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4.0 PART 3 OF PORTFOLIO: The Students’ Perspective: Personal Statements of 

Adult Re-entry Students 

4.1 Introduction 

The third part of this portfolio of research on adult re-entry education programs in state 

secondary schools looked at that educational phenomenon from the perspective of some 

of the adults who had chosen to participate in these programs. Part 1 of the portfolio 

investigated how adult re-entry programs came to be introduced into some South 

Australian secondary schools from 1989 and how these programs, originally set up on nine 

different sites, fared over the succeeding years. Key sources of data for Part 1 were the 

views expressed in Parliamentary and debates of the time and later in interviews by the 

educational and political leaders, who were responsible for the decisions made. In Part 2, 

one of these nine sites was researched as a case study in adult re-entry education. From 

school records and documents, as well as interviews with key members of staff, it was 

possible to ascertain how the adult campus was set up, how adult students were catered 

for, and what changes were made in curriculum and organisation over the sixteen year 

focus of this research portfolio.  

 

Given that the proponents of Adult Education had stressed the importance of treating these 

students as mature, responsible adults (see 1.4), it seemed most appropriate that one part 

of this research portfolio should use as the principal source of data the adult students who 

had made a conscious and deliberate decision to return to formal educational studies and 

enrol in an adult re-entry program. This approach was also consistent with Weber‟s Social 

Action theory which regards individuals as social actors in their situation, confronted with 

the reality of choice and the need to weigh up values in making a decision. 
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Evidence of the capacity and willingness of adult students to express their views forcefully 

and effectively has already been alluded to in Part 1, in discussing the adult re-entry 

sector‟s response to the funding cuts of 1998. In addition short personal statements from a 

number of students were discussed in Part 2. Examples from other adult re-entry sites 

were also readily available, since many staff had found it useful to ask past students to 

describe their experiences, either orally or in writing, for other adults just beginning or 

considering enrolment (Para West Campus, 2003, p. 12; Principals‟ Adult secondary 

Management Committee, 1995, pp. 8 – 12). Such personal statements can provide 

important insights into the way adult students feel about their return to formal study. They 

often highlight the positive outcomes which many have achieved, as well as the challenges 

and difficulties they have confronted along the way. 

 

The key research questions which guided this investigation were: 

 Who were the people who chose to become adult re-entry students at the 

Research School? 

 Why did the participants decide to return to formal studies? 

 How did they find the experience of being an adult student? 

 What were the outcomes of their adult studies? 

 How did they judge the effectiveness of the adult re-entry programs?  

 

4.2 The memoir method of research 

The use of personal statements, autobiographical material or memoirs as primary data for 

sociological analysis was pioneered by Florian Znaniecki in a number of studies published 

in Poland and the United States between 1918 and 1968 (Secombe and Zajda, 1999, p. 
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296). Znaniecki followed Weber in viewing individuals as actors in their particular 

situations. He considered himself to be a humanistic sociologist whose role was to interpret 

the meaning of a given social and cultural phenomenon as it was seen through the eyes of 

those who actually participated in it. This he referred to as the application of the humanistic 

co-efficient (Secombe and Zajda, 1999, p. 284). 

 

The adoption of such an approach called for data in which the participants were able to 

describe their experiences and express their views in their own way, with the least possible 

interference from the researcher. In his first major study with W. I. Thomas, Znaniecki 

utilised existing personal documents in the form of letters, written by Polish immigrants who 

had settled in Western Europe and America, to the members of their families still in Poland. 

Znaniecki‟s analysis of these documents revealed what was happening at individual and 

group level to the Polish peasant culture which the immigrants had taken with them to their 

new country of settlement. Later Znaniecki made use of memoirs (full life stories) or 

personal statements related to a particular aspect of a person‟s experience, which had 

been specifically written for research purposes (Secombe, 1997, p. 82). 

 

Smolicz adopted Znaniecki‟s memoir for investigations which he carried out with a number 

of research students into the maintenance of minority ethnic cultures and languages in 

Australian society over the years 1974 to 2006 (e.g. Secombe and Zajda, 1999, pp. 161 – 

224).They made use of personal statements, written according to suggested guidelines, or 

oral memoirs given in „response to open – ended interview questions.‟ The guidelines and 

the interview questions made clear the topics about which the researcher was interested in 
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finding out the participants‟ experiences, but left them free to choose what details they 

would discuss and how they would express their thoughts and feelings. 

 

Many of the respondents involved in memoir research studies have expressed their 

appreciation of the opportunity provided by personal statements or memoirs to write or talk 

freely about their experiences. Instead of responding to set categories in a way determined 

by the researcher‟s conceptualisation of the issue, or giving what they could see from the 

wording of the question was the answer expected, they were being encouraged to explain 

what was relevant to themselves, provide details of what they considered to be the 

important factors and give expression to what they thought and felt about their situation 

(Secombe, 1997, p. 99). There are advantages also from the readers‟ perspective. It is 

comparatively easy to make available to readers relevant extracts from memoirs and even 

whole personal statements from participants. In this way readers are able to make their 

own interpretations of the primary data and compare their judgement with that of the 

researcher (Secombe and Zajda, 1999, p. 162). 

 

There have been criticisms of personal statements and memoirs data for sociological 

research. Those accustomed to quantitative research regard them as too variable in 

content and too subjective in expression to be reliable and sources for analysis. It is true 

that such personal documents many contain mistakes in facts and unexpected omissions, 

which may be deliberate or simply a slip of the moment. While a historian may regard 

these „flaws‟ as serious limitations, they can be of significance to the sociologist, whose 

focus is understanding individuals in their particular contexts. A mistaken or omitted fact 

may prove to be quite revealing in interpreting the individual‟s response to a particular 
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context. In the case of participants‟ comments about their own personal experiences, 

thoughts and feelings (as opposed to their comments about other people and their 

situations), the humanistic sociologist considers these to be valid statements for research 

which cannot be challenged. Only the participants themselves can be the judge of their 

inner states of being (Secombe, 1997, pp. 86 – 7). 

 

4.2.1 The method of the present study 

While recognising its limitations, the researcher chose to adopt the memoir method for the 

third part of the research portfolio. It offered an approach which was most likely to get 

authentic personal responses from participants and thus to provide a more in-depth 

understanding of adult students and their experiences. The chief concern was whether 

adult students would be prepared to participate in such an exercise, given the demands on 

their time and the fact it would be an additional voluntary exercise, which brought no direct 

benefit to themselves. 

 

It was decided that it would be wise to carry out a pilot study in order to test the willingness 

of adult students to be involved, as well as the usefulness of their writings for the purpose 

of tis research. Three mature – age adult re-entry students were approached by the 

researcher and asked if they would be prepared to write a memoir about themselves as 

adult re-entry students. They were advised that the memoirs were for the sole purpose of 

research and their personal identities would remain confidential. The researcher provided 

only oral guidelines for the participants: to write as freely as possible and as much as they 

felt comfortable with about their background and what they had gained from returning to 

study.  
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Each of these three students eventually presented a completed memoir to the researcher. 

The extent of their responses was surprising and pleasing. By allowing the respondents to 

write about what they felt was important, and in their own way, the researcher had gained a 

considerable range of useful, in-depth data about the respondents and their experiences. 

The stories of their lives and the importance of returning to study for them personally were 

considered to be so valuable that they merited being included in the analysis of this part of 

the research.  

 

Reflection on the three memoirs of the pilot study and the process of their gathering their 

suggested three factors that needed to be taken into account. The first from a practical 

standpoint was that the memoir writing had taken a considerable time to complete their 

accounts. It was an additional task that had to be fitted into their busy schedules. This fact 

suggested that writing a memoir might prove too daunting a task for most adult students. 

The second factor which the researcher strongly believed needed to be recognised in 

considering the method to be developed for the main study was what could be called the 

„trust factor‟ between the researcher and the memoir writers. The researcher had himself 

taught the three as adult students and had adopted a good working relationship with them. 

They, for their part, trusted him and appreciated the importance of his research into adult 

re-entry students. In the researcher‟s view, the quality of the data provided was, in part at 

least, a product of the good relationship he had built up with these students over time. It 

was doubtful whether other students would be prepared to spend the time and effort writing 

about their experiences unless there was a sense of personal connection to the 

researcher. The third aspect about the pilot study which needed further consideration was 

the variability of the responses. The scope of issues discussed differed considerably from 
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writer to writer. It was thought that this might pose a problem if the researcher was looking 

for information and opinions across all participants about certain specific aspects of the 

adult learning experience. 

 

As a result of these reflections, the researcher made modifications to the way in which the 

student data collected were in the main study. To make the exercise less time – 

consuming, it was decided to ask the respondents to focus on their experiences as an 

adult student, rather than their whole life history. A set of open – ended questions were 

prepared (see Appendix 6.6) to point the students toward those aspects on which the 

researcher was most interested in gaining information. Care was taken not to make them 

too prescriptive and constraining and thus limit the students‟ responses. Rather they were 

intended as suggestion of broad topics which participants could discuss in their own way, 

while giving the researcher greater comparability of data in the analysis stage. It was also 

hoped that the guideline questions would make it easier for the students to write about their 

experiences. Together the responses to these guideline questions formed what could be 

called a personal statement. The practice of seeking respondents among students whom 

the researcher had taught was continued, so he could provide a personal link to the 

research task they were asked to complete. 

 

Over the years 2002 to 2003, the researcher asked a number of students at the Research 

School to participate in the study and gave them guideline questions. He also approached 

a few who had been students in earlier years. All were given information sheet, explaining 

the nature of the study and undertaking to maintain privacy and confidentiality in the 

collection and analysis of data. It was expressly stated that all statements were to be given 
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anonymously. Respondents were assured that the study had approval and ethics 

clearance from the Principal of the Research School, from DECS, as well as the University 

of Adelaide. A total of 40 students provided responses to the researcher. Five of these (R3, 

R19, R20, R24, and R35) have been included in full in Appendix 6.7. To give a greater 

sense of their authenticity and individuality, they have been reproduced in the form in 

which they were handed to the researcher, handwritten or typed. These five were selected 

because they were among the most detailed and extensive responses and they 

represented a range of different experiences. These personal statements are analysed in 

the sections that follow, beginning with data concerning the individual students‟ personal 

background. 

 

4.3 Background details of the respondents 

Table 12 summarises the personal and family background details of the 40 respondents 

who wrote personal statements. The guidelines provided for the background section would 

appear to have achieved a reasonable level of data comparability. Almost all participants 

provided information on their age, gender and place of residence. Around a quarter did not 

give details of their family situation, previous education levels or relevant life experiences. 

Very few explicitly discussed socio – economic status, but over half chose to describe their 

past and present occupations, which were an indication of social standing. The fact that 

there was no specific mention of employment in the guidelines helps to explain the 

comparatively high proportion (over 40%) that made no mention of their past or present 

occupations in their statement. 
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Table 12: Respondents Personal and Family Background (N=40) 

Characteristic Respondents N % 
 

Age 
Under 19 

R22, R23, R29, R30, R33, R35, R37, R4, R6, R8, 

R9, R11, R12, R13, R14, R15, R21, R38 

18 45 

 

20-29 

R2, R5, R7, R10, R16, R19, R29, R24, R25, R40, 

R39, R36, R32, R31, R28, R27 

16 40 

 

30-39 

R1, R3, R17, R18 

 

4 10 

 

40-49 

R26 

 

1 2 

 

50-59 

R34 1 2 

TOTAL  40 99 

 
Gender 
Female 

R1, R3, R6, R9, R12, R13, R14, R15, R16, R21, 

R22, R23, R25, R26, R27, R28, R29, R30, R31, 

R33, R34, R35, R36, R37, R38, R39, R40 

27 68 

Male 

 

R2, R4, R5, R7, R8, R10, R11, R17, R18, R19, 

R20, R24, R32 

13 33 

TOTAL  40 101 

 
Place of Residence 
Southern Suburbs 

R1, R3, R4, R5, R6, R8, R11, R12, R13, R14, 

R15, R16, R18, R21, R22, R23, R24, R27, R28, 

R29, R30, R31, R32, R33, R34, R35, R37, R39, 

R40 

29 73 

 

Adelaide Hills 

R9, R10, R36 3 8 

 

Fleurieu Peninsula 

R2 1 2 

 

Other 

R7, R17, R20, R23, R26, R38 6 15 

 

Not Specified 

R19 1 2 

TOTAL  40 100 

 
Family 
Circumstances 
Parental Home 

 

 

R1, R2, R4, R5, R6, R7, R8, R9, R10, R13, R14, 

R15, R22, R23, R24, R28, R36, R39, R40 

 

 

19 

 

 

48 

 

With One Parent 

R19, R20, R21, R32, R33, R35 6 15 

 

Marital Home 

R18, R34 2 5 

 

Single Parent 

R3, R27, R31 3 8 

 

Other 

R16 1 2 

 

Not Specified 

R11, R12, R17, R25, R26, R29, R30, R37, R38 9 23 

TOTAL  40 101 

 

Their age distribution is clearly skewed towards young adults, with 45% under 19 and a 

further 40% in the 20 – 29 age bracket. There were only four participants in the 30 – 39 
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range, and only one in each of the 40 – 49 and 50+ categories. The distribution of personal 

statements writers was thus less representative of older students than the school‟s own 

surveys discussed in 3.4.3 and 3.5.6. However, the figures can be interpreted as an 

important reflection of the trend to younger students seen over 2000 to 2005 (see Figure 

11). 

 

The gender breakdown, however, did reflect the pattern found in enrolments generally and 

the earlier surveys: two thirds were female and one third male. Data on the respondents‟ 

place of residence supported the view that the Research School had built up its student 

base from the surrounding local community. Almost three quarters of the participants came 

from the southern suburbs, and another ten per cent from the adjoining regions of the 

Adelaide Hills and the Fleurieu Peninsula. 

 

In relation to family circumstances, almost half were living in the parental home, while 

another 15% were living with one parent. Only two were living in their own marital homes, 

while another three were living with children as single parents. This pattern of responses is 

consistent with the age distribution discussed earlier. It should be noted, however, that 

about a quarter of the participants did not respond to this question. 

 

The respondents‟ discussion of their previous studies highlighted the diversity in their 

educational backgrounds, prior to their enrolment in the adult re-entry program (see Table 

13). Most had reached either Year 11 level (29%) or Year 12 level (27%). A further 16% 

had completed some TAFE studies. It should be noted that the TAFE responses almost 

certainly overlapped with secondary school levels indicated. At the other end of the scale, 
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there were four who had finished schooling at Year 10 and two who had only reached Year 

9. In terms of educational providers, 29% had attended state secondary schools, 21% 

independent schools and 17% TAFE Colleges. However, over a quarter of the respondents 

did not provide information on this aspect. 

Table 13: Respondents’ Educational Background Prior to Adult Re-entry 
(N=40)  

Factor Educational Respondents N % 
 

Education Level 
Completed 
 
Year 9 

 

 

 

R28, R32 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

4 

 

Year 10 

 

R2, R8, R27, R31 

 

4 

 

9 

 

Year 11 

 

R1, R3, R4, R6, R9, R15, R19, R21, R22, R24, 

R34, R35, R39 

 

 

13 

 

 

29 

 

Year 12 

 

R12, R13, R14, R16, R20, R23, R25, R26, R29, 

R30, R36, R40 

 

 

12 

 

 

27 

 

TAFE Course 

 

R4, R7, R24, R25, R26, R33, R34 

 

7 

 

16 

 

Other 

 

R18 

 

1 

 

2 

 
Not Specified 

 

R5, R10, R11, R17, R37, R38 

 

6 

 

13 

TOTAL  45* 100 

 
Educational Site 
Attended 
 
State Secondary 

School 

 

 

 

 

R5 R9 R11 R12 R13 R14 R20, R22, R23, R29, 

R35, R38 

 

 

 

 

 

12 

 

 

 

 

 

29 

 

Independent School 

 

R7, R10, R15, R17, R21, R24, R30, R37, R39 

 

9 

 

21 

 

TAFE College 

 

R7, R24, R25, R26, R33, R34, R36 

 

7 

 

17 

 

Other 

 

R1, R18, R33 

 

3 

 

7 

 

Not Specified 

 

R6, R8, R16, R19, R23, R26, R27, R28, R31, R32, 

R40 

 

11 

 

26 

TOTAL  42* 100 

*Because some respondents were involved in more than one category and the total 

is more than 40. 
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Another important aspect of the background of adult re-entry students was their past and 

present employment experience. Many chose to discuss this, although it was not 

specifically mentioned in the guidelines (see Table 14).  

Table 14: Respondents’ Employment Background (N=40) *Because some respondents were 

involved in more than one category and the total is more than 40. 
Employment Factor Respondents N % 

 
 
Employment History 
Fulltime Unskilled 

 

R2, R5 

 

 
 

2 

 

 
 

5 

 

Semi-skilled 

 

R18, R36 

 

2 

 

5 

 

Skilled 

 

R1, R19, R34 

 

3 

 

7 

 

Retail 

 

R6, R20 

 

2 

 

5 

 

Hospitality 

 

R7 

 

1 

 

2 

 

Part-time 
Retail 

 

 
R3, R10, R34 

 

 
3 

 

 
7 

 
Hospitality 

 

R2, R3, R15, R21, R34 

 

5 

 

12 

 
Unspecified 

 
R8, R11, R14 

 
3 

 
7 

 
Self Employed 

 

R17 

 

1 

 

2 

 
Family Business 

 
R24, R26 

 
2 

 
5 

 

Not Specified 

 

R4, R9, R12, R13, R16, R25, R27, R28, R29, R30, R31, R32, R33, R35, 

R37, R38, R39, R40 

 

 

18 

 

 

43 

 

TOTAL 

 

 

 

42* 

 

100 

Employment Factor Respondents N % 
 

Current Employment/ Support 
Fulltime 
Self-Employed 

 

 
 

R17 

 

 
 

1 

 

 
 

2 

 

Part-time 
Retail 

 

 
R6, R10, R25, R27 

 

 
4 

 

 
10 

 
Hospitality 

 

R12, R37 

 

2 

 

5 

 
Family Business 

 
R1, R24 

 
2 

 
5 

 
Not Specified 

 

R16, R22, R23, 

 

3 

 

7 

 
Government Allowance  

 
R18, R20, R24, R28, R34, R35, R36 

 
7 

 
17 

 

Family Support 

 

R21, R38, R39, R40 

 

4 

 

10 

 
Home Duties 

 
R3 

 
1 

 
2 

 

Not Specified 

 

R2, R4, R5, R7, R8, R9, R11, R13, R14, R15, R19, R26, R29, R30, R31, 
R32, R33 

 

 
17 

 

 
41 

Total                                                                                                       41* 99 
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Around 30% of the whole respondent group had been employed in a full – time capacity, 

mainly in unskilled, semi – skilled or retail areas. Three had been in skilled occupations as 

full – time workers, two others had worked in family business and one was self – 

employed. Once they were enrolled in adult re-entry studies, the only one who had 

continued in full – time employment was the respondent running his own business. Some 

of the others were receiving a government allowance (R18, R20, R34, R36); a few were 

working part – time (R1, R6), while some did not indicate their current means of support 

(R2, R3, R7, R19). Almost a quarter of the respondents had only experienced part – time 

work, mainly in hospitality and retail areas. Currently, as adult students, just over one 

quarter were working part – time, many again in the hospitality and retail areas. 

Surprisingly, those currently working part – time, were not, with one exception, the same 

people who had previously involved in part – time work. Government allowances provided 

the present means of support for 17% of the respondents, while families supported a 

further ten per cent. One woman indicated that she was currently involved in home duties. 

However, as mentioned earlier, 40% of the respondents included no comments on their 

employment situation. Since over half of this sub – group were under 19, it is likely that the 

gap between leaving their secondary school studies and enrolling as adult re-entry 

students had not been long and that they had no employment experience. 

 

The data which was given by respondents on their past and present employment provided 

important confirmation that the Research School was catering for adult students who were 

quite low in the occupational scale. Only three of those employed full – time had been in 

skilled occupations; the remaining seven had been in semi – skilled and service jobs, as 

had been the eleven who said they had been employed part – time. It is possible also that 
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numbers of the younger students who did not discuss their work experience had never 

been employed. From this perspective, the programs which the Adult Campus offered its 

students could be seen at the very least to be bettering their job prospects. 

 

It seems appropriate to also include in this section the background details about the 

Research School which the respondents provided. These concerned how they had come 

to find out about the Adult Campus, what initial contacts they had made and which 

programs they enrolled in. About a third had heard of the adult re-entry programs through 

friends and peers, while a fifth had read about them in Adelaide and local area newspapers 

(see Table 15). In the case of six respondents the fact that other family members were 

undertaking studies at the Adult Campus had directly affected their decision to enrol. 

Respondent 32, for example, had both a mother and a sister enrolled in the Research 

School‟s program. Another six respondents referred to their general knowledge of the local 

area and the School. Four had initiated personal enquiries themselves, while another two 

had been told about them by teachers. Overall, word of mouth and personal 

recommendations accounted for two thirds of the respondents and public advertising for a 

smaller percentage.      
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 Table 15: Source of Information about Adult Re-Entry Programs (N=40)  

Source of Information Respondents N % 
 

 

Friends or Peers 

 

 

R2, R9, R12, R13, R15, R18, R22, R29, R30, R38, R39, 

R40 

 

 

12 

 

 

30 

 

Public Information 

i.e. press 

 

R4, R5, R20, R26, R27, R31, R34, R37 

 

 

8 

 

 

20 

 

Family 
 

R1, R10, R25, R28, R32, R35 

 

6 

 

15 

 

General Knowledge 

 

R3, R6, R8, R14, R16, R24 

 

6 

 

15 

 
Personal Enquiry 

 

R16, R33, R34, R36 

 

4 

 

10 

 

Teacher  

 

R11, R21 

 

2 

 

5 

 

Not Specified 

 

R7, R19 

 

2 

 

5 

 

TOTAL 

 

 

 

40 

 

100 

 

Table 16 summarises the respondents‟ comments about their first contact with and 

enrolment at the Research School. 

Table 16: Initial Contact and Enrolment in Adult Re-Entry Programs (N=40)  

Method Respondents N % 
 

 

Telephone Contact 

 

 

R2, R6, R7, R12, R13, R16, R19, R21, R25, R28, R29, 

R35, R36, R38 

 

 

14 

 

 

27 

 

Personal Visit 

 

R3, R9, R17, R18, R24, R26, R34, R37, R39 

 

9 

 

18 

 

 

Interview/ Consultation 

Involved 

 

 

R1, R7, R8, R9, R10, R11, R12, R13, R17, R20, R21, 

R22, R23, R24, R25, R26, R27, R29, R30, R31, R36, 

R39 

 

 

 

 

22 

 

 

 

 

43 

 

Through School Counsellor 

 

 

R4, R33 

 

 

2 

 

 

4 

 
Sponsored by Salvation 

Army 

 

 

R5 

 

 

1 

 

 

2 

 

Not Specified 

 

R14, R32, R40 

 

3 

 

6 

 

TOTAL 

 

 

 

51* 

 

100 

*Because some respondents were involved in more than one category, the total is 

more than 40. 
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Almost a quarter made initial contact by telephone, while under a fifth paid a personal visit 

to the school. One had been sponsored by the Salvation Army. Almost half recalled the 

consultation / interview in which all students were required to be involved, as part of the 

enrolment procedures. Respondent 8 commented on the ease of the whole process of 

speaking to a counsellor, choosing courses and paying fees. „It was simple, easy and 

without bureaucracy‟, he wrote. Another respondent remembered that, 

On the way back to work from a delivery I pulled in to find out what I could do 

about going back to school. I took the subject choice booklet and read up on the 

subjects. I was interested in and then rang and made an appointment at the school 

to enrole [sic] (R24).  

 

Information on the courses of study undertaken revealed that almost three quarters were 

enrolled in the SACE program (see Table 17). 

Table 17: Courses of Studies Undertaken as Adult Re-Entry Studies  

Course of Study Respondents N % 
 

 

SACE 

 

 

R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7, R8, R9, R10, R12, R13, 

R14, R15, R16, R17, R18, R19, R20, R21, R22, R23, 

R24, R28, R29, R30, R32, R35, R37, R39, R36, R38, 

R39, R40 

 

 

33 

 

 

73 

 

Foundation Studies 

 

R14, R18, R33 

 

3 

 

7 

 

 

Computer Studies 

 

R11, R15, R24, R29 

 

4 

 

9 

 

Uni SA- PAL 

 

 

R25, R26, R27, R31, R34 

 

 

5 

 

 

11 

 

TOTAL 

 

 

 

45* 

 

100 

*Because some respondents were involved in more than one category, the total is 

more than 40. 
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From the researcher‟s personal knowledge, they were involved in Year 12 (stage 2) 

subjects. Of these, nine were part – time students, aiming to complete the requirements of 

the certificate over two years. These figures were consistent with the age breakdown of the 

respondents discussed earlier, with preponderance under nineteen or in their early 

twenties. Five of the older respondents were enrolled in the Uni SA – PAL program. A few 

had previous or concurrent enrolments in computer studies or Foundation Studies 

subjects. One had begun by completing the Certificate of Adult and General Education 

(CAGE). It was perhaps unfortunate that none of those writing personal statements were 

involved in the VET strand of the Adult Campus‟s programs given that this was the strand 

with the highest number of enrolments at this time. This omission was a reflection of the 

fact that, at the time of gathering the data, the researcher was not teaching any VET 

subjects. 

 

From the above discussion of background details, it is possible to include a profile for the 

average adult re-entry student among the set of respondents. It would be a female, aged 

around 23, who was living with her parental family in the southern suburbs of Adelaide. Her 

pervious and current part – time employment would be in the service sector. She would be 

enrolled in Year 12 SACE subjects in order to qualify for the certificate which she failed to 

complete while at secondary school. 

 

Such a composite profile, however, does not do justice to the wide range of individual 

differences evident across the respondents on every dimension investigated. Quotations 

from a few of the personal statements are effective in illustrating how the background 
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factors discussed above function holistically in the overall life of a particular respondent. 

The response of one participant included the following: 

 Female, 39 years (German family)…. 

 Divorced, single parent 3 children, 

 High School – to Year 11 (1980) 

 Started an Associate Diploma of Marketing (incomplete). 9 years ago. 

 Currently doing year 12 over 2 years, 

 Socio – economic status, always low income (pension) 

 

 Most of my life I have been raising children 

 I had worked on and off over the years 

1. Screen printer 

2. Waitress and Hotel Work 

3. Sales. (Fashion Consultant)… 

I have lived in this area most of my life, as a child lived with my German 

Grandparents (migrants) (R3). 

 

In contrast, another participant wrote,  

I am a 24 year old male. I Iive south of the CBD of Adelaide…. I have an older 

brother and a younger sister. I attended Westminster College from „92 to „97 and 

completed Year 11, Stage 1… I worked in my families business for 5½ years. I 

obtained a level 4 in small business and ware housing. I quit work to come back to 

school and now work part – time at several … service stations. I receive Austudy 
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every fortnight. I still live with my parents and pay board every week. I‟ve been 

overseas when I was seven and up to the Northern Territory a few times [sic] (r24). 

 

As a third example of the extent of individual variation, it is instructive to read another 

respondent‟s description of what family means to her. 

I am a 19 year old female who has recently moved in with my father down south…I 

have a long term boyfriend. I have a large family, 3 older brothers, 2 of which work 

interstate or overseas. I have 1 older sister who has two children (my niece + 

nephew) but she also lives interstate. I have a younger half brother and sister who 

are only 6 years and 3 years old. My parents both have long tem partners who are 

also a big part of my life. I also have an Aboriginal foster sister who lived with me 

for 5 years. She is only 2 days older than me + now she has her own 1 yrs old 

baby in Darwin. Finally, I have my 1 yr old Siberian Husky puppy [sic] (R35).  

 

4.4 Reasons for returning to study and early experiences of adult learning 

The guidelines to background details and initial contact with the Research School were 

framed to encourage the respondents to provide specific factual information concerning 

themselves and their situation. In contrast, the later questions asked them to write down 

their personal thoughts, feelings and aspirations about their studies, as well as, their 

opinions and comments about their learning experiences as adult students. Such 

personalised data taps into the individual‟s inner being or consciousness and is best 

analysed as insights into the individual as a social actor (see 1.6). Rather than present a 

numerical summary of the factual content of these responses, as in the Tables of the 
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previous section, it seemed more appropriate to analyse their significance by taking into 

account the way in which the respondents expressed themselves and their views. 

 

In responding to the guideline questions about their aims and goals in undertaking adult re-

entry studies, a few of the  participants made fairly general comments, such as desiring to 

better themselves personally and educationally (R9) or improving their educational status 

(R28). In most cases, however, the respondents mentioned more specific goals, such as 

getting a better job (R24, R28, R34), while R5 was quite explicit in wanting to get into the 

defence force. One respondent linked the above two aspects in his comments, as well as 

expressing his regret at having dropped out of secondary studies. 

I returned to adult re-entry education because I always regreted not finishing high 

school. I want to further educate myself and be able to look back and say I finished 

high school…My aims and goals are to get a good job or further educate myself 

after finishing school [sic] (R24) 

There were five others who expressed their aim solely in terms of completing Year 12 or 

gaining the SACE qualifications (R4, R6, R8, R15, R38). A further six saw their goal as 

completing Year 12 so that they could proceed to further or tertiary studies, without being 

explicit about the type or level (R1, R10, R21, R25, R27, R28). One (R11) wanted to go on 

to studies in TAFE. 

 

Over half the respondents (23), however, explained that their long – term goal was to study 

at university. Most of their statements recognised that completing SACE was the first stage 

of this goal. Eight (R12, R13, R19, R22, R29, R35, R40) actually mentioned the necessity 

of getting a TER (Tertiary Entrance Ranking) score which was high enough for them to 
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receive an offer of a university place. Three (R3, R7, R23) specifically wanted to become 

teachers and a third (R22) to study management. The preponderance of respondents 

aiming to go to university studies is explained by the fact that most were in the SACE 

rather than the VET programs. 

The following two responses were typical of the participants who had university aspirations. 

At the present I‟m currently p/time doing year 12, so I can enter university to study 

primary school teaching or social work specialising in Youth work. My biggest aim 

at the moment to complete Year 12 studies which I think is an achievement in itself 

(R3). 

Goals / aims – to complete Yr 12 

         -   to get a high ter 

                     -   to get into the university course I wanted 

                     -   to prove to myself that I could undertake high education (R19). 

 

In the course comments, a number explained their underlying motivation. Respondent 8 

saw education as necessary for the future. Others expressed dissatisfaction with existing 

jobs (in factory and in the retail sector, respectively) and wanted to give themselves a 

better chance (R2, R20). As R40 explained, „I was sick of getting to the second interview 

and not being good enough for the job.‟ Several more commented on the importance of 

education for their self – esteem, confidence and identity (R9, R19, R20, R24). Others 

were concerned to improve their basic skills, especially in writing, and build up their 

confidence through developing study and learning strategies (r25, R26, R32, R34). It is 

noteworthy that three out these four respondents were older students in the Uni SA – PAL 

program. 
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One of the aspects that the guidelines on background details had suggested as a topic for 

discussion was relevant life experiences. The majority of the respondents (33) did discuss 

one or more circumstances which they felt had impacted on their lives, either negatively or 

positively. Because of the element of personal evaluation in their comments, it seems 

appropriate to discuss these responses in the present section. 

 

Some referred to negative factors which had been barriers to them achieving their best, 

especially in education. Health problems had held back R7, R6 and R18. For R2, the 

impediment was family commitment, while others cited difficult family circumstances (R9, 

R20, R28, R31). In other cases, the negative experiences had come at work, through loss 

of a job or bad treatment (R1, R3, R8, R19). The effect of this experience was described by 

one of the respondents. He had  

worked casually in retail sector from early 1994 and had initially intended to make 

a career in retail, however was nearly fired in late 1995 / early 1996. In February 

1995, gained a full – time job in a roadhouse in remote South Australia, lasted less 

than a fortnight as I was too young for such a dramatic step (R20). 

Others recalled negative experiences at school, which had led to dropping out early and 

great uncertainty about resuming study as an adult student (R1, R15, R27, R32). 

 

More of the comments, however, focussed on positive experiences in their life, such as 

travel within Australia (R11, R24) or overseas (R10, R17, R23, R24, R34). Two others 

mentioned their enjoyment of social interaction in the student re-entry context (R2 and 

R25). Participation in group activities, such as competitive sport (R13) or bands (R14) had 
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proved very positive experiences for these two respondents. However, the life experience 

most frequently mentioned (by 17 respondents) was the educational aspirations which had 

led them to return to study at the Adult Campus. This belief in the value of education and 

the benefits it could bring them was often learned from and actively supported by family 

members (R2, R4, R8, R12, R19, R20, R23, R26, R29, R30, R31, R36, R37, R38, R39, 

R40). 

 

 The statement of R19 encapsulates a number of these life experiences, both positive and 

negative. 

The reason why I decided to study as an adult student was because I lost my full 

time job in the IT industry. As I had no job I thought my only option was to 

complete my education and go on to tertiary studies… The reason why I did not 

complete my education in the first place was because I was offered a fulltime 

position whilst doing year 11. As I was not enjoying my schooling I was only to 

please to accept the position offered…Both my parents encouraged me to go back 

to my education as they also believe education is the key. I believe that my life 

experiences will hold me in good stead when I enter the workforce. My previous 

working employment along with my tertiary education will provide a massive 

advantage for me. I also believe the fact that I chose to come back to school as an 

Adult Student will show commitment and a willingness to learn that will be 

beneficial to any employer of mine [Sic]. 

 

The guidelines suggested that one of the aspects that could be discussed was their 

feelings as they began the process of enrolling and embarking on their studies. Not 
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surprisingly, thirteen described these initial reactions in negative terms. One found it 

„tedious‟ (R7), while another confessed to being „not motivated‟ (R37). One of the mature - 

aged respondents „felt a little bit strange being older than a lot of other students‟ (R5). A 

few mentioned the specific problems they faced: the difficulty of writing a competency 

statement (R26); the „need to focus on time management „(R30); problems with work and 

study at night (R38). More often, respondents described themselves as nervous, full of 

trepidation and uncertainty about returning to study (R6, R10, R34, R39). One was afraid 

Year 12 would prove „too difficult‟ (R2); another was unsure of the difficulties and 

challenges ahead (R1); a third questioning, „what if I failed? (R28). These feelings were 

explained most fully in the following comment, 

I felt going back to school was something I had to do for myself. Despite this, I 

approached it with trepidation. I was worried that the work would be too hard for 

me; that the workload would be too much; that I would not make any friends. I also 

thought that I would resent loosing the freedom that I was used to (R33). 

 

Five of the respondents explained how their early trepidation had been replaced by more 

positive feelings. „Demanding but enjoyable‟, said R17; „unsure but became more 

comfortable‟ said R25; „challenging but rewarding‟, according to R31; „starting off was 

difficult at first but then settled in‟, explained R23. Another, who was not keen to return to 

study, found that „you are respected more and treated better as an adult‟ (R22). 

 

Over half the respondents reported positively on their initial experiences at the Adult 

Campus of the Research School. Some focussed on the administrative process. „The re-

entry process was fantastic. The counsellors were a great help in all ways‟, wrote R14. 
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Another also commented positively on the counsellors‟ assistance (R29). Three claimed 

that the whole process was easy, positive and smoother than expected (R20, R32, R35). 

Respondent 18 attributed the process to the staff. „The staff made the re-entry process 

very easy. There was never any obvious pressure, merely guidance and advice provided 

as when needed‟. 

 

A number of the positive statements were quite succinct: „great, loved it‟ (R4); „positive‟ 

(R27); a „good‟ experience (R13, R15, R16). One respondent commented on the „positive 

environment to students‟ (R19) and another on the „variety of subject choices available‟ 

(R21). Two singled out the way in which their initial experiences in adult education had 

boosted their confidence. „Very rewarding and has built up self – esteem‟; wrote R3, while 

R9 explained how excited she was about returning to studies. „I knew it would make me 

feel better about myself and that it would help me get further in life. Knowing I am not just 

destined to be checkout chick is a great feeling.‟ 

 

Another two respondents pointed to the adult ethos of the campus. Respondent 1 reported 

enjoying the greater flexibility and longer lesson periods, admitting that „as an adult my 

interest and commitment has been greater towards my study‟.  According to R8, the „re-

entry process is great for anyone, craving independence from conventional study.‟ 

Respondent 24 summed it up as „Excellent. Teachers were supportive. I feel the whole 

process is well worth doing and more schools should offer it.‟ 

 

Experience at the Research School had suggested that the first few weeks of study were 

often critical in determining whether adult students stayed on or dropped out. The personal 
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statement guidelines had there fore included a question on how they felt about the start of 

their studies. While eight of the respondents discussed their concerns and worries, there 

were thirteen who reported positive experiences. The responses of a further fourteen 

involved both types of comments. 

 

Overall, it was possible to identify a number of practical issues which respondents were 

concerned with. For some it was coping with deadlines (R1) and workloads (R4, R27). 

Others spoke of not having enough course information (R7), the problem of adjusting to 

study again (R2, R19), the need to get into a routine (R5, R30, R33), manage their time 

(R27) or settle into the atmosphere of the Adult Campus and its procedures (R12, R21). 

 

Other respondents recalled their personal feelings of inadequacy and nervousness (R35) 

or worrying about the decision they made to return to study (R26) or the choice of subjects 

(R15). Respondent 25 had found the beginning of the course „stressful, uncomfortable and 

apprehensive‟. For R39, there had been an initial sense of isolation which came from not 

knowing anyone else, but once this was overcome, she felt „good‟. Another had felt 

uncomfortable at the thought of having to mix in with Year 12 secondary students (R16). 

 

Around one third of the respondents indicated that these early difficulties had largely been 

overcome. Six specifically mentioned the support of teachers and school‟s support network 

in this process (R2, R3, R19, R21, R30, R33). Others found support in their fellow students 

(R13, R35). Two described the results of their studies as rewarding (R27, R28). As R28 

explained, it was intimidating at first and she was surprised at the presence of so many 

students younger than herself. Subsequently, „even though it isn‟t always easy balancing 
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home and school, I am finding my results very rewarding and I am sure in the long run I‟ll 

be happy that I achieved my SACE certificate.‟ However, there was one who reported a 

reverse experience, whereby her early enthusiasm had „worn off a fair bit‟ (R38). 

 

Those who described their first few weeks of returning to study in positive terms are 

epitomized in the comments of R40: „I was excited. I enjoy learning and being in a thinking 

environment.‟ Similarly R6 explained that he was enjoying the study, was wiling to learn 

and had found the teachers approachable. This sense of personal enjoyment and 

excitement came out in a number of briefer comments: „interesting and relevant‟ (R17); 

„interesting and enjoyable‟ (R31); like „experimenting with ideas‟ (R32); and „enjoy the 

independence‟ (R35). Another appreciated that the courses and teaching were „well 

structured (R18), while R9 was pleased to find that her „skills improved as time went on.‟  

 

More mundanely, one respondent reported that he was full of enthusiasm because he was 

finding it „easy‟ (R8), while another claimed it was easy because she was repeating Year 

12 subjects. For R21, it was important to be able to do her studies at night and work during 

the day, while R22 found it easy to fit in because „other adults were in similar 

circumstances.‟ 

 

4.5 Evaluation of adult learning experiences 

The third section of the personal statement guide asked the participants to evaluate their 

experiences as adult re-entry students. Most took up the suggestion to discuss what had 

been positive and negative experiences for them, to consider the outcomes of their studies 

and to offer advice to other adults who might be thinking of a return to study. 
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In order to make a direct comparison of the participants‟ positive and negative experiences, 

their comments were categorised and summarised in Tables 18 and 19 respectively. 

Positive responses were given by all 40 respondents who mentioned a total of 77 aspects 

of their experiences. In relation to negative comments, a quarter of the respondents made 

none, and the number of negative aspects discussed amounted to only a half of the 

positive ones. It was also noteworthy that two thirds of the positive responses could be 

grouped into five main categories while the negative responses were scattered across 

eleven categories with no category being mentioned as often as the five main groupings of 

the positive comments. Furthermore, eight of the negative categories were mentioned by 

only one or two respondents. Analysed in this way, the evaluation of adult learning 

experiences by this set of respondents can be seen to be predominantly positive. 

 

The positive evaluation of most of the participants also came out very strongly in the more 

qualitative analysis of what they said and how. Three of the five main categories in the 

positive responses can be seen to relate directly to the proclaimed aims of adult re-entry 

education, namely, the gaining of knowledge, learning and an education qualification, 

mentioned by 21%; improvement in study and literacy skills (12%); and increase in self – 

esteem and confidence (12%). This finding suggests a reasonable degree of alignment 

between the programs and learning environment which the adult campus was offering and 

the actual experiences of those adults who studied at the Research School. A fourth 

frequently mentioned category, interacting with supportive teachers (17% of positive 

experiences discussed), both confirms the above finding and points to one of the factors 

which helped to make adult re-entry studies a positive experience for many adult students. 
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However, the second most frequently mentioned positive experience, that of making new 

contacts and friends (19% of all responses), was not among the Research School‟s formal 

aims for its adult programs, nor most probably, was it intended or expected by the students 

themselves. Undoubtedly, it was recognised by experienced teachers and counsellors of 

adult students, who in fact did much to encourage it informally, as the Adult Campus 

newsletters demonstrated (see 3.4.2 and 3.5.4). From a sociological perspective, the 

development of new networks of relationships can be regarded as an expected outcome of 

an individual‟s move into a new social context. 

 

Many of the respondents mentioned two or three of these positive features in concise 

statements. Respondent 2 claimed to have met new people, learned more about the world, 

improved his educational skills and his self esteem. Another was „re-learning how to write 

essays again, realising my own potential, realising that I am mature enough to recognise 

my own areas of weakness‟ (R18). A third found her adult learning experiences were very 

positive, in that „I have enjoyed the chance to learn skills and gain knowledge and to do 

something with my life and do well at it‟. 

 

A more extensive discussion is contained in the personal statement of R20, who had 

begun his adult studies in the mid 1990s. With the benefit of hindsight, he was able to 

reflect upon what his adult re-entry experience had meant for his subsequent university 

studies and career. 

In part, I am where I am today because of attending an adult re-entry college. 

Studying at such a college gave me an opportunity, and support, to pursue the 

fields of study that I was, and still am, interested in, and it nurtured my interest in 
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these fields. It provided the springboard for the university studies I started after 

leaving [the Research School]. I think the positive experience for me was that I 

was able to achieve the goals that I set myself, and that going to an adult re-entry 

college was a key component in this occurring. I was able to study the areas, such 

as politics, that I had always had an interest in. I also believe that the „environment‟ 

in an adult re-entry college is a positive in terms of studying. Being able to relate to 

the teachers as an adult is extremely beneficial, and provides a much more 

conducive learning environment. Undertaking Year 12 at an adult re-entry college 

also gave me the confidence to believe that I could not only get into university, but 

succeed at university. 

   Table 18:  Positive Experiences Mentioned by: Respondents (N=40) 
 

Type of 
Experience 

Respondents Who Commented N % 
 

Gaining of 

knowledge, 

learning, education 

qualifications 

R2, R5, R6, R7, R10, R15, R20, R22, R26, R28, 

R9, R31, R33, R34, R35, R39, R40,  

16 21 

Making new 

contacts and friends 

R2, R4, R5, R7, R9, R15, R16, R19, R25, R26, 

R28, R30, R36, R37, R39 

15 19 

Interacting with 

supportive teachers 

R4, R6, R9, R12, R13, R14, R17, R19, R20, R25, 

R36, R37, R39 

13 17 

Improvement in 

study and literacy 

skills 

R2, R5, R11, R18, R26, R30, R32, R33, R34 

 

9 12 

Increase with self 

esteem and 

confidence 

R2, R3, R9, R18, R20, R25, R27, R31, R33 

 

9 12 

Increase in freedom 

and independence 

R8, R9, R16, R21, R22, R23, R35 

 

7 9 

Positive school 

learning 

environment 

R3, R17, R19, R20, R26, R32 6 8 

Access to 

Resources 

R38 1 1 

Community service 

possibility 

R34 1 1 

Total Experiences 

Discussed 

 77 100 
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The discussion of negative experiences appeared to be at a different level. Six of the 

respondents, representing 15% of the total responses, expressly stated that for them there 

were no negative experiences. Another five made no reply to this question. For the 

remainder, it can be seen that the negative experiences discussed were scattered much 

more across a number of different areas and often appeared to be the concern of one or 

two individuals. Balancing family and study responsibilities, loss of social life and being 

confronted by perceptions of some people that it was strange to return to study as an adult 

were each mentioned by only two respondents. Loss of income, loss of other interests, not 

knowing other students, problems with subject content were experiences mentioned by 

one respondent only. While these were clearly important issues for the people concerned, 

there was no evidence that other respondents shared them. 

 

The negative experience most commonly mentioned (representing 18% of the total 

responses) was pressure of workload. This was explained by R33 as „pressure of 

assignments and exams‟, while R26 spoke of „stress concerning assignments needing be 

done‟. What might be termed organisational problems were discussed by six of the 

students. Here, too, there was no commonality in the negative experiences; each 

discussed a different issue, from having to share Year 12 classes with secondary students 

to travel distances to objecting to photo IDs. For R38, her „negative experience was my car 

being broken into and my wallet stolen.‟  Another four complained about unsupportive 

teachers, but again it was clear that these related to a particular situation of conflict with a 

teacher, or difficulty in finding teachers out class. 
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Table 19:  Negative Experiences Mentioned by: Respondents (N=40) 

Type of Experience Respondents Who Commented N % 
 

Pressure of Workload R11, R13, R25, R26, R29, R31, R33 7 18 

 

Nothing Negative 

R6 R15, R16, R17, R20, R39 6 15 

 

Organisational 

Problems  

 

R8, R9, R36, R28, R30, R38,  6 15 

Unsupportive Teachers R4, R7, R21, R37,  

 

4 10 

 

Behaving 

Responsibilities 

R3, R19,  

 

2 5 

Loss of Social Life R1, R35,  

 

2 5 

Negative Public 

Perceptions 

R10, R34,  2 5 

Freedom Not Always 

Good 

 

R23 1 2.5 

Loss of Income R5 1 2.5 

Loss of Other Interest 

 

32 1 2.5 

Not Knowing Other 

Students 

 

R13 1 2.5 

Subject Content 

 

R34 1 2.5 

No Comment 

 

R2, R12, R24, R27, R40,  5 13 

TOTAL Experiences 

Discussed 

 

 39 98.5 

 

All but four of the respondents made mentioned of the support structures that were 

available to them to use. Only one claimed not to be aware of their existence (R36). Three 

indicated that they chose not to use the school support structures; R11, for example, said 

he preferred to solve his own problems. Five others mentioned friends and peers as an 

important source of support and seven relied on family members. Respondent 3 explained 

that he didn‟t use the school support but sought advice from her daughter who was 

completing Year 12. Over half (21) referred to teachers as the main support they turned to, 
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another sixteen mentioned the school counsellor, four mentioned the tutorial sessions, two 

the Chaplain and another two the library. 

 

It was also noteworthy that almost half the respondents mentioned at least two of these 

supports in their comments. One respondent listed teachers, school counsellors, family 

and friends (R19) and another, school counsellors, front desk staff, teachers, other 

students and family (R33). Respondent 20 judged the school support structure to be 

excellent. „The teachers were always available to assist and provide advice to me, when 

required, but at the same time, encouraged me to use my initiative and resourcefulness 

when undertaking final exams.‟ Overall, the responses suggest that most respondents 

were aware of the support which was available to them and made use of it when they felt 

they needed to.    

 

Any consideration of the way participants responded to the guideline question about the 

ending of their studies and whether they had achieved their original goal needs to take into 

account the time frame in which the responses were made. Many of the respondents wrote 

their personal statements towards the end of the school year, when the results of their 

adult studies were not yet available. It was difficult for them to be sure therefore whether 

they had met their original goals. Eleven did not comment on their feelings about the end 

process, and four others simply said unsure. The others expressed a range of responses 

from positive to high positive. There were eight who described the end experience in such 

terms as „good‟ (R7), „great‟ (R14), „enjoyable‟ (R17) and „glad to achieve set goals‟ (R19). 

Another expressed appreciation of being treated with understanding and respect by 

teachers (R33). Six were more cautious; although they felt pleased with what they had 
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achieved, they knew the final results were still to come. „So far so good‟, said R37, and „not 

there yet, but pleased with results‟, in the words of R38. As R26 put it, „the process will end 

once I am accepted into university‟. 

 

There were four whose predominant feelings could be described as relief. „I feel great 

because it is all finished‟, wrote R15; „glad it is almost done‟, said R5 and „very relieved‟ 

(R13). Three described the adult study program as tough or hard. Respondent 9 explained 

that she was stressed, but glad she had stuck to it; „deadlines, word count, oral are all 

words I don‟t want to hear again for a few months.‟ The last phrase suggests, however, 

that she had not been completely turned off by her experiences. In the case of two 

respondents (R16 and R18), the difficulties they had experienced had been overcome with 

support from a counsellors. Respondent 18 gave a useful insight into how he had been 

helped. 

I experienced some difficulties with a particular subject and sought advice from a 

counsellor as I was unsure if I should continue the subject. With sensible advice 

from the counsellor, I adapted my views of the subject and how it was being 

taught. As a result I found the subject easier to follow and understand. 

 

The tone of the comments on whether they had achieved their original goal was rather 

more positive although their content echoed some of the same concerns and qualifications. 

Only five gave no response this question, while another four were tentative. „Only time will 

tell‟, said R23; „I think I have met my goal but I will find out before Christmas‟, was the 

comment of R16. Two mentioned specific limitations to their achievements, illness had 
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impaired on the goals R6 had set herself, while R14 considered that she could have 

achieved more in one subject area. 

 

As many as sixteen interpreted their current situation as having partially met their goals. 

Even though they were still waiting for final results, these respondents felt that what they 

had achieved over the year was worthwhile and fulfilling. Respondent 2, for example, was 

unsure of whether he would get into university, but considered that his goal of „seeking to 

complete year 12 had been met.‟ Another explained, „I haven‟t yet reached my end goal 

but I feel I am well on the way‟ (R24). For R26, the original goal was to pass: „I have yet to 

finish, but, I have surprised myself with the results I have received so far.‟ One felt 

confident enough to say, „yes, so far [I have achieved my goal]. I am keeping up with work 

and getting positive results‟ (R25). Similar comments were made by R18, R30, R37, R38, 

39, all of whom felt they were on track to achieve their goals. 

 

Eleven of the participants made unqualified statements that they had achieved their goal. 

For some, R12 and R15, the very fact that they had managed to finish the year 

represented the completion of their goal. Respondent 3 expressed her excitement at 

completing her studies. Others had more extensive goals which they were pleased to have 

met. „Yes,‟ said R18, „(1) completed Year 12; (2) achieved TER; (3) accepted into 

university.‟ Another claimed, „I have met my goal and have improved and maintained good 

grades. I will get a TER‟ (R35).  

 

Some were aware that they had gained in more than just a paper qualification. One 

explained that he had met his goal and was able to take way the skills and knowledge 
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gained (R7). For R32, improvement in writing skills represented the achievement of a 

personal goal. A few expressed the opinion that their achievements had gone beyond their 

goal. Respondent 7 felt he had „exceeded original expectations‟ and R20 claimed that by 

getting into university, he had exceeded his original goal.  

 

At the end of the personal statement guidelines, there were three opportunities for 

participants to add further thoughts and comments. The first asked if there were any other 

advantages they had gained from adult re-entry education. The second was the suggestion 

to give advice to other adults who were thinking of enrolling in re-entry programs. The third 

was a chance to provide final remarks. Many of the themes identified in the discussion of 

their positive adult learning experiences, (see Table 18) were re-iterated and sometimes 

further developed in their responses to these opportunities.  

 

Among the thirty respondents who mentioned additional advantages, there were nine who 

commented on aspects of learning beyond the gaining of a paper qualification (R1, R5, 

R12, R17, R19, R24, R27, R31). For example, R1 spoke of „the realisation that you are 

learning when you think you are not, and how beneficial to you as a person learning is‟. 

Eight discussed the boost to their self-confidence (R1, R3, R4, R8, R21, R25, R33, R34). 

This was dramatically portrayed by R4. „I got told in 2000 that I was not capable of doing 

Year 12 in one year. I went on the quest (Year 12 in 2002) to prove them wrong and I did.‟ 

 

Six valued the social contacts they had made (R3, R14, R19, R24, R28, R33). In the words 

of R28, „there have been more advantages from being at re-entry college as I am 

surrounding myself with people who want something from life.‟ Appreciation of the support 
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of teachers was expressed by three respondents (R9, R12, R14), with R9 saying „teachers 

were very understanding.‟ Two respondents (R12, R35) spoke of their gains in 

independence and freedom, R35 in the one word „independence.‟ 

 

A number of their remarks were linked to two or more of these aspects in the same 

statement. These included: 

 „considerable support from teachers and students‟ (R14) 

 „relationships built and study skills gained‟ (R19) 

 „good communication skills, desire to learn more and meet new people‟ (R24) 

 „enjoyed studying with varying ages, gained knowledge, skills and confidence‟ 

(R33) 

 „friendship and education‟ (R37) 

 „positives of individual learning and freedom but with support and encouragement‟ 

(R12). 

 

Only half the respondents added additional remarks at the end. Some, like R1, R15, R16 

and R28 took the chance to express their gratitude to teachers in particular. „Thank you for 

giving me the chance to put something back‟, said R1. Another claimed, „I have sucked 

everything out of the school and teachers‟ (R16). For R37, „this experience has been a 

good experience and definitely worthwhile.‟  

 

However, there were some points that were raised for the first time. Two commented on 

the low cost of studying at the Research School. Respondent 9 saw this as a help to 

people on low incomes. Another „would highly recommend adult re-entry learning; Not only 
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because it was it useful in building skills, but because of the low costs and small classes 

(R17). Two others (R19 and R22) mentioned the advantages of having an adult campus 

separate from the younger students. In contrast, R18 indicated that he appreciated the mix 

of continuing secondary and adult students in Year 12 subjects as it provided „two – way 

learning.‟ Respondent 35 was pleased to enjoy the personal freedoms, such as not having 

to wear a school uniform. As she explained, 

Even little things are important to me….I was so happy reading my first Adult 

newsletter that simply said under uniform, All students must wear shoes. This is 

not negotiable. I thought to myself, this is my kind of school. 

 

Three raised issues of a wider concern. In the case of R32, he expressed his dislike of 

what he called „the mechanical nature‟ of much education today. Another had‟ noticed a lot 

of older students have problems with study tactics and writing skills,‟ which needed to be 

dealt with. Respondent 35 reflected on the way life can impact upon the individual‟s chance 

of education and wanted more government funding for adult students. „Mature aged 

members of society,‟ he argued, „should be encouraged to return to study and one way of 

bringing it to everyone‟s attention / notice is media coverage.‟  

 

All but three of the participants were prepared to offer advice to other adults contemplating 

a return to formal studies. None were completely negative in their advice or suggested that 

adult re-entry study was not worth attempting. Six were positive bur cautious in their 

response, stressing it was „difficult to study‟ (R5) and students needed to be motivated (R9, 

R36, R37). „With a lot of hard work and dedication, it will pay off in the end,‟ said R35. 
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Seven others were also supportive but offered specific advice. „Do subjects that are 

enjoyable and take small steps,‟ wrote R1. „Speak to others, who had done the course,‟ 

advised R7, while R33 said, „Start with a course you feel confident with and ask for help 

when you need it.‟ According to R19, „education is the key to life… but need to balance 

study, family, work and recreation.‟ The most comprehensive advice came from R34.  

Research, talk to people, don‟t be put off because of negative comments, age, 

gender, etc. Set goals. If unsure, start with PT or one subject. Then go for it. It‟s 

worth the hassles, heartache, and frustration when you get your degree, 

qualifications or job. 

 

The comments of another eight were positive. One recommended the Research School 

(R2). Some claimed it was a positive experience for them (R6, R18, R26) and encouraged 

others „to have a go‟ (R11, R12, R17, R27). Another fourteen were more enthusiastic in 

urging others to take advantage of adult re-entry programs. „Do it,‟ (R16, R27); „Go for it!! 

Thumbs up!! Good experience, „(R14); „Go for it – you wont regret it,‟ (R15). Others cited 

their own good experiences (R4, R13, R18). In the words of R3, „Go for it, as it is sociable, 

rewarding, and the teachers help you with every step to achieve your plans‟. Respondent 

20 explained „I think, as adults who have left school and experienced life a little, adult re-

entry education is a great environment for studying, providing good support for people who 

are at school because they want to be.‟ 

 

There were other respondents who argued the case for becoming involved in adult re-entry 

programs by reference to principles pf lifelong learning. 
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 „I strongly feel that adults who have not completed Year 12 studies should return to 

complete them‟ (R10); 

 „I think of adults want to study they should go for it‟ (R13); 

 „It‟s never too late to come back to school and go where you want in life‟ (R21); 

 „It doesn‟t matter your age, you still have the chance‟ (R22); 

 „I would tell anyone that it is well worth going back to school, no matter how old 

you are‟ (R39). 

 The importance of individuals being able to pursue education throughout their lifespan, 

particularly when their initial schooling, for whatever reason, has not been complete, was 

most apparent in the extended memoirs written more from the perspective of a lifetime for 

the pilot study. These are reproduced in full as Figures 17-19. They were written by older 

students who had been able to look back on their lives and reflect on the importance to 

them personally of being able to return to studies at different stages of their life to fulfil 

long-held ambitions or to follow up new interests. 

 

A 33 year old mother of four children recalled how her father had refused to support her 

university studies as she was growing up. Yet, at the time of writing her memoir, she was 

studying towards a university degree. She concluded by saying, 

Perhaps the best thing about returning to school for me is the chance to show my 

children the value of an education. I considered myself to be adequately educated 

before I went to (the Research School), but in my time there I learned new skills, 

such as public speaking, conflict resolution and team work. I now have confidence 

in myself, and have passed this onto my children. I still have regrets that I didn‟t 

finish year 12 when I was a teenager, but I know that it would never have led me to 
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where I am now. University is a whole new challenge, and can be quite daunting at 

times. Whenever I feel that I can‟t make it I remember the feeling I had when I 

opened my offer form the University. We are lucky, as adults, to have the chance 

to go back to education (P1). 

 

The second memoir writer left a secure job in life insurance and, despite having a 

dependent wife and three children, went to study drama at Flinders University after the 

Whitlam government abolished university fees in the mid seventies. Although he had only 

Year 11 Matriculation, he managed to pass his subjects at a high level „through the sheer 

pleasure of studying as an adult‟. He never achieved his ambition of becoming a famous 

actor, but went instead into a career in teaching. In his retirement he was undertaking the 

study of Year 12 politics at the Research School. He ended his memoir with the following 

thought, 

I always considered that I was at my best in the classroom – I was at my best at 

the chalk face. Being a student once again is a delight for me and I cherish the 

opportunity to do it (P2). 

 

In the third case, the memoir writer told his story in the third person. He left school at Year 

11 level to go in the Royal Australian Navy. After doing well in all levels of navy education, 

he was chosen for intensive language courses in Indonesian and did so well there that he 

went on to a subsequent Naval Staff and Command Course in which the language of 

instruction was Indonesian. Here he was „one of four foreign students and completed the 

course with a credit pass‟. He considered that he had gone as far as he could in the navy 

without formal tertiary qualifications. 
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After retirement he decided to resume some form of education, not for future 

employment, but for interest and possibly self-esteem by finally achieving what he 

should have done ages ago. At first University interest him, but a lack of 

confidence convinced him to undertake courses at (the Research School) to gain 

the skills and confidence required to possibly undertake further higher education 

(P3). 

   

4.6 Conclusions: Social justice and second-chance learning 

The personal statements of forty individuals provided an opportunity for a more in-depth 

analysis of the background and experiences of adult students at the Research School. In 

terms of being two thirds women, living predominantly in the inner south western suburbs 

of Adelaide and having mainly limited employment experiences in semi-skilled and service 

occupations, their background details were consistent with the Research School‟s earlier 

student surveys, reported in Part 2 (3.4.3). The fact that most were in the younger age 

range was also reflective of the School‟s student profile in recent years. In relation to their 

education background, the majority ahs not completed Year 12, or not completed well 

enough to go to a worthwhile job or tertiary studies. 

 

From such qualitative data it is possible to recognise commonalities not only across all of 

almost all of the participants, but also across particular sub-groups, as well as the opposite 

– what is distinctive to single individuals. Understanding the range and borders of these 

commonalities and the nature of the individualities in the students they are dealing with is 

important for any classroom teacher and school leader.  Within this set of data, one 

commonality across all respondents was enrolment in SACE subject and the desire to 
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achieve the SACE qualification. But within the total group, women with family 

responsibilities, or those in the under 19 age group with no work experience, formed 

groups which could be identified by the particular limitations they shared. At the individual 

level, for example, there were the particular circumstances of a divorced mother of three, 

who claimed to have spent all her life on a government pension and was the 

granddaughter of German immigrants who had settled in the local area. A very different 

example was the self-employed young man who appeared to be the only one who 

continued to work full-time while he was completing his studies.  

 

Overall, however, the background details of these adult students can be seen to indicate 

just the sort of individuals for whom the Joint Ministerial Statement of 1989 was concerned 

to provide in setting up a network of adult re-entry sites within DECS schools.  As part of 

this mainly social justice initiative, the Research School established its Adult Campus and 

its programs to give such people a second chance in learning – one which would be more 

successful and rewarding in its outcomes than their first.  The evidence of these personal 

statements, collected over a decade after these new structures were in place, suggests 

quire clearly that the Research School‟s adult re-entry programs were continuing to serve 

the envisaged target population.  What each of the participants in this study wrote in 

response to the guidelines therefore can be interpreted as a personal evaluation of what 

government policy and the Adult Campus‟s structure and programs offered them as adult 

students. 

 

Before considering the significance of the personal comments of the students, it is 

necessary to draw attention to the limitations of the data.  These statements were all 
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written by students who had felt comfortable enough, and sure enough that they were 

succeeding in their studies, to stay enrolled in their subjects.  As the Assistant Principal 

pointed out, adult students who do not like what is happening in their studies are quick to 

drop out (see Appendix 6.2.1).  It is important to note that there are numbers of people in 

the community who have dropped out of adult second-chance learning.  Their experiences 

deserve to be investigated.  The focus of the study, however, was deliberately on those 

who stayed on to complete their subjects in their adult re-entry programs, even though 

some chose to reduce their subject load and extend their studies into another year, as a 

means of coping.   

 

There are other known groups of adult students whose experiences are not tapped in this 

set of data. Adults of indigenous or immigrant and non-English speaking background are 

two such groups, which could have been prominent in the study has been done at a 

different re-entry site.  Another group of adult students who wee important in the Research 

School, but not included among those who wrote personal statements, were hose enrolled 

in the VET programs.  This study provides no insights into their specific experiences, but 

rather into the experienced of those completing SACE studies.  

 

The value of personal statements in allowing the writers to tell their own stories from the 

context of their own worlds can be seen in understanding, through their eyes, their decision 

to return to formal studies.  Such insights are invaluable for teachers and administrators in 

adult re-entry schools.  Perhaps the most surprising aspect of their discussions on why 

they had enrolled as adult students was the extent of their aspirations to go to university.  

Almost three quarters saw their long term goal as tertiary, predominantly university, 
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studies.  Such high-pitched and long term goals could seem very unexpected and highly 

unlikely, in the light of the background details which the writers had given about 

themselves.  It is confirmed and explained in part, however, by the fact that almost half and 

specifically mentioned educational aspirations and belief in the importance of education, 

learned most often from family members, as the experience which has had the most 

impact on their lives. 

 

The participants‟ evaluation of their adult learning experiences, judged from all the various 

parts of their responses in the last two sections of the guidelines, can be regarded as 

strongly positive.  The summaries of their negative and positive experiences demonstrated 

clearly that both in number and substance, the positive comments outweighed the 

negative.  Furthermore, the positive comments were reiterated at various times, particularly 

in their advice to others and their final comments. 

 

It should be stressed here that the learning outcomes they were reporting in such positive 

terms were not in most cases the objective marks they had received in their SACE 

subjects, their TER scores or the offer of a university place.  Rather they were reporting the 

positive outcomes of their learning in personal terms, explaining what it meant to them as 

adult people.  They talked of their sense of achievement in overcoming problems and 

difficulties, their pleasure in mastering skills which had previously eluded them, their growth 

in self esteem and sense of personal freedom, their delight in the actual learning process 

and in sharing it with like-minded people, their heightened sense of what they could gain 

from life and give to society.  It should not go unnoticed that these positive experiences 

described by the participants closely mirrored the Vision and Mission of the Research 
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School and the hopes and expectations of the School leaders and teachers who were 

committed to fostering the learning of adult students who wanted a second chance at 

completing their secondary education.  
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 Figure 17 

 Pilot Study 1 (P1) 
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Figure 18 Pilot Study 2 (P2) 
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Figure 19 

Pilot Study 3 (P3) 
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5.0 Conclusion To Portfolios Of Research 

 Everyone deserves a second chance and re -entry schools are an opportunity 

for  peop le  to  red iscover the i r  s t rengths and overcome the i r  weaknesses 

 (Appendix 6.2.4).   

 

T h i s  po r t f o l i o  o f  re sea r ch  s e t  ou t  t o  i nve s t i ga te  t he  S ou th  Au s t ra l i a n 

phenomenon of an adult re -entry sector within the publ ic secondary school 

system.  This was achieved through three separate but related studies, all of 

which adopted an interpretative approach derived from Weber's Social Action 

perspect ive  wh ich  he lped  to  h igh l igh t  the  p rocess  o f  ind iv idua ls  mak ing 

decisions.  These ranged from Ministers deciding to establi sh adult re-entry 

programs in secondary schools, to school principals and their deputies deciding 

to  o f fer  evening c lasses for  the unemployed youth in  the i r  area, to  s ta f f 

choosing to teach on adult  re -entry si tes and individual adults deciding to 

take the plunge and return to formal studies.  The main findings from the three 

studies are summarised below. 

 

5.1 Main findings 

The f irst part of the portfolio described the way the South Australian public 

education system developed in the decades after the Second World War, leading 

up to the increasing demand from adults for an opportunity to return to formal  

studies during the eighties.  Parliamentary debates and interview data from key 

decision makers were analysed to establish that social justice concerns and 

some recognition of the importance of lifelong education were the acknowledged 
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reasons fo r  in t roduc ing  speci f i c  prov is ion for  adu l t  re -ent ry  s tudents to 

complete Matr icula t ion studies.   Their estab l ishment with in the secondary  

school system rather than in TAFE Colleges was driven, at least in part, by the 

pragmatic need to boost enrolments in some secondary schools and maximise 

funding from Canberra based on secondary enrolments.  Yet, once established, 

the adult colleges and campuses proved able to divers ify their programs to meet 

new student demands and f it  in with the economic rat ional ist  pol ic ies of  a 

liberal government.  Some took the initiative to develop a new strand of VET 

programs to cater for students anxious to gain a specific job qualification a nd 

la te r  to  in t roduce  an  innova t ive  p rogram for  matu re age  s tuden ts  wh ich 

functioned as an alternative to normal university entrance requirements.  By 

2005  a l l  bu t  one  o f  t he  o r ig ina l  adu l t  s i tes  s t i l l  su rv i ved ,  a l though  the 

initial establishment funding had been withdrawn and adult re -entry sites only 

had access to the same level of resources as other secondary school programs .  

Some had minimal, or highly specialised offerings for adult students.  Four,  

however,  had emerged as key prov iders o f  wel l  recogn ised and ef fect ive 

programs for adult students.  Para West in the northern suburbs of Adelaide, 

Hamilton to the south, Thebarton in the inner west and Marden in the inner east 

we re  each  en ro l l i ng  ove r  1  000  adu l t  s t uden ts  a  yea r  ( see  endpage ) .   

 

In Part two of the portfolio the researcher sought to trace what happened in 

one of the secondary schools chosen as an adult re -entry site (the Research 

School) and how it came to establish an Adult Campus.  Through the use of  

school documents and interviews with key staff in leadership positions in the 
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Adul t  Campus,  i t  was possib le  to  see how the school  had d ivers i f ied i ts 

programs to meet changing student needs and new emphases in government policy,  

wh i le  ma in ta in ing  i t s  commi tmen t  to  p r inc ip les  o f  adu l t  lea rn ing .     I t s 

approach to adult  educat ion cou ld be ident i f ied as hol ist ic (see 1.5.4),  in  

tha t  p r inc ip les  o f  adu l t  lea rn ing  and rad ica l  educat ion,  such  as  t rea t ing 

students as adult learners, seeking to build up their skills and confidence and 

empowering them to continue their studies, was complemented by organisation, 

timetabling and provision of appropriate  support and facilit ies which fostered 

an environment posit ive to learning.  In th is the role of  the teachers  was 

seen to be crucial and the school leaders  put much emphasis on the on-going 

professional development of staff and the effective induction of new teachers 

into the School's teaching approaches and established routines of supporting 

students.    By 2005 its enrolment in the various programs being o ffered had 

stabilised  at around 1 000 adult students a year.   The student outcome most  

f requent ly noted by teachers and counsel lors  was the enhanced sense of 

personal worth and self-confidence displayed by the students over the course of 

their studies.  This was evident in the way they approached their learning more 

positively, discussed topics with their fellow students and teachers  and made 

plans for what they hoped to do in the future. 

 

Part three collected and analysed the personal statements of  forty adult re- 

entry students from the Research School, mainly from the years 2002 and 2003. 

The analysis of these documents gave evidence of the continuing demand for 

adu l t  re -ent ry  programs wi th in  the school 's  surrounding communi ty .   The 
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personal statements and memoirs i l lustrated very clearly the diversity to be 

found  among adu l t  s tuden ts  -  in  fami ly  backgrounds ,  the  range o f  the i r 

educat ional and l i fe experiences, the di f ferent barr iers and problems they 

needed to overcome, the variations in interests and  abilit ies.  Yet all of them 

wanted a second chance at secondary education as the means to a better job or 

the opportunity for further study and they appreciated the way the Adult Campus 

of the Research School was helping them to achieve their goals the se cond time 

around.  A number also expressed their commitment to education as a lifelong 

pursuit.    

 

5.2 Reasons for the success of the adult re-entry policy 

South Australia has been the only Australian state to set up a network of adult  

re-entry colleges or campuses within the framework of secondary schools.  It is 

pert inent therefore to ask how successful this policy has been and why.  I t  

could be argued that one object ive indicator of  the pol icy 's success is the 

fact  that  the re -ent ry  programs have surv ived changing governments and 

difficult financial times and now operate as an accepted part of the provision 

of secondary education in the state.  Their acceptance may be explained partly 

by  ano ther  impor tan t  fac t  -  tha t  they  p rov ide  fo r  we l l  over  4  000  adu l t 

students each year.  And even though many of these are part -time, adult re- 

ent ry  s tudents cont inue to  prov ide a  substant ia l  boost   to enro lments  in 

public secondary schools.  The other more personal indicator of the success of 

t he  adu l t  re -en t ry  po l i cy  i s  co n ta ined  i n  t he  pe rson a l  s ta te me n ts  and 

testimonies of adult students themselves, examples of which are to be found 
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mainly in Part three but, to a lesser extent, also in Part two.  They provide a  

clear indication of the personal benefits which the stud ents themselves saw 

flowing from their adult learning experiences.  Moreover, in so far as these 

second-chance students proceeded to university or higher TAFE studies, or into 

permanent and skilled employment in the community, they were then in a position 

to make a worthwhile contribution to society rather than remain a drain upon 

i t ,  because they were unemployed or  unable  to  support  themselves fu l ly. 

 

One factor in the success of the adult re -entry sites was the establishment 

funding which the Labour government provided when the policy was introduced and 

which continued until the Liberal government withdrew this additional level of 

funding in 1998.  These funds enabled the si tes to provide adult -or iented 

facil i t ies and resources, such as computing suites, l ibraries, tutorial rooms, 

student lounges and cafes.  Such features were obvious to any adult student 

entering the site and provided an immediate indicator that studying as an adult  

was different from being a secondary school student.  Linked to this was t he 

fact that many of the nine original sites chose to become adult only colleges,  

as in the case of Para West and Thebarton, or to establish separate adult  

campuses, as happened at the Research School.  As a result the adult sites were 

organised as separate entit ies, had their own rules for students (such as no 

un iforms and the provis ion o f  a  p lace to  smoke) and deve loped teach ing 

t imetables geared to the avai labi l i ty of adult students and the demands on 

their time.  In these ways they created an environmen t and ethos for learning 

which appealed to adult  students and helped them to overcome their early 
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uncer ta in t ies  and  fea r  o f  fa i lu re .  I t  i s  no t  w i thou t  s ign i f i cance  tha t  the 

s i tes which p laced the greatest  emphasis  on such an adult  or ientat ion in 

resources and organisation were those that attracted the greatest number of 

students. 

 

Even more importantly, the adult orientation of the re -entry sites extended to 

the teaching and learning approaches which they adopted.  The sorts of adult  

lea rn ing  p r inc ip les  e la bora ted  in  1 .4  and  1 .5 ,  wh ich  had  been  so  much 

a p p r e c i a t e d  b y  a du l t  s t u d e n t s  w h e n  T A FE  C o l l e g e s   s t a r t e d  o f f e r i n g 

Matr iculat ion subjects in the mid eight ies,  were taken up  in the adult  re - 

entry s i tes.   This was very evident in the Research School 's profe ssional 

development and induction of new staff into the approaches to adult learning 

which became a feature of its Adult Campus.  Many of the student comments 

expressed  the i r  apprec ia t ion  o f  be ing  t reated  as  equa ls  in  the  lea rn ing 

process,  of  the understand ing and f lexib i l i ty of  their teachers and of  the 

support that teachers offered them.  Part of this sensitivity to adult students 

was the development of programs designed to meet their  needs and interests. 

The in i t ia l  focus on Year 11 and 12 programs was  complemented f i rst  by 

foundation studies for those who had dropped out of school early or been away 

f rom s tudy  fo r  a  long  t ime ,  in  o rde r  t o  bu i l d  up  the  bas i c  l i t e racy  and 

numeracy skills needed for successful Year 11 study .  Then, as the interests  

of adult students shifted to skilled employment opportunities,  VET studies in 

the areas appropriate to the local community were established as an additional  

strand.  As younger students began to return in order to complete unsuccessful  
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SACE studies, a greater range of Year 11 and 12 subjects were introduced, 

inc lud ing  those  tha t  d id  no t  coun t  to  un ive rs i t y  en t rance  scores .   Most 

recently. some sites had introduced the Uni SA-PAL program for mature age 

students wish ing to  move d i rect ly  in to  un ivers i ty  s tud ies in  g iven areas.  

 

Underlying these developments were two other complementary factors. On the one 

hand, there was the fundamental fact that the demand for adult re -entry studies 

continued, though there were some fluctuations in who came as students and 

which programs they wished to enrol in. At the Research School women continued 

throughout the period to be in the majority, but there was a shift away from 

older adults seeking a change of direction toward younger students trying to 

establish themselves in worthwhile careers. A growing interest in gaining VET 

qualif ications to take advantage of demand for skil led workers accounted for 

some of  the on -go ing in terest .  Yet ,  i t  was inst ruc t ive  to  f ind in  the Part 

three study the extent of recent demand for re -entry education among adults of 

lower socio-economic standing and lower than desired educational achievement at 

secondary level in the community around the Research School . Many of their 

statements provided a clear indication of the writers' appreciation of second - 

chance  lea rn ing  as a  means o f  fu l f i l l i ng  the i r  asp i ra t ions  fo r  un ive rs i t y  

studies.    

 

On the other hand, there were the senior staff and school leaders in the adult  

sites who saw the needs of such adults and had the init iat ive and drive to 

establ ish  educat ional  prov is ions specif ica l ly for  them.  Not  on ly  were they 
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were committed to principles of social justice and the contribution that adult  

re-entry programs could make to the surrounding community, but also they were 

astute enough to develop new strategies as a change of government led to 

schools being seen as financial units which were expected to generate some of  

their own funding. It  was their leadership which helped adult re -entry sites 

to survive and, in some cases, even grow over the years of reduced government 

fund ing .  In  par t i cu la r ,  the  ro le  o f  the  Adu l t  P r inc ipa ls '  Adu l t  Secondary 

Management Committee in co-ordinating action and giving a public voice to the 

achievements and concerns of the adult re-entry sector needs acknowledgement. 

 

5.3 Limitations of the research 

T he  r es ea r ch  i n  t h i s  p o r t f o l i o  wa s  qu a l i t a t i v e ,  f o cu s sed  o n  pa r t i c u la r 

individuals who stood for no-one but themselves. Much of the data in Parts two 

and three were derived from a single adult re -entry site and a comparatively 

sma l l  g ro up  o f  i t s  s tuden ts ,  d rawn  f rom on ly  one  s t rand  o f  tha t  s i t e ' s 

programs.  In no way can i ts data and f indings be regarded as typical or  

representative of the adult re -entry sector in South Australia . No judgements 

or predict ions can be extrapolated direct ly  from this study to adult re -entry 

si tes and programs in general.  However,  i t  is a legit imate expectat ion that 

the understandings and insights into adult education which may be gained from 

this study could prove useful as start ing points in studying other provisions 

for adult learners or in seeking to understand what drives other adults of varying ages to 

return to formal study.  
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Further research into other sites and other groups of adults engaged in re - 

ent ry  programs,  par t icu lar ly  in  the VET st rand,  for  example,  are  needed. 

Moreover, before a complete picture of the provision for adult students within 

the public secondary system can be known, it is essential to investigate who 

drops out of adult re-entry programs and why.  In addition, there is a need for 

s tud ies  on  t he  l onger  t e rm ou tcomes  o f  pa r t i c i pa t i on  i n  adu l t  re -en t ry 

educa t ion ,  in  o rde r  to  gauge  the  pe rsona l  and  soc ie ta l  bene f i t s  o f  the 

government funding which supports such programs. 

 

5.4 Future challenges 

Principals and other leaders in adult re -entry sites have expressed concern for 

the future of th is special ised provision with in the secondary school sector. 

They consider it is necessary for the Adult Colleges and Campuses to maintain a 

high profile both in the public eye and within DECS  bureaucracy to ensure a 

proper understanding of what they have been achieving through their programs 

and of what resources are needed to maintain their effectiveness. The funding 

re-adjustment of 1998 effectively mainstreamed the provision of adult re -entry 

programs,  making them a normal  and accepted part  o f  pub l ic  secondary 

education. The danger of such acceptance is that in the system's concentration 

on young people,  chi ldren or kids,  the special  needs of  adult  students are 

overlooked.  Adult students and the educational sites which provide for them 

a re  ma rg ina l i sed  w i th in  deba tes  abou t  educa t iona l  fund ing ,  po l i cy  and 

cu r r i cu lum d i rec t i ons  and  ins t i t u t i ona l  s t r uc tu res .   Th i s  i s  pa r t i cu la r l y  

evident in re lat ion to the funding of  faci l i t ies and resources appropriate  to 
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adults, for example. Even more important to the success of these programs is 

the appointment of appropriate staff who understand adult learning approaches 

and are committed to second-chance and lifelong learning principles. Where the 

appointment of teachers to adult re-entry sites becomes subsumed within the 

normal secondary school appointment process, the  opportunity to secure the 

most appropriate staff for the adult sites is lost.   

 

The concern over staffing is becoming crucial.  Many of those who were leaders 

in  estab l ish ing the ear ly  adu l t  educat ion in i t ia t ives and p layed important 

roles in setting up the adult campuses and colleges have recently retired.  The 

Research School, for example, is about to lose the last of its original leaders 

in the teaching of  adults.  Wil l their replacements be able to of fer ef fective 

leadersh ip  to  ma in ta in  and  s t reng then  the adu l t  re -en t ry  s i tes  cu r ren t ly 

operating so that they continue to attract those interested in pursuing second - 

chance and lifelong education?  

 

5.5 A commitment to second-chance education 

As the protest over the 1998 funding adjustment demonstrated, the two groups of  

people most committed to adult re -entry programs as the means of offering 

adults a second chance at education are the adult students and their teachers. 

In their speeches at the protest rally and in the personal statements analysed 

in th is research, students have voiced unequivoca l ly thei r support  for the  

programs that have enabled them to complete their secondary studies and move on 

to  new poss ib i l i t ies  tha t  were  beyond  the i r  reach  p rev ious ly .  They  have 
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clearly explained what success in these studies has meant to them personally.  

As for the teachers, at a time when many in the teaching profession feel that 

they have been marginalised  in the decision-making about schools, curriculum 

and education, those who teach in adult re -entry programs are usually very 

aware of their students' appreciation.  From their own experience, they know 

the  rea l i t y  o f  wha t  Conne l l  (1994 )  c la imed ,  t ha t  t eache rs  can  make  a 

difference.  The four adult re -entry sites featured in the 2008 advertisement 

for second-chance learning within the public sector of education (see endpage) 

have been successful in att ract ing students because their senior staff  and 

teachers do not treat adults as big kids.  
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a d v e r t i s e m e n t  

Options for adult learners 

• Complete your senior secondary 
education (SACE) 

• Train in a nationally accredited 
certificate course (VET) 

• Enrol in a university foundation 
course (UniSA) 

• Learn new skills for work or leisure 
• Prepare for future study or 
• employment 

Our campuses offer you 
• Minimal fees with government 

concessions 
• Supportive adult learning 

environment 
• Flexible study programmes 
• Excellent resources and facilities 

There's an adult college located 

near you. Phone now to make 
an appointment to discuss your 
options for 2008. 

 
Government  of South 
Australia 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 
 
  

 
      

 

adult campus 

The Skills C
entre 

 Figure 20 Adult public education advertisement. Source: City Messenger, messengernews.com.au, 17/1/2008, p. 23 
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                           NOTE:     This figure is included on page 305  of the print copy of the thesis held in    the University of Adelaide Library.
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