   The care-giving he required “took

a toll on everybody,” she said.  In addition to the time spent caring for him, she had to get money

to cover his expensive experimental drug treatment.   A year later, after he had recovered, she

started back on campus going during the day and at night around her work schedule once again. 

She completed her associate of arts degree in college transfer a year later and started working on

her bachelor’s at a local university.  When her father had a massive coronary two years ago, she 
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had to stop classes towards the bachelor’s degree to help with him.  She resumed classes and will

finish in May of this year.

The reasons Jill postponed her college plans included staying at home with two sons and

being controlled by an abusive spouse who acted as her jailer.  She said that “for twenty-four

years, he kept me virtually imprisoned in the house.”  Even when she spent five years caring for

her gravely ill, blind mother, he abused her.  She said, “I caught hell when I left and caught hell

when I got back.”   When he killed himself, she hesitated no longer in her dream of college.  

Freed of his tyranny, she drove over to the campus and enrolled in the administrative office

technology two-year program.

Far different roadblocks stalled Mary’s pursuit of the college experience.  Being the

oldest of five children in a farm family, she was expected to stay on the farm and work once she

graduated from high school.  Her parents were older, in their late sixties, and had never valued

education.  Despite their objection, she did manage to get a small grant to attend a larger but

nearby community college after high school but had no car so she never made it  to the first

class.  Then, six years later, she married, began working in a sewing factory, and had a daughter. 

Years passed during which she had no time or energy to consider college.   Finally, tired of

waiting to start college, she went to this satellite campus of Caronor and took the placement

tests.  Frustrated at having to take a year’s worth of developmental courses  before beginning the

administrative office technology curriculum, she dropped out for a while but went back and

started continued full-time in her courses.

Bea, likewise, was not encouraged by her family to go any further than high school. 

Immediately after graduation, she married her love of six years, a hard-working man, and
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became consumed with the business she and her husband started.  Each time she gave college a

thought, life interfered.  First, they built a house by themselves, an effort which took years of late

nighters.  Then, she became ill with endometriosis and had to undergo numerous surgeries to

correct it so they could have children.  In the meantime, they became emergency medical

technicians for five years and stayed busy with that, their business, and their house.  She said

they had “a very full life.”  Then her mother fought for five years and lost a battle with ovarian

cancer, during which Betsy was her main emotional and physical support and care-giver.   A

week after she died, Bea gave birth to her only child.  This child, according to her, was

“definitely another distraction from starting college” because she fell back into her mother’s role,

that of immersing herself in child-rearing.  She said that “it never crossed my mind while my

child was small to return to school.”   Also, she had to tend to her father in his grief and

loneliness for several years. 

Equally busy was Jane, who ran her own pet shop after high school, managed at both 

McDonald’s and Hardee’s working sixty-hour weeks, and served as assistant manager at a

moving company.  She also helped rear her husband’s children who were living with them and

cared for his parents in their final illnesses.  She was simply too preoccupied to start college.    

Chris’ life offered little chance for any interest in college from the moment she dropped

out of eighth grade to have a baby and then give it up for adoption.   It took her twelve years of

working hard physical jobs on long shifts and being married and having two children to get her

GED.   College was not part of her life plan.  She said, “It didn’t cross my mind because there

was so much going on in my life so early.”  College as an idea was foreign to her family as well;

only an older cousin has recently gotten her bachelor’s degree.
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Some of the most unusual delays to starting college confronted Cassie.  To escape severe

abuse of all kinds from her father and mother, she dropped out of school at sixteen and left

home.  At a loss as to how to live, she asked her grandfather’s cardiac specialist “if he was

interested in marrying me.”  She explained that she had left home because of constant abuse and

that she needed a career.  When he stared at her as if she were crazy, she consulted an older

girlfriend who advised her that social services would provide her with a home, insurance, and

income if she got pregnant.   Cassie found a willing co-worker and nine months later became a

mother.  Immediately after delivery, she re-approached the cardiologist for a job in the hospital. 

She had spent two years before her child was born working and living in a motel.  What she most

wanted to prove was that “even though I came from low-grade, gross, disgusting people, I could

change and make something of myself.”   She refused to benefit from the social service option

and accepted the doctor’s offer of a position as an EKG technician, for which she  interviewed

and trained.  At the interview, to which she wore jeans and a T-shirt, she explained that they

were her only clothes and convinced them that she was mature and hard-working.   Cassie held

this job for several years, married, and had a second child and threw herself into being the

mother her own mom was not.  

After four years of alcoholic abuse at the hands of her spouse, she felt trapped as she had

in her parents’ home.   When she talked of getting a job or her GED, he beat her up, threatened

to kill her and the children, destroyed their mobile home, and knocked her unconscious.  Too

scared to say anything, she stayed four more years, stealing tiny amounts of money from him

until she had enough to “haul buggy - I left everything, clothes, everything but the kids” and

headed for Ohio where her sister lived.  She divorced this man and a few years later married a
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decent, responsible guy.  In her thirties now, she worked full-time at a restaurant and tended to

her children.   Her husband supported  her college dreams, which she kept alive mentally, so she

waited until her younger child was in school and decided to start.   Almost at the same moment,

her ex-husband showed up with her sister and her husband and his minister and his wife and

asked to take the kids for a week so that the younger one could get to know his dad.   He

disappeared with them for two years despite her attempts to find them.  The police were no help. 

Frantic, Cassie saw her marriage deteriorate and her plans for school end.  She says, “and here I

put my education on hold again.”  “Education went down the drain as did everything else,” she

stated.   

Finally, she left her second husband with “nothing but the clothes on my back” in order

to look for her kids and hitched a ride with strangers to Florida where she thought they might be.  

On the trip, her despair was so overwhelming that as she sat on the bank looking over the Ohio

River, she was seconds from taking one of the stranger’s guns and killing herself.  When she

realized suicide would not help her kids, she put the gun down and wrote every county social

service office in four states asking them to help find them.  Once she got to Florida, Carol

worked on a trash truck, lived in the woods, had no shoes and only four T-shirts, and often went

without food.  Raiding trash cans to prevent starvation, she took various jobs and finally walked

into a respectable restaurant one day “looking like a bum” and asked for a job and help.  She got

both and moved into a hotel room eleven miles away, a distance she walked to and from work

daily.   Because she had a phone at work, a Georgia social service agency contacted her about

her children, and she went to get them from their father.   Then, because she had no home, she

had to put them in a children’s home.  Meanwhile, a guy named Matt, who worked with her,
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offered her his spare bedroom in a beach house.  She moved the kids in there, but because Matt

had huge bills and would not hold a job, she left him and had to put the kids in another children’s

home.  

It took eleven months for her to make enough between the restaurant and another job, 

updating phone books,  before she could rent an apartment and get the kids a second time.  Then,

as soon as she decided it was time to start college, she discovered she was pregnant by Matt,

whom she had been still seeing erratically.   They consequently married and moved to North

Carolina.  After their child was past infancy, she decided once more to seek her GED, but her

husband had quit working, so she had to get a job on a farm as well as tend to the children.  They

were extremely poor; then, he forged a money order and was put in jail for a year.  She became

sole support of her children.  Finally after seven years of marriage to him, she took the children

and moved in with a man who would help support them better.  When this man became severely

abusive, she fled with the kids to a large city near the satellite campus and got a job in a food

processing plant and finally got her own mobile home for them.  Then, Matt came to the plant to

say that because they were not divorced, one of the parents had to be living in the county where

the kids were in school so she moved back to the abuser since he lived in that county.  For

leaving, she was severely beaten.  Two years later, she divorced Matt and returned to the plant,

where she met and married a kind, hard-working man named Paul.  At that point, school became 

for the first time in thirty years a viable possibility, and she jumped at the chance.

College - A Life-long Dream

In reply to the question about why the delay after high school, seven of the participants

stated that college had been an idea always on their minds since high school.  Despite varied
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reasons for postponing college, they nursed that vision through years of frustration before finally

being able to start.  

Eda said she “always wanted to go back.”  She “knew that eventually she would need

something to fall back on” from her physically demanding jobs.   

Linda also stated that, “It was always there that I wanted to do it.”  She took a nurse’s

aide class while pregnant with her first child because she longed so ardently for college.  When

the child was small, she took a typing class at Caronor’s satellite campus and made abortive

attempts to start several curriculum programs there so determined was she not to let the dream

die despite major life trauma thwarting her at every turn.  

Jill said that after she completed her GED a few years after high school, she always

wanted to go to college.  I “thought I would some day go to college, but I didn’t know how to

arrange it,” she stated. 

Mary yearned to start immediately out of high school and resented her parents’ pressure

to stay home and work on the farm.   When her plans to attend the larger community college

nearby fell through, she was disappointed but thought that “eventually, I would get to college.”  

While in high school, Bea thought about college a lot especially because her friends were

going and teachers encouraged her to do so.  However, when her parents did not promote it and

she married right out of high school, she admitted that “she just got so caught up in life that she

didn’t realize the value of time passing.”  She was into her forties before she decided it was now

or never to go for a degree.  

Jane had always wanted to be a lawyer since playing the prosecutor in a mock court in a

high school history class.  She said, “the idea was always back there somewhere.”  Her job with
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a law office in the large city near the campus kept her dream alive and her present position in a 

larger law office solidified her determination.  She started at Caronor’s satellite campus as the

first step on a long road to becoming a lawyer.   

Most determined despite a huge number of serious obstacles, Cassie not only thought that

someday she would start college but actively tried to do so repeatedly.   At one point, she  turned

down a proffered job at an interview because “it would interfere with my schedule for going

back to school.”   She even signed up for her GED twice in two different states before she could

complete it.  Once she finished it, she had to delay starting curriculum classes because of major

surgery.  Her statement, “Everything always interferes,” captured her frustrated efforts to get

onto a college campus.   

In contrast to the other participants, Chris never considered college even after she earned

her GED.  When a neighbor suggested she look at the programs on Caronor’s satellite campus,

the most enthusiasm she could summon was, “It kind of interested me.”  Hers was a less

deliberately sought approach to college rather than striving for it as a life goal.

The Choice of the Campus 

When asked the third  research question, why they chose this small satellite campus with

its limited offerings rather than the main campus other colleges and universities in their area, the

participants had similar responses.   All chose it because  it was close to their homes and work

and because they could manage the tuition.  Preferring it to the main campus which was thirty

minutes farther away with a much larger faculty and curriculum choice or nearby colleges

including two community colleges, two four-year colleges, and two universities, they opted for

the smallest, the most limited in curriculum, the closest, and the least expensive. 
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 Eda chose this small campus because it was close to her work and home. “It was a

straight shot,” she stated.  “Anywhere else, I would have to hunt for the places to go” on campus. 

I didn’t go to the[large community college] nearby for that reason.”  She also said she did not

want to go to the other one in a nearby town because it was so far.   Her attitude was that she

“was just so grateful they had built one near here.”  She also chose this little satellite campus 

because “it was small at the time and so personal.”  Having checked out one of the larger

community colleges nearby, she was intimidated by its size and the lack of warmth of its

counselors.   She ruled out the nearby private university because of its high tuition.

Linda said she “had to go there and nowhere else” because “it was convenient to my

work; time was a big factor.”  She had to race from class to work and back again so the distance

had to be minimal.  She had considered a much larger university, but it was too far, and the

smaller four-year college nearby she did not contemplate because  it was too expensive.  The

closer university was also too expensive for her at the time.  Driving the distance to the main

campus of Caronor was also prohibitive.

 Jill picked this campus because of its convenience as well.  She lived fifteen minutes

from it and never considered going anywhere else.

Mary made her selection for the same reasons:  this campus  was close, and it was small.  

She did not think of going anywhere else even to her original aim, the larger technical college 

nearby because her married home was over thirty minutes from that campus.

Her business and full-time motherhood responsibilities limited the time Bea could spend

on the road back and forth to college as well.  Though she wanted to go to the four-year college

close by and planned to complete her last two years of the bachelor’s degree there, she said that
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Caronor’s satellite campus was far more convenient until “my husband and I can work things out

about the business.”   

Even though Jane lived closer to the nearby larger community college, she found that

they did not offer the medical office technology degree she wanted while Caronor’s satellite

campus did.  However, like the rest of the participants, she chose the latter over the main campus 

because it was nearer her home.    

Cassy, too, selected the smaller campus because of proximity.  When she was a student,

she would often return at night to use the computers to “get caught up.”  She did not want to

spend time on the road which would “take time away from working on assignments.”

 Though Chris was encouraged to begin classes at the campus by a neighbor who was

going there, she, like the others, chose it because it was only ten minutes from her home.  

Experiences as College Students

When asked to describe their experiences on the college campus, the participants in this

study described both the challenges they faced and the benefits they derived.  Their responses to

this question are grouped below under the above terms.

Challenges

All of these late entry women experienced difficulties and demands once they started

college.  These challenges included financial straits, insufficient time to study as well as tend to

the rest of their life responsibilities, criticism from family, lack of support, even competition

from significant others, fear of not being college material, and physical exhaustion.  

Eda’s main complaint was that despite having both a Pell and a JTPA grant and a little

from social services, she barely survived financially.  Sometimes, she had to go to the Food Bank
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so she and her kids could eat.  Another challenge for her was that she literally had to “sleep with

my books.”  She said she was tired at night and her “mind wouldn’t work.  I had to read

something over and over to get that thing to stick up there.”  She would spend around two hours

on homework each night, then fall asleep, and often “wake up in the middle of the night and

keep studying.”  She studied all day on weekends as well.  “I was struggling,” she said.  “It took

a lot of effort.”  On campus, she was scared of computers at first and a little uncomfortable in a

classroom.  Eda said if she had not had so many conflicts, she would have gone beyond getting

her certificate in administrative office technology to earn an associate’s degree.  She wished very

much that she could have completed another year.  “I miss that so much,” she said.

Linda found that “catching a class at 8 a.m., racing to work two hours later, and taking an

evening course from 6:00 to 9:00 on the other end of the day was “very hard.”  She said she was

“crazy by the end of the semester,” but she took whatever she could when it was available even

if it meant a lot of strain.  Also, her teenage son had school activities which she not only attended

but to which she had to drive him.   Another challenge was her self-doubt of her ability to handle

college level work at first.   Yet, the only actual difficulty she had with course work was a one-

time attempt to take an online course.   She said it “didn’t work because she didn’t know the

professor and how he operated” and had to drop it.   One thing about Caronor’s satellite campus

she did not like  was not being able to pick the course she wanted because of the limited and

random offerings in college transfer.  Linda had to take what was available at the time she could

get off work, so scheduling her week days demanded careful juggling.  A more personal strain

was losing friends; she said she had to sacrifice them “because I’ve changed” since beginning

college; “I have different points of view about things now than they do.”  Also, what she does
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with her time varies now from the way she and they were accustomed to spending it.  An

additional concern was that at first she experienced criticism from her parents for cramming so

much in. 

Jill felt that getting the degree was “a major struggle,” also.  When she began, she found

she had no study habits so she and several other older students “made our own study group.” 

“We’d get together in the break room or outside, and those who were struggling in some areas

got help from those who weren’t.”  She said, “ I went into it thinking ‘I don’t know if my brain

capacity at this age could retain anything.’  I had to figure out how to study.”  She spent hours

studying until midnight most nights including weekends.   One of her complaints was that part-

time instructors from outside the college or those from the main campus who came to teach only

one course were difficult to deal with.   Also, she experienced severe burnout near the end of her

seven-quarters long program.   Off campus, the most difficult strain was “having to maintain so

many things at once time – the job, the home, my son - and switching from one hat to another.” 

Another stress was her boyfriend, a university graduate, who looked down on community college

education.  Also, Jill suffered financially because even though she got a Pell grant, her deceased

husband’s social security was considered income, so the grant was small and did not cover her

college expenses.

When Mary first started course work, she was scared and worried she could not do what

was expected.  Her first reaction was “I can’t do this.  I don’t understand this.”  A large

frustration to her was having to spend a year taking developmental courses before she could

begin the program.  “It took forever,” she said.  As a consequence, she dropped out a year

because “it was a hassle.”  On the home front, once in the curriculum courses, she had less time
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to spend with her daughter and husband because of so much homework.   She said, “if I spend

three hours doing homework, they want to know what I’m doing.”  Her solution was to do it for

about an hour and a half as soon as she got home from class when she was alone.  That way, she

said, “it wouldn’t take up my time with them.”  Sometimes, she sat with either or both of them

reading a textbook while they were watching television, or she worked on her homework while

her little girl worked on hers.  Another snag she ran into was decreased finances because in her

words, “a Pell grant is not getting a regular paycheck every week.”

Bea’s primary difficulty was her frustrated attempt to keep everything going at once. 

One example she gave was, “My house hasn’t been cleaned all fall.”  Another complaint was

that she did not get much sleep because she had to go over and over material which took a long

time and caused her to “lose some time doing other things I would enjoy doing such as general

reading or socializing.”  She felt that “a mind at 18 has more snap to it than one that is so tired at

age 42.”  Another strain for her was having to gauge her social life around class assignments and

“feeling like there’s always something to catch up on.”  She said, “I was like a pinball” feeling

that “I need to do this.  I need to do that.”  She had to alter her “little structured life” drastically

to accommodate her schooling and to learn to say “no” to relatives who want her help. 

Sometimes, she felt alone when her husband left to do something because she had so much

homework to do.  

Jane’s snags once she started at Caronor were more  financial and family rather than

confidence related.   Halfway through the seven quarters of her administrative office technology

program, she had a mild heart attack which caused her to lose some class time and three months

later had to have emergency surgery on her arm, costing her even more.  Financially, she had a
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rough time until she learned how to obtain aid from college sources.   When someone at the

Employment Security Commission told her about JTPA, she applied and got her tuition and

books covered and a $15 a week allotment for travel and expenses.   Without that, she said, she

“couldn’t have made it.”  She would have had to quit.  The only other difficulty, a mere

inconvenience, was that because the campus was so small, it had only two classrooms with

computers and no labs where students could work when those rooms were busy.  However, she

said that most instructors “let you in during their classes if they had vacant computers.”  At

home, her challenges were her teenage stepchildren, an exchange student “which was like having

a baby,” and a disabled husband who required a lot of attention.  In an impressive

understatement, she said, “I was very busy.”  

Everything about being a new college student was difficult for Cassie, but nothing was a

problem for her.  After her rough life, she welcomed the personal challenge.  “It was hard at

first,” she admitted, “not knowing how to juggle my schedule - the family and cleaning and the

cats - the flowers.”  She said, “Everybody wanted everything.  Even the cats turned their backs

on me.  Up to that point, I had all aspects of the home efficiently taken care of.”  In fact, she still

said as a second-semester A+ student, “I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I will.”  She

also faced daily a part-time fellow-college student, her husband, who competed with her for

grades.   He often said things like “You think you’re smart, huh?”  In addition, she had difficulty

focusing because her bi-polar and agoraphobic mental conditions, but she countered these

frustrations by “studying harder.”  “Everyday,” she said, “I use new techniques because what

worked yesterday will not work today.”
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Chris echoed this determination when she said the first day she walked onto campus to

start taking courses, she was scared and nervous because “I didn’t know anybody.”  Also, she

had a really tight schedule: she attended classes  from 8:00 to 1:30 or 3:00 every day and then

went  to work from 3:30 to midnight.    In order to survive, she had to use her time efficiently. 

She always “took her book out every chance I could get - on break, over lunch, whenever.” 

“You pack every corner,” she said.  Otherwise, the only unpleasantness she faced was a run-in

with one instructor, trouble with typing, which she had to re-take, and her fear of the required

oral communications course.  She considered dropping out of the program to avoid the latter but

stayed to ace  the course.    She had some minor strains at home as well.  Her two teenagers

“complained I wasn’t around” and,  being average high school students themselves, did not

understand her striving for As.   She said that the rest of her family did not recognize what she

was undertaking either.  “I’m the one who got excited when I got my grades,” she said.   “I

called my sister in Alabama every time.”  

Benefits 

Despite these minor and major difficulties, the compensations for these reentry women of

being at this community college and of having completed a certificate or degree program were

numerous and made the struggle worth the effort.   Their benefits included personal and

professional gains. 

Personal Gains

Personally, the participants developed greater self-confidence than they had before the

experience, even if they were still working on their degree, and increased pride in their

achievements.  
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Eda’s face lit up like a Christmas tree when she described what she got from the college

experience.  “I kind of felt at home there; I knew Caronor was where I belonged,” she stated. 

She felt that her instructors, and she had only two, had a lot to do with her comfort level.  She

was especially impressed with computers and what they could do.  Having never sat down at one

before walking onto the campus, when she discovered what they could do, like “fix mistakes and

swap stuff, it was just beautiful.”  She said she thought “WordPerfect  was the bomb and then

came Windows.”   Personally, her confidence level increased dramatically while she was on

campus and continues to grow.  She impressed her family, including her children, as well as

herself, with “the drive I had as an older person to go back to school.”

Linda maintained that the struggle of managing family, work, and classes was worth it. 

She said it “gave me a feeling of worth, a feeling of accomplishment.  It was something I always

wanted that I’ve completed.”  “It was not for anyone else; I made it.  I’m proud myself.”  The

point of enduring  her frequent test anxiety, sleepless nights, and running frantically from place

to place was “fulfillment.”  She felt more self-confident and knowledgeable in more areas than

before she started course work.  As far as the campus experience, she enjoyed the instructors and

made new friends.  She said she changed as a result of her education; she now dresses better,

“much better,” and has greater assurance in tackling family and work problems.  She also has

gained more self-control and no longer loses her temper as easily as she did before.  She said, “I

have changed from being a tough broad.”

Jill also liked everything about her two years on campus except the financial strain,

which being a student placed on her.  She enjoyed her fellow students, the staff, the librarians,

and the full-time instructors.  She said she knows more now and that “society recognizes me for
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having gone to school.”  The greatest immediate benefit she derived from her education

personally was that the campus and classes were “a distraction from all the horror surrounding

the death of my husband.”  Her work there “kept my mind occupied,” she asserted.  Some other

benefits included getting high grades; she graduated with a 3.98.  “When I got my grades,” she

said, “I was delighted.”  She said going to Caronor put her “a long way from where I had been

for a long time, isolated in an abusive marriage and overburdened with care-giving for twenty-

four years.”  Even when she was tired and frustrated, she refused  to stop because she “knew if I

was this close, I was not quitting.”  She kept herself motivated by focusing on the higher pay she

would get with the degree.  She kept thinking “if I get through this, I ought to be able to get a job

that will pay decent money.”  She reveled in the campus atmosphere and would be a professional

student if she could afford it.  “That would be the life,” she declared.  

A student who enjoyed the campus, also, particularly the instructors and the learning

opportunities, Mary discovered gradually that she could do the work and overcome her self-

doubt.  She said, “I do all right now.”  With every new topic covered or skill learned, she gained

new assurance that “I can accomplish something.”  She claimed that she knows a lot more now

than she did when she started.  Also, she feels much more confident and “more willing to make a

mistake” because now she knows she can fix it.  As an indication of her increasing confidence,

she stated, “Everything’s a little easier now; I just feel better about myself.”  She has changed in

personal areas as well.  She dresses more professionally than she did at the sewing room job.  

She said, “I try to look like here what I will need to be on the job.”  She pays more attention to

“what I put on and take more effort with my hair.”   Also, she exercises daily and feels better

about her looks as a result. 
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Bea, who already possessed an abundance of self-confidence in all areas of her life before

starting college, said that the campus experience “makes me feel better about myself

intellectually and otherwise.”  She thought she had become more articulate in more arenas, and

she saw the benefit to her brain of “being stimulated to think.”  She loved getting her A grades in

the mail.  “That is the icing,” she stated.   Another advantage to being an older  student was that

her age and experience allowed her to see points that younger students missed, in literature, for

instance.   In addition, a big benefit to her was what she would be able to do when she earned her

bachelor’s degree and became a physician’s assistant.  She could not “wait to wear that white

coat and help people.”  A personal advantage to her of going to college was that her daughter

was impressed with what her mother was doing and, therefore, with the value of a college

education.   Betsy said that she was glad that she was “not only Kip’s daughter or Tim’s wife or

Carrie’s mother” as she had been before college.  “It’s not that I minded doing those things and

being those things,” she stated, “but now my name is Bea Smith, and that is a big difference.”  

To Jane, the college experience was  trying but rewarding.  The two years she spent at

Caronor put her one step closer to achieving her life-long dream of being a lawyer.   She felt that

everything at the Harnett campus was convenient in that the classes were scheduled back-to-back

in the daytime, up-to-date in that the equipment and facility were modern, and connected in that 

the instructors were few and worked together and the two years of courses formed a continuing,

meaningful cycle of increasing difficulty.  She said, “I like now what I do in terms of my

courses, but I loved it at Caronor.”  She never felt that she was treated or regarded differently

from the rest of the students because she was older.  She said, “When I was there, it was an older

population.”  Even though she had a lot of pressure from finances and home, “I just kept going,
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and now I feel a lot better about myself than I did ten years ago.”  In order not to give up, she

kept reminding herself “you had a choice; you don’t have to do this.  There’s nobody making

you.”   She acknowledged that even though she had always had plenty of self-confidence, she

was  now “more secure in my knowledge and my skill level and in what I can do.”  Even when

her husband was ill and she was, also, and her mother and two sisters were staying with them as

well as her step-daughter and an exchange student, she “just did it.”  

The most ebullient of the participants in this study, Cassie was  thrilled to be on campus

after almost thirty years of trying to get there.  As much as being a good mother meant to her,

she said that “this curriculum is more rewarding than being a mother.  It’s like seeing your child

for the first time.”   Another of her analogies, that college  is like bactine because “it stops the

pain, the itching, the burning, the throbbing,”  described her enthusiasm and her long, tough

journey to get to the campus.  Her educational experience at Caronor  gave her a new life; she

said, “it was like watching the clouds in a crisp blue sky; every moment it changed and gave you

another angle to look at.”  Her final analogy was that getting an education was like obtaining a

best friend, “the most joyous thing a person could ever treasure.”  Her final assessment speaks

volumes for what she felt as an at-long-last college student: “I don’t think there’s anybody or

anything who could make me feel better than I do right now.”

Less effusive, Chris talked about her college experience from its practical benefits.  She

said she did feel comfortable on Caronor’s satellite campus, especially “when I saw some older

than me there.”  She also said she had learned a lot of skills which she now uses on the job. 

Professional Gains
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Professionally, the participants in this study who have graduated have increased their

earning potential and improved their job choices.  

Eda moved steadily upwards in her career since graduating and is now supervisor of

seven data entry specialists.  She said that she could not have gotten the job she did as soon as

she graduated without her certificate.  “That course [administrative office technology] opened

that job up for me,” she said.  

Linda graduated with high grades from the community college and continued to them at

the local university.  She planned to apply for teaching positions after graduation. 

Jill’s professional life improved dramatically as soon as she graduated with a two-year

degree.   When she applied for a job a week later, she held out for a higher paying position than

the one the company initially offered her because of her newly attained self-assurance.  The

skills she learned in her classes were a plus as were her interview techniques.  “I handled that

process well,” she stated.  She said she would not have been considered for the position if she

had not had an associate’s degree.  Her salary, sixteen dollars an hour with health, dental, and

life insurance benefits, far exceeds what she could ever have earned before her college training.

One of Jane’s  greatest successes derived from this college experience was  her high

salary.  She said she went from $90 a month to $48,000 a year and had “never dreamed she

would ever make anywhere near this - never!”  Also, she said she has not found anything she

cannot do.  She has also completed her bachelor’s degree and is now ready to start her law

degree.

Chris liked the pragmatic results of her time on the college campus:  the on-the-job

advantages of having a two-year degree.  A promotion she got several months after graduating
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“had a lot to do with my two years there,” she said referring to the campus, because “they [the

bosses] knew I did it.”  Also at her job, she said that “something will come up, and I’ll suggest

better ways to do things.”  She thought this ability “had something to do with my time on

campus.”  Her supervisors keep coming up with something new for her to do, “a new

responsibility.” For example, she was asked recently to give a report on the errors in their new

computer software.  When she “whipped up a spreadsheet in an hour,” her boss commented that

it was the best he “had ever seen.”  Chris said, “I learned how to do that at Caronor.”

Conclusion

The reentry women who participated in this study started college for the most part

because it was an idea whose time had finally come.   At a juncture in their lives where a major

event, a breather, or a mild suggestion occurred, they undertook college many years after high

school.  They chose Caronor’s small satellite campus primarily because of its closeness and

secondarily because of its small size.  Their experiences on campus were positive both in and

outside the classes though the demands made on their finances, their time, their skills, and their

ability to manage multiple roles were tremendous.   All benefitted personally, and those who

have graduated, profited professionally.  Why they started when they did, what their campus

experiences were, why they persisted to finish degrees, what can be concluded about their

resulting lives, and what the implications for future re-entry women are comprise the conclusions

discussed in the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER V

PROPOSITIONS

Overview of Study

Literature on the growing phenomenon of reentry women in their twenties through fifties

abounds.   All but four of those found by the researcher were either quantitative or combination

quantitative/qualitative studies on four-year college or universities.  Of the four qualitative

studies, two focused on four-year college students, one was a  a life history study of one older

student in her forties at a large suburban community college, and the other, a study of reentry

women between the ages of twenty and sixty at one hundred community colleges in various

settings.  All the studies include women who went part-time for a while or who tried college and

dropped out before trying again. 

These studies have shown that nontraditional female students have motives for starting

college ranging from a life crisis, such as death of a spouse, to self-assessment brought on by

other major life events, such as children’s leaving home, to the sudden realization that change in

their lives is necessary (Markus, 1976, p. 172; Ross, 1988, pp. 114-115; Sands, 1984, p. 156). 

The obstacles confronting them once on a college or university campus are financial, family-

related, personal, and time-related (Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 161).  Many reentry women

experience guilt for indulging themselves; others feel insecure compared to traditional students

in their ability to handle college assignments (Sands and Richardson, 1984, p. 162).  Yet, many

persist to complete one degree or more because of their determination, their increasing self-

confidence, their growing sense of achievement, and encouragement from professors, family

members, and friends (Kahnweiler and Johnson, 1980, p. 481; Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 17



115

and pp. 20-21).   Their commitment to change underlies their drive to succeed as college students

(Grottkau and David, 1987, p. 13).

      As an eight-year instructor at one of the small satellite campuses of Caronor Community

College, the site of this study, the researcher taught several courses to approximately twenty of

these older reentry women.  She herself started her doctorate as an older late-entry student.  Her

topic originated from a pilot study completed in the beginning qualitative research course.

Though numerous studies on reentry women exist, none concentrate on older female

students in their late thirties and forties at rural community colleges.  This study focused on eight

reentry women who completed curriculum programs full-time at Caronor’s small, rural satellite

campus.  Its purpose was to learn why these older late-entry students undertook college when

they did, why they delayed starting college after high school, why they chose this campus, and

what they felt about their college experience. 

Research Questions

The research questions are below:

1) Why do women in their late thirties and into their forties start college?

2)Why do they delay starting college after high school?

3) Why do they choose this small rural campus?

4) What were their experiences at home, at work, and on campus as community college     

      students?

Overview of Methodology

For this study, the researcher interviewed the eight reentry women aged 35 to 46 whom

she could reach who attended  full-time at Caronor’s satellite campus using in-depth, semi-
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structured interviews at the participants’ homes or work or on the college campus.  Though she

contacted ten and interviewed nine, only eight met the study’s age requirement.   These

participants lived and/or worked ten to twenty minutes from the campus and had not attempted

college full- or part-time previously.  

With their permission, she taped the interviews, took notes on their  mannerisms, attitude,

dress, and surroundings as they were talking, and listened carefully to what they were saying.  

Prodding them for elaboration where necessary, she let them speak freely and encouraged them

to provide details about their lives prior to, during, and after their college experience.  She asked

experience and behavior, opinion and value, feeling, knowledge, background and demographic;

and “why” questions.  As she went, she member-checked to clarify their meaning.  The

researcher paid the participants $25 per interview.  

She reached data saturation in all her findings except their reasons for delaying college;

redundancy occurred in their motivation for starting, their reasons for choosing this campus, and

somewhat in their description of their college experience.   The researcher stopped interviewing

when she could no longer reach suitable participants because they had either moved, changed

their numbers, or changed their names.  

She transcribed and printed each interview, color-coded them for emerging themes, and

wrote notes on what she had learned.  She then wrote her findings using categories derived from

the research questions into the fourth chapter of her dissertation.   As theories emerged from the

data, she examined them critically to see if they supported existing theory on how adults,

particularly women, learn; how the life cycle functions and how adults develop; how their roles

change with age; how and when they experience perspective transformation; what their
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psychological their motivations are; and  how their educational experiences influence them. 

Finally, she wrote her propositions in chapter five and related them to the literature on this topic.

Propositions

From the findings in this study, propositions can be posed about why older reentry

women students on small, rural community college campuses similar to this one begin college

when they do, delay starting for many years after high school, choose the college they do, and

persist to graduate, some to pursue others degrees.  

Below are these propositions categorized by the research questions:

Reasons for Starting

An absent abusive spouse or a present encouraging and supportive spouse motivated

these older reentry women to begin college along with a suggestion, direct or indirect, from

someone close to them.  This proposition contrasts with Markus’s (1976) finding that reentry

women start college because of separation or divorce (p. 173).  This finding is inconsistent with

Mezirow’s (1978) conclusion that reentry community college women were trying to escape

“oppressive cultural expectations” which kept them from accomplishing higher goals (p. 11).  It

also conflicts with Rose’s (1985) discovery that reentry women decided to undertake college

from a confluence of  “many biological, social, cultural, and historical forces” (p. 117).  Further,

all but one were not at a major transition point in their lives, a factor critical to starting college 

discovered by Ross (1983), nor did they begin as a step in “life assessment” (p. 118).  The

literature did not address as a reason for starting the suggestion of someone significant to them.

Changing employment needs, whether to obtain a job or a better one or to improve the

situation at a current job, also motivated these older reentry women to start college.  The
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emphasis on getting a job or finding a less physically demanding one as a major motivator in this

study is not supported by the literature.  It conflicts with  Hethering and Hudson’s (1981) finding

that reentry women started college because they were questioning their roles and asking

themselves, “Who am I?” (p. 31).  Nor were the older reentry women in this study pursuing self-

improvement, as Reehling (1980) found (p. 493).  Rather, they were seeking a college degree in

order to improve their job prospects.  They simply needed a less physically demanding, better

paying, more professional job.  The desire to redefine themselves and their lives began after they

reached the community college campus, not before. They arrived with no preconceptions of what

the college experience could do for them, except get them appropriate employment.

Children’s objections or support had no effect on the decision to begin college for women

in this study.  The only requirement with  regards to children was that they had to be older,

preferably teenagers, before mothers considered college.  This proposition conflicts with

Kahnweiler’s (1980) finding that a newly empty nest triggered the move to college because of

the sense of loss mothers experienced (p. 416).  All of the reentry women in this study had

children or stepchildren living at home while they were students.  

Though all but one of these late-entry women viewed college as a life-long dream that

had always been at the back of their minds, they literally got caught up in a whirlwind of

responsibility when young and did not see their way clear to fulfilling this dream until their work 

lives became paramount.   The literature supports this finding.  Markus (1976) found that starting

college was “a life-long persistent idea that has found the right time and place” (p. 173).  
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Reasons for Delay

Older reentry women on this campus experienced  inordinate numbers of major adult

responsibilities from their teenage years on.  They started work and/or families immediately after

leaving middle or high school and did not have the luxury of time, money, or encouragement to

attend college.  Their care-giving for others, including children, parents, step-children, and

parents-in-law for many years left them no time to think about themselves. This finding fills a

gap in the literature. None of the studies examined by this researcher addressed the reasons

reentry women wait to begin college instead of going immediately after high school.

Selection of the This Campus

Older community college women chose this campus based on proximity to home and/or

work.   Because time was a scarce commodity for them, their college needed to be nearby and

easily accessible.  Though other colleges and universities were within thirty minutes, this

campus was the closes and the most visible and accessible.  The literature does not address why

reentry women chose the college they did.  The older community college women here also

selected this campus because it was small, friendly, and helpful.  Large size and cold, uncaring

counselors and instructors deflected them.  A gap in the literature exists on the deliberate seeking

after smaller, friendlier campuses with other choices nearby by reentry women students.

Older community college reentry women here required a college with a low tuition. 

Private colleges and large state universities are too expensive for them.   The literature does not

discuss the role of tuition played in reentry women’s choice of a college.
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What the College Experience Meant to Them

At this community college the older women students found that college responsibilities,

added to already full and demanding lives, required  huge sacrifices of time, money, sleep, and

social life .  They willingly sacrificed these elements for the ultimate goal of earning a degree.

All were hard-working at home and at work; once on campus, they had to re-channel their

energies and restructure their lives to accommodate class and study time.  These reentry women

determined how to be exceptionally organized and disciplined in order to accomplish their

educational goals.  They did not begrudge these concessions to learning and found them to be

serious strain, but not severe enough to stop their college careers.  The literature does not support

this lack of focus on barriers.  Rather, it described the emphasis by reentry women on such

hurdles as negative feedback and lack of support from family, fear of success which could

threaten their traditional roles, guilt over being self-indulgent, and terror of defying the norm of

their social circle as negative influences on their college lives (Markus, 1978, p. 174; Farmer and

Fyans, 1982, p. 369; Grottkau and Davis, 1987, p. 9; Johnson-Bailey, 1998, p. 40).  It delineated

the lack of support and/or interference from spouses as well as abusive husbands who used

physical threats to stop their college endeavor (Hildreth et al., 1985, p. 345; Rodriguez, 1996, p.,

6).  Another conflict with the literature was that friends’ criticism of these women’s return to

campus was a barrier (Suitor et al., 1995, p. 1585).  However, these older reentry women

mentioned such slights as unimportant and wrote them off as jealousy or saw their new selves as

more valuable than old, misunderstanding friends.       

Older late-entry students on this campus said they had to wear a lot of different hats, but

such a discovery, while frustrating, did not surprise them or daunt their efforts.  This finding is
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supported by the literature which delineates role strain brought on by severe home and

scheduling conflicts and by having to perform a variety of numerous roles (Richards, 1976, p.

76; Kirk and Dorfman, 1983, p. 26).  Padula and Miller (1999) found that juggling work, family,

school, friends, and time for themselves proved to be nearly impossible (p. 336).  

At this community college, these reentry students enjoyed the campus and appreciated

the college environment because they compared it with where they have been for many years. 

They relished learning new information and skills and liked the immediate rewards, their high

grades.  Socially, they enjoyed the other students.  They needed to feel connected to them both in

and outside their own curriculum and to the faculty and the staff, and they did.   This campus

gave them a necessary sense of comfort and belonging.  This finding is not supported by the

literature which claims that reentry women worry over not working to capacity as students, feel

deficient in skills and abilities, and experience terror at simply “being a student” (Mikola and

Boggs, 1991, p. 16; Mezirow, 1978, p. 52).  It also conflicts with the literature which said that

reentry women suffered  “alienation, self-consciousness, voicelessness, and a sense of

inadequacy once on campus (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 81).  Only temporarily, the first

day, did the older women in this study feel nervous simply because they knew no one and did not

know what to expect.  After that, adjustment and enjoyment followed.

Once these community college reentry women got past their brief perceptions of

themselves as too old with rusty study skills, their self-confidence built exponentially.  Their

self-doubt rapidly yielded in the face of daily successes to self-assurance, not only on campus,

but at home and work.  This almost immediate attainment of self-confidence conflicts with the

literature which reports that these women felt long periods of stress on campus because of their
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changing self-image and their new identity as non-passive, no longer inferior people (Edmonston

and Payne, and Patton, 1987, p. 17; Price, 1991, p 168; Grattkau and Davis, 1987, p. 28).  These

reentry community college women, by contrast,  reveled in their new confident, competent

selves and their increasing self-valuation.  Being on campus instilled in them their right to be

themselves and to do what they wanted and needed to do in order to keep improving.   They did

not see the acquisition of autonomy and assurance as analogous to “skipping barefoot through

broken glass,” as described in the literature (Johnson-Bailey, 1998, p. 40).  

At this community college these reentry women liked having their wits sharpened.  They 

appreciated academic challenges and enjoyed them.  These older nontraditional students found

that the course content engaged them thoroughly.  They pronounced the material both interesting

and relevant, and the skills taught, directly applicable to future jobs.   These students succeeded

because the campus experience as a whole, the courses and the orderly and thorough way in

which they were taught, the instructors and their competence and understanding, the other

students on campus and their helpful attitudes, and the pleasant office and media center staff,

kept them motivated.  This finding conflicts with the literature as well which states that reentry

women complained of courses scheduled inconveniently for them and of majors inappropriate

for them (Fleishman, 1992, pp. 79-80).  Faculty, according to the literature, did not encourage or

guide these nontraditional students and employed competitive and impersonal instruction

techniques (Wilkie and Thompson, 1993, p. 87; Elshof and Konef, 1977, p. 240).  A further

conflict is that reentry women in the literature complained that their classes were not informative

(Padula and Miller, 1999, p. 335).  
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Older reentry community college students here found the full-time instructors, those

exclusive to their own campus,  to be competent, helpful, and friendly; part-time faculty or ones

who came from the main campus to teach only one course were often incompetent and

insensitive.   This finding conflicts with the literature where older students complained of being

viewed by professors as “less worthy than traditional students” Markus, 1976, p. 175).   At this

small community college campus, late-entry women found that being on familiar footing  with

their instructors, taking repeat courses with them, and being able to count on their presence and

figure out their teaching style were vital to their comfort level.  They preferred many courses

taught by only a few instructors.   This researcher did not examine any literature which addresses

the difference between full- or part-time instructors or repeat classes taught by instructors.

To these reentry women at this community college who graduated, their degrees were

directly usable and beneficial to their financial and their professional status.   They got jobs

immediately after graduation which were not physically demanding, much higher paying, more

professional, and more personally rewarding than ones they held before.  They saw schooling as

well-deserved and as their right after a long struggle to get here.  They felt, once they became

immersed in their curricula, that their time had at long last come.  This finding conflicts with the

literature which found that reentry women began college because they felt their time had come. 

Many wanted to go on to earn bachelor’s degrees or higher.  This researcher found no literature

which followed up on reentry women’s careers after graduation.

Reentry community college women here, for the most part, depended on grants to support

themselves and their children; this financial underpinning was vital in order to stay in school

full-time.  Literature supports this finding but points out how difficult it is for them to learn
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about available aid and the impossibility of obtaining it as part-time students, a complaint not

made by these community college women (Brandenburg, 1974, p. 9).

Once in college, these late-entry students were unstoppable no matter what major or

minor crises happened in their lives.  As difficult as it had been for them to start college, no

hurdle whether it be financial, personal, or academic daunted their efforts to obtain a degree. 

This proposition conflicts with the literature which emphasized academic barriers as major

roadblocks:  limited majors appropriate to them, entrance exams which are too difficult, parking

problems, lengthy commutes, and ignorance of admissions procedures (Markus, 1976, p. 175;

Rodriguez, 1996, p. 2; Hildreth et al, 1985, p. 347; Harrington, 1993, p. 23).  Other on-campus

obstacles delineated  in the literature included  poor counseling (Maqill and Cirksena, 1978, p.

23; Richards, 1976 pp. 34-35).  The reentry women in this study did not mention any of these as

problems.  

For these older community college students, the preferred curriculum had to be practical

because they wanted to use it  to better their employment situations.   They liked the courses

being offered during the day back to back on one campus and scheduled consistently over a one-

or two-year period.  None would  attempt courses on the main campus, and many could not come

at night.  They complimented the convenience and condensed nature of the curriculum.  The

literature conflicts with one aspect of this finding, namely, that students complained of campus

courses often scheduled inconveniently for reentry women (Fleishman, 1992, pp. 78-79).   If  this

campus had not offered courses immediately available for a complete degree, these community

college women would probably never have started college.  
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Recommendations for Practice

Based on the above propositions, community colleges could enhance their service to their

rural community women and increase their numbers by implementing the following:

1.  Setting up more satellite campuses which are small and approximately thirty minutes   

                 from each other and from the main campus.  Although resistence to this suggestion       

                from  community colleges is inevitable, the cost of operating one or more of these         

                satellite campuses the increase in enrollment and advertising would more than offset it.

2.  Establishing four or five full-time curriculum programs at each campus with full-         

                 time faculty, librarian, counselor, and staff exclusive to each.

3.  Offering practical curricula, such as office technology, college transfer, or nursing        

                 which will train these students for employment or allow them to pursue a bachelor’s     

                 degree.     

          4.  Offering curricula courses full-time during the day and ending at the latest at 3:00 

                  p.m.  so that students working second and third shifts can manage a full-time job.

5.  Offering courses in programs consecutively through the one- or two-year programs.

6.  Offering curricula courses every week night for those who work the first shifts.

7.  Offering all curricula, including nursing, without waiting lists.   These women cannot   

                 afford to wait to begin because of finances and interruptions.

7.  Hiring friendly, helpful faculty and staff who believe in the mission of the community  

                 college and act on it daily.
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Recommendations for Future Research

Possibilities for future research which grew out of this study include the following:

1.  Follow up on these older reentry women in five and then ten years to see if they have               

       maintained their confidence level, professional growth, and enthusiasm for learning and         

       if they have earned higher degrees.

2.  Study older reentry women at other small rural campuses of community colleges with full-      

       time curricula and faculty to see if the same graduation rates, employment numbers, and        

        satisfaction levels occur. 

3.  Study older reentry women at other small rural campuses of community colleges with only      

       partial offerings and part-time faculty and/or staff, such as Carnor’s second satellite campus, 

       to determine graduation, employment, and satisfaction results.

4.  Study older reentry women’s success rate at completing degrees going full-time at large urban 

      and other rural community colleges to see if similar responses result. 

5.  Study traditional female students at this small campus to see if the same results occur.
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDY 

1.  What was your age when you started at this community college?  When you finished?

2.  Which curriculum were you in?  Why did you choose it?

3.  Did you attend full-time?

4.  Did you complete your program in two years?  When did you graduate?

5.  How many hours did you take per quarter/semester?

6.  Did you work while attending the community college?   Where?  How many hours per week?

7.  Did you have children at home while you were a student there?  How old were they?

8.  Were you married then or did you have a significant other?

9.  Did you graduate from high school at eighteen?

10. What kind of student were you in high school?

11.  Did you plan to start college after high school?

12.  If so, where did you want to go?

13.  Did you start college right after high school?

14.  If not, what did you do?

15.  What made you decide not to attend college as an eighteen-year-old?

16.  At the time that you decided not to start college then, did you think that you would go to        

        college eventually?

17.  Why did you think this - or not?

18.  Between high school and this community college experience, did you take any college           

        courses?  Where?  When?  How many?  What were they?

19.  What made you start at the community college when you did?
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20.  Why did you choose this particular community college? 

21.  Why not a four-year college?

22.   While you were in the community college, were there any difficulties - trying times -            

         strains?  Personal, family, friends, skills?  What were they?

23.  What were the best parts of the two-year experience?

24.  Did your college experience help you in any way?  How?

25.  Did the experience alter the way you feel about yourself?   What did it do?

26.  Do you think you changed as a result of that two years?  If so, how?

27.  Do you think you confidence level has changed?  Your knowledge level?  Skill level?  Give  

         examples.

28.  Are you glad you got the associates degree?  Not glad?  Why?

29.  Do you find that people treated you differently once you started the degree?  Friends?            

       Family?  Did you experience any changes in friends and family?

30.  Did you receive support from these people?  Criticism?  Resentment?  Attempts to block       

        your education?

31.  Do people treat you differently now than they did before the degree?  Employers?  Friends?   

       Family?

32.  As a result of this educational experience, did you make new friends?  Develop new               

       interests?  Change your home situation?  Your looks?  Your attitude towards yourself?

33.  What complaints do you have about the community college system when you were there? 

       What suggestions would you make to it which would have made you life as a student easier?

        What compliments would you pay the community college you attended?
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34.  Did you experience any negative attitudes towards you as a nontraditional student while        

        there on the part of counselors, instructors, administrators, younger students?

35.  Have you considered taking courses towards the bachelor’s degree?  If so - where?  

36.  What do you want to go for a bachelor’s degree?

37.  Have you changed jobs since earning an associate’s degree?  What do you do now?

38.  What are you goals for the future?  Have you considered going beyond a bachelor’s degree?

39.  What was the single greatest benefit you gained from attending the community college to      

        earn the A.S. degree?  

40.  What was the single most difficult of that experience?

41.  Anything else you would like to add about being a nontraditional female student?  Anything  

      else about your life experience?






