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The research investigated the experiences of adult returners to full-time education, and 

specifically students in a pre-entry access course. This is the focal level at which the SWOT 

analysis is conducted, although macro-scale factors of institutional policy and currently 

ongoing changes in public policy were acknowledged by the practitioners participating in the 

SWOT analysis. A qualitative interview-based case study with 18 interviewees provided some 

insights into the learners’ perspectives on a range of issues including approaches to learning, 

information literacy, engagement and their perceptions of teaching and learning methods 

used on the course.  The results have helped inform both further research and practice in 

the pre-entry course itself. 

 

The study 

We conducted interviews with 18 volunteer pre-entry class students. The interviews were designed 

to shed light on three aspects of adult learning: a) study skills/patterns of learning, b) information 

literacy and c) transformational  learning. The results for each of these aspects is considered below, 

but it is essential to note that an important dimension underpinning the data from all three aspects 

was an epistemological one. Various researchers (e.g. Perry, King and Kitchener, Hofer) summarise 

research on epistemological development by noting that the earliest stages of university student 

epistemological development,  are characterised by a dualist, black/white, right/wrong view of 

knowledge, which subsequently develops through various stages (including a ‘multiplist’ stage in 

which multiple competing knowledge claims are held to be equally valid) until ultimately a 

relativist/evaluativist view of knowledge (in which the ‘reality’ of many issues is acknowledged to 

ultimately be unknowable, that knowledge and theory are accordingly tentative and the 

convincingness of a theory is dependent on the quality of the evidence that supports it) is held.  It is 

fair to summarise our data as suggesting that our participants occupied the earliest stages of the 

dimension of epistemological development, leading to them espousing a dualist right/wrong view of 

knowledge, and this in turn coloured their approach to information sources (which divided, for 

them, into ‘factual’ versus ‘speculative’ or ‘opinion’), their approach to learning (which for them 

became a matter of retaining ‘facts’) and their preferred teaching and learning situations (with 

lectures from an expert who ‘knew their stuff’ being much preferred over, for example, peer 

interaction sessions -‘that would just be us trading opinions’).  
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In respect of study skills, participants report using fairly rudimentary study techniques, which 

typically involve multiple readings of textbooks. More rarely, such reading is combined with 

integration of other materials.  More rarely still a variety of learning strategies is selected among, 

with reference to the demands that particular academic disciplines place on learning.  

These study techniques appear to be used very much in the service of a memorisation approach to 

learning, with frequent reference to getting information to ‘stick’ in the mind. As might be expected 

of beginning students, they drew a strong distinction between material that was seen as more 

reliable and other material that was seen as less reliable, or as they often put it, between ‘facts’ and 

‘conjecture’.  One side effect of this was a reluctance to engage in peer interaction, because fellow 

students’ knowledge was perceived as less valuable than tutors’ and students failed to see the point 

of hearing about their fellow students’ views.  

In respect of information literacy, the interview data suggest that these respondents showed a 

strong sense of reliance on the authority of staff and published texts, which fits with the distinction 

noted above between facts and conjecture. This led to students cautiously ‘sticking to the rules’ 

about what is legitimate information activity, and these rules in turn were inferred from what staff 

said about information searching.    Interviewees’ responses suggested that they had a developing 

sense of how to form judgements about subject-related sources of information for study purposes. 

This tended to be somewhat rudimentary, relying substantially on consensus across sources and the 

notion of ‘authority’.   

In respect of transformational learning, the interview data provide evidence of transformation in 

learners’ perceptions of themselves as a function of having undertaken access course study.  For 

example, interviewees reported becoming more analytical in their day to day thinking, and of 

coming to see the learning process, and not just the end product, as important for them; such 

changes in perspective fit very well with Mezirow’s notion of transformation. The interviews also 

reveal that the students had held specific presuppositions regarding study in higher education, 

which were contradicted by the actual experience, in that the access course provided a more diverse 

range of teaching and learning experiences than the anticipated exclusivity of lectures. 

The overall picture of the access course student at the end of their access course that emerges from 

this sample of interviews is one where typically the individual has fairly rudimentary study skills and 

information literacy skills, allied to a realist epistemology in which there are right and wrong answers 

to academic questions.  They see it as their task to learn the ‘right’ answers rather than opinions or 

conjecture and therefore focus on learning from textbooks on the grounds that, being published in 
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book form, their contents have been vetted and are more dependable. These students expect to 

encounter mainly lecturing-based teaching and learning experiences.  This sample of access students 

typically report feeling academically underconfident and have anxieties about looking foolish before 

their peers during the course of teaching and learning.  Nevertheless, these interviewees report 

having been transformed in significant ways by the experience of having taken the access course. 

 

Reflections 

Two practitioners involved in the pre-entry course were provided with a summary of the broad 

research findings and interviewed using the SWOT framework to identify the Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats related to the research. One practitioner (whom we will call Jane) was 

involved with the course at a more administrative level, whereas the other (whom we will call John) 

was a subject matter teacher.  Using the SWOT framework, the following themes were identified 

across the two interviewees: 

Strengths  

Jane: The research confirms the value of the pre-entry course by highlighting the benefits of doing 

the access course with an HE rather than an FE setting, and the students’ expressed satisfaction with 

course and their verdict that it has been an enriching experience. 

Jane: A number of surprises (from her perspective) emerged from the interviews, particularly the 

fact that students were sceptical about the value of peer interaction, their possession of a black and 

white epistemology, their description of the way they study and interpret information, their 

perception of ageing as a positive aid to learning via the greater self-discipline and organisation of 

older learners compared to the degree of those qualities exhibited by younger people, and the fact 

that many view the course as a ‘dry run’ rather than a firm committed choice that is part of a longer-

term plan to read for a degree. These surprising findings would be unlikely to emerge from the kind 

of evaluative information typically obtained via questionnaires administered to students on these 

courses, or from other demographic and performance data gathered by the course administrators. 

John: The research provided a kind of extended feedback on the course, which seemed to suggest 

that the course is providing a good sense of what university is (in particular, the diversity of teaching 

approaches and of academic subjects). It appears also to show that the course is giving an accurate 

representation of the academic level that students will have to work at in order to be successful 

undergraduates. 
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Weaknesses 

Jane: The small sample size used in the research was a potential criticism, as was the fact that only 

people who were committed to the course were interviewed, as opposed to e.g. dropouts. This 

could potentially give a distorted picture. 

Jane: There is an issue as to whether the research really demonstrates instances of transformative 

learning; some commentators define transformative learning as a fairly global alteration of 

perspective and what the research demonstrated was lower-level changes of view. 

John: the research suggests that the course is weak in that some of the group don’t feel part of the 

university.  The diversity of the course which is noted above as a strength, is also in another sense a 

potential area of weakness if it leads to the course appearing to students not to be as ‘joined up’ as 

it could otherwise be. Another potential weakness noted by John was that the setting of challenging 

essay topics (ones requiring research that was independent from lecture content and information 

seeking activity) might have been unduly challenging for the students. 

Opportunities  

Jane: The research opens up many possibilities for follow-up research; e.g. by revisiting students 

already interviewed now that they are much further on in their course; there is also scope for 

comparative studies with particular subgroups and in particular comparisons of adult returners with 

school leaver undergraduates; there is also scope for deeper explorations of some of the themes 

emerging within the present study, such as the fuller implications of students’ evidently dualistic 

epistemology, and their perception of the pre-entry course as a dry run rather than the initial stages 

of a firm commitment to undertake degree study. 

Jane: The research also opens up opportunities for course development, by suggesting the building 

in of more tutorial and peer interaction sessions so that students perceive these as a more normal 

and routine aspect of academic activity; the opportunity also arises to change matters for the better 

within course documentation, e.g. by altering course outlines to change students’ expectations 

about the range of teaching and learning experiences to be encountered and why this variety is 

desirable; such changes would, however, have to brokered with the teaching team. 

John: The research suggests that there is an opportunity to impress upon students the fact that to 

get the most from the course they should question material and be critical; there is an opportunity 

to fast-track people into thinking and writing academically at an early stage.  There is also an 

opportunity to enthuse students and to ‘hook them in’ to the study of particular academic subjects 
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Threats 

Jane: A recurrent theme here was the tendency both for the university itself and more widely the 

Scottish Government, to perceive Widening Participation in terms of school leavers rather than adult 

returners; current and projected governmental policy appears to make little mention of mature 

learners as opposed to school leavers. This contradicts previous rhetoric regarding the possibility of 

career changes mid-career and casts universities in the role of educating school leavers and 

providing continuing professional development only to more mature learners. 

John: There is a danger that the course might discourage students if the balance isn’t right, for 

example if the continuous assessments or exams are too difficult, and if that were true we would be 

failing the students. 

John: There is also a threat in that support on this course is at a high level and that might 

misrepresent how much support is available at undergraduate level. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The SWOT analysis was helpful in categorising the respondents’ remarks; however their responses 

revealed that there was some helpful ambiguity as to whether the strengths, weaknesses and so on 

were of the research itself or of the access course whose students the research investigated. In the 

SWOT formulation when applied to whole organisations, opportunities and threats are external 

factors, but in the case of one of our respondents in particular, the opportunities and threats 

described were internal to the course and/or the research rather than external to them.  Neither of 

the practitioners challenged the validity of the interviewees’ comments. The strengths and 

weaknesses that they identified related in large measure to the specific qualitative methodology 

used, which generated rich data (as compared to, for example, what might be generated by 

questionnaire studies). This highlights the fact that, given that quantitative as opposed to qualitative 

research involves breadth versus depth trade-off in the information generated, this suggests that 

there could be varying relationships between research and practice depending on the nature of the 

research and the type of data that it generates. 


