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Constructing Higher Education Experiences through Narratives: 

Selected Cases of Mature Undergraduate Women Students in Ghana  

 

Summary 

Higher education has expanded in many countries, including Ghana. This is 

attributed to the realisation that economies can only be developed and sustained 

through the development of human and knowledge capital, which is obtainable 

through higher education participation. Consequently, higher education institutions 

in Ghana have experienced some diversity and heterogeneity in their composition in 

terms of participants’ ages, socio-economic status, culture and gender, among others.  

However, it is important to ask how different groups of students fare once entered. A 

recent ESRC/DFID research project by Morley et al (2010) found that mature 

students are most at risk of dropping out of higher education. Yet, the experiences of 

mature students are under researched in Ghana.  

 

My study employed the interpretive qualitative research approach to examine life 

narratives via interviews with eight mature undergraduate women from different 

socio-economic backgrounds in one public university in Ghana. The study is based 

on the idea that women who combine domestic work with academic work experience 

tensions, and therefore must devise strategies to manage their conflicting roles in 

order to navigate their way through higher education. The women in this study were 

sampled from the departments of Sociology and Basic Education, where they are 

known to be clustered. The rationale was to explore their experiences, describe the 

strategies they adopt to navigate through HE, and to use the findings to make 

suggestions for institutional development and learning.  

 

The findings indicate that the women students’ different socio-economic 

backgrounds, marital status and family lives influence the way they experience 
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higher education and the strategies they adopt for progressing through it. Most of the 

participants found academic work difficult and made reference to gaps in terms of 

their knowledge deficit, unfamiliar courses and teaching methods. Again, some 

women students felt out of place in the higher education arena and therefore had to 

‘cut down much of their years’ psychologically so that they could mix easily with the 

younger students. 

 

The implications drawn from this study are that there is need for the formulation of 

an institutional policy on mature women students in higher education, which would 

also ensure the regular provision of professional development programmes for higher 

education practitioners. It is expected that when higher education practitioners are 

regularly trained and sensitised about the heterogeneity in the composition of higher 

education, and particularly about mature women students’ conflicting roles, it will 

improve their practice, enhance the qualitative experiences of mature women 

students and consequently, help to retain and increase their participation in higher 

education. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 My Journey through Higher Education and Career 

I went through Higher Education (HE) as a poor student, though I gained entry 

rather easily, having qualified after sixth form. My father died when I was only three 

months old and my mother was illiterate and had nine other children to take care of. 

I remember growing up in the village where my mother was struggling with farming 

and petty trading to take care of us. Some of my siblings had to relocate to live with 

other members of the extended family elsewhere while the last two children, my 

brother and I, lived with my mother. Mother left me (under-aged) in my brother’s 

class in the dilapidated village church building as she went about her farming and 

trading. Steadily, I progressed through the grades until I got to grade 4. The subject 

of girls entering education was only gradually gaining acceptance and recognition at 

that time. 

 

My mother made me move to the city to live with my eldest brother who had just 

completed training as a teacher. That was such a huge difference: from a rural 

village without any social amenities, with a peasant-farmer population, barefooted 

school children in tattered clothes (or none at all) to a school (university primary 

school) where the children of the elite professionals were educated, and then to an 

elite secondary school. To say that the experience was tough and challenging is an 

understatement! To make it worse, when I gained admission to the secondary 

school, my brother travelled abroad (to Nigeria) for greener pastures, leaving me to 

my fate. I made it through the secondary school and the university through my 

acquaintance with two wealthy class mates, whose parents provided some of my 

material and financial needs.  

 

It was through my experiences as a newly trained teacher, a mother and a wife that I 

had my initial insights into the patriarchal nature of the Ghanaian society, where 

women, educated or not, are subordinate to men and serve their interests.  
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My husband and I were both graduate teachers teaching in the same college.  He 

was an experienced teacher while I was newly trained. I had more teaching load (as 

an English teacher) and needed to prepare extensively before each lesson, and yet, 

had to manage the home and our children, as he relaxed and waited to be served his 

timely meals. It was (and still is) the cultural norm that women served men’s 

interests, and in spite of my husband’s university education, I think he feared 

stigmatisation from offering domestic assistance.  

 

As I reflect now, I see that my career achievements with my combined roles 

exemplify the nature of power which can be both oppressive and creative (Foucault, 

1980). That is, in the face of the unequal socio-cultural roles, I earnestly determined 

to prove that a woman could combine parenting with domestic chores single-

handedly and still perform excellently in the public domain. I was thus adjudged the 

national best teacher in the teacher training colleges division and also won a 

scholarship award to pursue a master’s degree abroad, leaving the domestic 

responsibilities to my husband who, unable to handle it as I did, sought help in my 

absence.   

 

The period was marked by two important macro-level landmarks namely, the Fourth 

United Nations World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 (United Nations, 

1995), and the African Governments’ preparatory meeting for the UNESCO World 

Conference on Higher Education (UNESCO, 1997a). It was also the period when 

the Ghana government’s action plans emanating from these conferences were being 

vigorously pursued namely, to address the discrimination against women, ensure 

gender parity in education and enhance women’s status through the promulgation of 

policies and legislations which aimed at challenging and reviewing institutions that 

did not augur well for their wellbeing (CEDAW, 2005). These measures were based 

on the recommendation that women have a major role to play in the development of 

the African region and therefore the need for measures to be taken to double the 

number of women in HE within the next ten years through affirmative action, 

among others.  
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Thus, I was one of the few women to benefit from a sponsored second degree 

programme as a result of the government’s initiative of making HE accessible to 

more women.  

 

The journey in developing my identity has shown that higher education has 

contributed to my new social status, my financial independence and the respect I 

have earned from my husband (partially because I now earn more than him and am 

not financially and materially dependent on him). It has also made me realise how 

helpless and marginalised uneducated females are, in the sense that whereas some 

are completely dependent on their spouses and in some cases, are subservient to 

them, some single, uneducated, low-income women also struggle to make a living.  

 

My early schooling experiences have also demonstrated to me that socio-economic 

disadvantage, lack of social capital and in some cases, family circumstances such as 

family size are some of the factors that characterise exclusion from education. Now, 

as a university teacher to adult working-students many of who are women, I see that 

some females who for some of these reasons enter HE late as mature women might 

have experienced these earlier on in their lives, which might have acted us barriers 

to their HE access. In fact, a research project jointly funded by the Economic and 

Social Research Council (ESRC) and the British Department for International 

Development (DFID), from which I received funding for this study, found that 

people from poorer communities were often motivated to enter HE in order ‘to 

become somebody in future’ (Morley et.al., 2010, p. 62).  

 

Mature women have to combine many roles such as working in the public domain 

and the home (domestic/private) with their HE studies.  Moreover, my new status as 

a full-time teacher and a part-time distance doctoral student, and my immersion in 

the literature on women’s education have revealed to me that these roles (i.e. 

worker, home-maker and student) depict very different forms of identity, and that 

each is a major institution that competes with the others for equal attention 

(Edwards, 1993). This issue is expounded further in this work.  
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These revelations have given me a new understanding about my taken-for-granted 

assumptions about the mature women that I teach: that though they share certain 

similar experiences with regard to work and domestic care, they have different life 

experiences, socio-economic backgrounds and identities which might influence their 

HE experiences. Given the imperative to improve women’s access to HE 

(UNESCO, 1998a) and to ensure their successful participation and completion 

(UNESCO, 2009a), I see that a deeper understanding of the dynamics that facilitate 

or impede mature women’s meaningful participation in HE is important through 

research in the Ghanaian context of multiethnic and varied socio-economic 

backgrounds.  

 

It is my anticipation that my experiences and participation in a study of this nature 

would help to make insightful contributions that would influence my practice, 

inform further research and institutional policy on women’s HE participation in 

general and mature women students particularly in the Ghanaian context. The study 

was also meant to serve as a medium of reflection on my own experiences as a 

mature woman student and an academic in HE.  

 

1.2 Introduction to the Study 

This study focuses on mature women’s participation in university education in 

Ghana rather than issues pertaining to access. It is part of an international research 

project jointly funded by ESRC/DFID (RES-167-25-0078) on Widening 

Participation in Ghana and Tanzania which started in 2006 to 2009.  This first 

chapter describes the background to the subject under investigation and the rationale 

for this study. The meaning of the terms ‘tertiary education’ and ‘higher education’, 

as have been used in this study, need to be clarified. The General Conference of 

UNESCO at its 27th session in November 1993 (UNESCO, 1998a) approved the 

definition of Higher Education (HE) as the following:   

… all types of studies, training or training for research at the post-

secondary level, provided by universities or other educational 

establishments that are approved as institutions of higher education by 

the competent State authorities (p. 1).  
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Tertiary education, according to UNESCO (1997b), refers to the content of all the 

programmes at levels 5 and 6 of the International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED) (see appendix A of this thesis), provided at all post-secondary 

institutions, as being more advanced than those offered in secondary education. 

These may be provided at institutions such as universities, polytechnics or colleges 

(Eustace, 1992; Charles and Bradley, 2002) and provided by the Government 

(public) or private sector.  

 

Higher Education plays an important role in the economic and social development 

of nations and individuals, and this fact is well articulated in both international and 

national policy documents (e.g. Singh, 2001; Morley et al., 2010). Singh (2001) for 

example calls this the private and public good of HE, which means that the 

knowledge and skills participants obtain in HE enable them to be able to manage 

and transform national economies, and also improve the social lives of citizens.  

 

Additionally, the UNESCO (1998a) report on the World Conference on Higher 

Education attests to HE’s viability and ability to change and to induce change and 

progress in society. In search of new dynamics of HE for further societal change and 

development, UNESCO (2009a) made its position on the public good of HE clear at 

the 2009 World Conference on Higher Education, considering HE as an important 

tool for the development of the African continent (UNESCO, 2009a). The report 

further adds that the public good of HE contributes towards the eradication of 

(national and individual) poverty and sustainable development (my emphasis). This 

point is further highlighted in a recent World Bank (2009) document which 

stipulates that investment in human capital through a quality-assured growth in HE 

is crucial for accelerating economic growth and reducing national poverty, and thus 

improving the social lives of citizens.  

  

Research evidence also suggests that participation in HE produces public returns to 

the state from the tax revenues generated by individuals’ higher productive 

contribution, thus contributing to wealth creation, the development of civil society, 
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democratisation, social security and peace (World Bank, 2000; Hannum & 

Buchmann, 2004; Okolie, 2003; Morley, 2007).  

 

Apart from the evidence from international and national policies about the public 

and private good of HE, in both high and low-income countries, research shows that 

HE participation can also enhance the wealth and life choices of graduates (Hannum 

& Buchmann, 2004; Okolie, 2003; Morley, 2007); what David (2009, p. 65) calls 

the ‘graduate premium’. In this sense, participation in HE is said to bring private 

returns to the individual through higher earnings and improved individual, social 

and economic status, promotion of income inequality, reduction in poverty (in terms 

of physical, social, psychological/intellectual disempowerment), illiteracy and social 

inequality (World Bank, 2002; Morley, 2007).  

 

The debate about the public and private good of HE has led to an increasing social 

demand, to diversity and heterogeneity in the composition of HE participants in both 

high and low-income countries (Middlehurst, 2001; Schuetze & Slowey, 2002), and 

to the change in the perception of HE participation from ‘privilege to right’ 

(Schuetze & Slowey, 2002, p. 310). It is against this backdrop that issues relating to 

women’s meaningful participation and successful completion of HE are of research 

interest to me.    

 

Women’s Participation in HE  

Statistics indicate that globally, rates of HE participation are now slightly higher for 

women than for men, with a Gender Parity Index (GPI) of 1.08 in favour of women 

(UNESCO, 2009b). In North America and Europe, the report indicates that the 

female participation ratio is one-third higher than for men, and in Latin America, the 

Caribbean and Central Asia as well as the Arab States, females outnumber men or at 

par with them (UNESCO, 2009b). The situation is however, not the same in sub-

Saharan Africa, including Ghana.  
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The UNESCO (2009b) report indicates that in South and West Asia, the Gross 

Enrolment Ratio (GER) for men is one-third higher than that of women with sub-

Saharan Africa recording the lowest representation of women in HE. The report 

(UNESCO, 2009b) shows that in 2007, there were 66 female students for every 100 

males (1.5 times as high) in sub-Saharan Africa. Research evidence shows that in 

Uganda, Tanzania and Ghana for example, women from advantaged socio-economic 

backgrounds who also attend elite secondary schools normally in urban areas access 

HE, with the poor, rural and older groups underrepresented or not at all (Morley et 

al., 2006; Morley, Leach & Lugg, 2009).   

 

In Ghana, women’s participation in HE dates back to the colonial era where it was 

reported that by 1943, only two women were among the 98 students in the first post-

secondary institution which was opened in 1924 (Daniel, 1996). With the 

establishment of the university system in 1948, women’s participation in HE began 

to rise steadily. Statistics show that from 1981/82 to 1989/90, the average 

percentage of females enrolled in the three oldest universities was 18% (NCTE, 

2000). Enrolment of female students as a percentage of total enrolments increased 

from 21% in 1991-92 to 26% in 1998-99. From as low as 3,630 in 1993 (Ghana 

Statistical Service (GSS), 2001), female participation increased to 29,059 in the 

2005/2006 academic year (NCTE, 2006b) compared with 11, 302 and 54,729 of 

males in the same years. The most current figures show that 35% of females are 

enrolled in public universities and 41% in private universities (UNESCO, 2009b) 

with the national policy target at 50% for women. 

 

With regard to underrepresented groups in HE in low-income countries, the debate 

is that beyond access to HE, their meaningful participation and qualitative 

experiences are not given due attention (Morley and Lugg, 2009). Indeed, in both 

high and low-income countries, it is known that in some situations, negative 

experiences impede the successful completion especially of underrepresented 

participants (TLRP, 2008; UNESCO, 2009a; Morley and Lussier, 2009).  
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In respect of females’ participation in HE in low-income countries for example, the 

UNESCO (2009a) communiqué stresses that equity is not simply a matter of access 

but most importantly, ensuring successful participation and completion of women in 

HE. The communiqué therefore charged governments and institutions in developing 

country contexts to make efforts to ensure the success of all learners, particularly 

women. As a higher education practitioner, I find it important to understand the 

qualitative experiences of women’s HE participation, and what might negatively 

affect their progress and success in HE. This is the subject which has captured my 

attention and which I seek to investigate in the Ghanaian context.  

 

1.3 Background to the Study 

Between 1948 and the early 1990s, access to HE in Ghana was limited to the elite, 

the rich and urban inhabitants (mainly men) of southern Ghana (Antwi, 1992) where 

the first three institutions were sited. Obviously, this excluded women, the rural 

majority and those with lower socio-economic backgrounds (Daniel, 1996; Dei, 

2005). However, realising the potential of human resource for developing the 

economy, various Governments have introduced initiatives to widen HE access to 

students who were previously excluded. For example, from 2000, two groups of 

underrepresented students’ HE access attracted policy attention, namely poor 

students and women.  

 

In Ghana, research evidence suggests that poor students are the most 

underrepresented in HE, although there is no systematic collection of data to prove 

this (Morley and Lugg, 2009). The particular group of poor students are those from 

any of the 53 districts designated by the government as deprived or ‘less endowed’. 

They are so called because of lack of economic development, low educational 

participation as a result of lack of/deteriorated infrastructure and teaching/learning 

materials. For these reasons, teachers are unwilling to be posted there. As such, there 

is a policy for tertiary institutions to institute special concessions for the admission 

of such students who obtain Senior Secondary School Certificate Examinations 
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(SSSCE)-qualifying aggregates beyond the universities’ cut-off points (Government 

of Ghana, 2007).  

 

The second under represented group to receive government policy attention for HE 

access is women. A national policy framework was instituted with the aim of 

targeting a 50-50 enrolment ratio for males and females to ensure gender parity in 

HE (AAU, 2004; NCTE, 2006b). The national policy to achieve gender parity is 

linked to international policies that advocate gender equity and equality in HE 

access and participation (UNESCO, 1998a; World Bank, 2002; UNESCO, 2009a). 

At the regional level, the meeting of African Governments, in preparation towards 

the World Conference on HE, acknowledged that because of the role women have to 

play in the social and economic development of the African region, measures should 

be taken to increase their numbers in HE (UNESCO, 1997a). Consequently, in the 

World Conference (1998a), Articles 45 and 46 of the Declaration requested 

governments and HEIs to develop well-articulated policies, including Affirmative 

Action, to remove gender inequity in education and double the number of women 

students in HE within the next ten years (by 2007) (UNESCO 1998a, p. 40).  

 

In some African countries including Ghana, the benefit of women’s education, 

especially at the HE level, has been explained relationally, in terms of the returns for 

economic and social development. This translates into decrease in infant mortality 

rates, a higher probability of children getting a good education and most 

importantly, women becoming income generators, thus increasing the economic 

power-base of the family (Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE), 

2001; Hannum & Buchmann, 2004). As such, rationales for women’s education 

have been couched in terms of their instrumental role in development. In Ghana, a 

Gold Coast scholar and educator, Dr. Kwegyir Aggrey, is purported to have stated 

that If you educate a man, you educate an individual but if you educate a woman, 

you educate the whole nation (Ephson, 1969). It is on this catchword, which is also a 

UNESCO slogan, that the campaign on girl-child education in Ghana is founded.  
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These assumptions seem to suggest that women should only have education in order 

that others (children, the home, society, etc.) will develop, as though they do not 

have any entitlement to education in their own right. 

 

By 2009, the gender parity target had not been achieved in many countries including 

Ghana (UNESCO, 2009a), where it is known that poor and rural women are 

excluded from HE (Morley & Lugg, 2009). Reasons for exclusion and meaningful 

participation include cultural and political obstacles (UNESCO, 2009a, p. 6). This 

situation necessitated UNESCO’s call on member States and all stakeholders to 

collaborate to develop policies and strategies at system and institutional levels to 

encourage women’s access, participation and success in higher education.  

 

Available research evidence in Ghana shows that at all levels of education, certain 

socio-cultural and socio-economic factors impede females’ participation in 

education. These make some drop out along the way and even at HE level 

(Stephens, 2000; Pryor & Ampiah, 2003; Dunne and Leach, 2005; Morley & 

Lussier, 2009). (This issue is discussed in the next chapter) However, at the national 

and institutional levels, the main aim is to increase their number in HE without due 

attention to how their experiences facilitate or impede their success in HE. In the 

recognition of the new international imperative (UNESCO, 2009a) to ensure not just 

their access to HE but their participation and success, this study focuses on the 

participation of mature women students in HE. It seeks to explore their experiences 

of HE and describe how they navigate their way through it. The term ‘mature’ is 

being used to refer to the age (25 and above) on entry into undergraduate 

programmes (UCC, 2006).  

 

1.4 Why Study Mature Women Students in Ghanaian HE?  

The mature students’ route to HE is one Widening Participation (WP) strategy 

which provides opportunity for adult students to access HE through the full-time, 

campus-based model. In Ghana, all the five public universities offer this alternative 

route to HE. This study focuses on the mature women in one of the oldest public 
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universities in the southern part of Ghana, and the first university to officially admit 

mature women students. At its inception in 1974, two groups of students were 

admitted into two academic programmes: B. A (Education) with 90 students (84 

men and 6 women) and B. Ed with 53 students (45 men and 8 women), making a 

total of 129 men and 14 women. At present, the mature students are clustered in the 

B. Ed programmes run by the Faculty of Education. Over the years, participation in 

the mature students’ route seems to be decreasing. Table 1.1 below shows the 

enrolment trend since the 2005/2006 academic year.  

 

Table 1.1 Mature Students’ Enrolment at the University of Cape Coast, Ghana 

 

Year Group Male Female 

2005/2006 Total 247 83 

Prim Ed. Dept 68 33 

2006/2007 Total 309 98 

Prim Ed. Dept 73 39 

2007/2008 Total 249 76 

Prim Ed. Dept 71 26 

2008/2009 Total 158 54  

Prim Ed. Dept 18 6 

2009/2010 Total 215 64 

Prim Ed. Dept 21 8 

(Source: University of Cape Coast admissions Office – File name Statistics-

General) 

The enrolment figures above show that the 2008/2009 and 2009/2010 academic 

years recorded the lowest enrolment of women (6 and 8 respectively) in the Primary 

Education Department through the mature students’ route,  even though at present, 

mature students are given a 10 % enrolment quota (UCC, 2006). A finding from the 

DFID/ESRC research project shows that the rate of withdrawal of mature students is 

much higher than that of other students in the cohort (Morley et al., 2010). 

Additionally, the study found that the percentage of mature students achieving 

second class degrees was lower than for their cohorts on five academic programmes 

studied, including Education. These suggest that probably, they face problems in 

their HE life, which affect their retention and successful completion. 
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The literature on mature students’ HE experiences available to this study is mainly 

from developed country contexts. It indicates that factors which influence women 

students’ HE experiences include cultural norms, which refer to gendered 

distribution of labour in the family that make women mainly responsible for 

domestic chores (Edwards, 1993; Tett, 2000), social class differentiation (Moreau & 

Leathwood, 2006), life course events including being deficient in ability and lacking 

a proper educational background suitable for HE (Wilson, 1997; Tett, 2000) and 

history of HE in the family (Tett, 2000). However, information on the effect of 

poverty and particular African cultural practices on the experiences of women’s 

education is not explored in the literature.  

 

The UNESCO World Conference on Higher Education (2009a) attributed the factors 

related to women’s access, participation and success in HE in low-income countries 

to ‘various socio-economic, cultural and political obstacles’ that continue in many 

places in the world (UNESCO, 2009a, p. 6). Indeed, the DFID/ESRC study found 

that in Ghana, mature students are among the groups that are most at risk of 

dropping out of HE (Morley et al., 2010). Moreover, among HE practitioners in 

Ghana, the reasons for mature women’s declining number in HE, their high 

withdrawal rate and comparatively low academic performance have been mainly 

speculative. Some of the reasons are based on the fact that many more access routes 

to HE are available (e.g. Distance Education (DE) and evening classes) and more 

convenient than the campus-based, full time mode. With the DE for example, study 

centres are sited in rural, urban and semi-urban areas, close to the participants. Other 

reasons are that the campus-based model is more stressful for mature women 

because the length of break in their academic work may contribute to a knowledge 

deficit, and thus they may require a longer time to catch up with academic work in 

HE, a situation which is believed to be compounded by their multiple roles as house 

makers and mothers.  

 

Until the commencement of the DFID/ESRC research project on Widening 

Participation in Higher Education in Ghana (Morley et al., 2010), research on 
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females’ qualitative experiences of education in Ghana was scant. The few available 

also did not address the situation of undergraduate women in full time campus-based 

study mode. For example, Dunne and Leach’s (2005) study on gender and schooling 

in Ghana compared boys’ and girls’ gendered experiences in basic schools and 

found that gender-appropriate behaviour is enacted through teacher-pupil/pupil-

pupil relationships, with teachers holding greater expectations for boys than girls 

and treating them differently in class. Stephens’ (2000) and Pryor and Ampiah’s 

(2003) studies also focused on girls’ access to basic education in Ghana. They also 

found that certain socio-cultural and socio-economic factors such as early marriage 

and teenage pregnancy, house chores and economic activities serve as barriers to 

their access, participation and retention in school.  

 

Kwapong’s (2007) study on WP for women in HE in Ghana researched women’s 

participation in DE and found that women encounter challenges relating to their 

combination of the demands of their career with frequent travels to learning centres 

for tuition and house management. Overall, the study concluded that the DE is 

flexible in terms of its location and the time it offers learners for tuition and private 

study, and that on the whole it suited women’s study plans and learning styles.  

 

Another study on HE participation in Ghana by Dei (2005) explored the experiences 

of conventional-age minority students. The author (ibid) used the following five 

factors as reasons for under representation: poverty, language, ethnicity, religion and 

gender, and found that certain dominant social groups in HE are privileged in the 

process of knowledge construction, especially as the HEIs are sited where such 

groups are the majority. In his treatment of the subject of difference among the 

groups however, he appeared to homogenise the social groups he addressed and thus 

made an argument about their difference in terms of the binary oppositions of rich 

and poor, male and female, Christian and Moslem, etc. But the study did not address 

the actual factors that may be accountable for different individual identities and 

experiences of HE.  
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It is this gap that this study seeks to address by describing the different experiences 

of women students in HE in the light of their cultural roles and socio-economic 

status, and the strategies they adopt to succeed in HE.   

 

The studies outlined above seem to suggest that minority groups (females in this 

case) experience education the same way. The different experiences of individual 

members of minority groups in general and mature women students in particular has 

not been explored in Ghana. Morley and Lugg’s (2009) study of underrepresented 

groups in Ghanaian HE found that Socio-Economic Status (SES) and the gendered 

division of domestic labour impede or facilitate women’s education. Their analysis 

of the retention, achievement and SES of HE students through the equity scorecard 

showed that in the B. Ed programme, more mature students were from low SES 

backgrounds as compared to other programmes such as Bachelor of Commerce. 

However, it is not clear how these factors influence mature women students’ 

particular HE experiences, and the strategies they adopt to navigate their way 

through HE.  

 

A preliminary interview in my study with the Assistant Registrar in charge of 

academic affairs in the HEI under investigation revealed that no structures have 

been instituted to monitor, evaluate and support the progress of mature 

students/women. Moreover, there is no institutional policy to guide the running of 

the programme, apart from the provision of guidelines on admission processes 

(UCC, 2006). These gaps demonstrate the paradox of the WP strategy: its aim is to 

ensure access and participation of the underrepresented group, yet without an 

understanding of their experiences, their withdrawal, low retention and poor 

academic performance, the WP strategy appears to be contributing to their under 

representation. It is important that HE practitioners become aware of the structures 

that have constructed mature women’s different identities, and how these facilitate 

and/or impede their participation, retention and successful completion of HE so that 

the  appropriate teaching, learning, monitoring and support structures can be 

instituted for them.    
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1.5 Research Questions 

This thesis addresses two main questions: 

1. How do mature women students experience HE in Ghana?  

2. What are the implications of their experiences for developing HEIs in 

Ghana? 

The first question has two subsidiary questions: 

a. What impact does mature women students’ socio-cultural 

backgrounds, marital status, family lives and socio-economic 

status have on their experiences in HE? 

b. How do mature women students navigate their way through 

HE in respect of their marital status, family life, socio-

economic status and agency?  

 

I believe that the social reality under investigation is subjective, residing with the 

individuals the study investigates. Therefore, I have adopted the life history 

interview, which is one of the methods of interpretive qualitative research. The 

paradigm believes in the involvement of the individuals under study in order to 

understand their opinion and gain an understanding of what is unique and particular 

to them, rather than what is general and universal (Creswell, 2003). In order to 

answer the research questions, eight mature undergraduate women in one public 

HEI were selected through a preliminary survey for life history interviews. The life 

history interviews were conducted within a month, analysed according to the 

common and uncommon themes and presented according to the research questions. 

(These are discussed in detail in Chapter 4) It was expected that in answering the 

study’s questions, the findings would be useful for HE academics and managers in 

their practice and ultimately improve the institution’s WP strategy. This objective is 

expounded in the next section. 

 

1.6 Purpose of the Study  

This study has two main objectives: (a) to explore how mature women students 

experience HE and (b) to use the findings to create awareness about their different 
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experiences and learning needs to HE academics and managers, and inform 

institutional policy on mature women students.  

 

The first subsidiary research question is interested in finding out about the profile of 

mature women students in terms of their socio-cultural backgrounds, marital status, 

family lives and socio-economic status. The second question focuses on how these 

influence their HE life. Answers to these questions will provide information on the 

schools they attended (rural or urban, elite or not), why they did not access HE 

earlier and how their previous schooling experiences facilitate or impede their 

academic work in HE now. Again, it will reveal their cultural roles, which in this 

study, relate to their gender roles in the home and community, their marital status 

and family commitments. The reason is that these may have implications for their 

social and academic lives in HE. It will also provide insights about the value placed 

on females’ education, which might explain the participants’ motives for coming to 

HE at a later time.  

 

Their SES will reveal their economic power for HE life, since I believe that many of 

the mature women students may be married with families as Kwapong (2007) 

suggests, a situation which may have implications on their HE spending. Knowledge 

of their economic power will also indicate the type of accommodation they have, 

their access to HE facilities and their financial ability to acquire HE-related items, 

and how these affect their academic work. Moreover, information on the 

experiences of mature women-returners to education as single or married, with or 

without family commitments will provide information on how they are able to 

strategise and juggle their different roles, and progress through HE.  

 

These findings will be important to both HE academics and managers. Firstly, it will 

bring awareness to HE academics about the profile of different constituents of HE, 

and the fact that their different identities require different treatment socially and 

academically. Findings from the participants’ experiences with HE practitioners and 

academic work will make academics reflective of their teaching and modify their 
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teaching to meet the different learning needs of HE participants generally and 

mature women students particularly. The findings will also provide insights into the 

strategies mature women students employ to cope and progress through HE. This 

should inform institutional strategies that would focus on the retention and 

successful completion of mature women students specifically and other minority 

groups generally, and in effect, widen HE participation for such groups.  

 

Finally, the findings of the study will point to the need for the HE institution to take 

action on a number of points. Firstly, as there is no deliberate documented policy on 

the management of mature students in the HE institution under investigation, the 

findings should point to the need for such a policy. Such a policy should include the 

regular collection of data on HE participants, particularly non-traditional students 

such as mature women, and the use of that data to identify students who may need 

academic, financial or other forms of assistance. The findings of this study will also 

create the need for HE managers to regularly monitor and evaluate the retention, 

successful participation and completion of mature women students, and aim at 

training HE practitioners regularly in teaching methods that would be useful for 

addressing the different learning needs of diverse HE clients. Ultimately, these 

should lead to ensuring the meaningful participation of mature women students in 

HE. 

 

1.7 Organisation of the Study  

This study employs interpretive qualitative research methods through conducting 

life narratives of eight mature undergraduate women in one public university in 

Ghana. The intention is to explore, identify and describe the profile of the mature 

women sampled for investigation and show how their identities influence their HE 

experiences. The findings are expected to create awareness and sensitisation about, 

and responsiveness to the participants’ diverse learning needs, thereby providing 

insight for widening HE participation strategies. 
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This thesis is therefore divided into seven chapters. This first chapter described the 

background to the issue under investigation and the rationale for this study. The 

second chapter describes the socio-economic and cultural milieu in which the 

participants live, and in which HE thrives in Ghana. Specifically, it sets out the 

different geographical locations of the country, the peculiarities of the locations, the 

provision of education and how these influence access and participation.   

 

Chapter 3 discusses the literature on the experiences of mature women in HE in 

different contexts and Chapter 4 discusses my methodological orientation: what led 

to my choice of the interpretive qualitative approach and the life history narrative. 

The procedures I used for gathering and analysing data, as well as the practical and 

ethical issues I encountered in the process are also addressed in the discussion on 

methodology. The fifth chapter discusses the themes that emerge from the data and 

presents the issues that are common to all the participants, as well as those that 

construct their identities differently. In Chapter 6, the factors that influence the 

participants’ experiences of HE are discussed, thus, demonstrating that though 

mature women students share certain common identities, their experiences of HE are 

different.  

 

The last chapter summarises the study and draws conclusions on the findings. It also 

suggests recommendations for the formulation of an institutional support policy for 

mature women students in HE in Ghana, or in any context that may find some of the 

recommendations applicable.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE CONTEXT FOR GHANAIAN EDUCATION 

 

2.1 Introduction  

In the first chapter, it was pointed out that as a result of international and national 

policies aimed at increasing the participation of women in HE, women’s enrolment 

in Ghanaian universities has increased over the years. Yet, in one public university 

in Ghana, mature women students’ rate of withdrawal from HE is higher than that of 

other students of conventional age, and their academic achievement is also lower. 

However, reasons for this situation are not available through research. This study 

therefore set forth to explore the experiences of mature women students in HE with 

the aim of drawing attention to them as individuals who may have different learning 

needs as a result of their different identities, and with the findings, provide 

recommendations that would ensure their meaningful and successful participation in 

HE.  

 

This chapter describes the context of the research and shows the differences that 

exist in the Ghanaian society in terms of SES and socio-cultural practices and their 

implications for females’ education. The chapter begins with a brief description of 

the country’s demographic characteristics, including the education system, barriers 

and enablers for accessing and participating in education and under- represented 

groups in HE. The chapter also looks at gender participation rates in HE in Ghana, 

policies that have been initiated to ensure gender parity and mature students as an 

underrepresented group.       

 

2.2 The Geographic Locations and Education Delivery 

Ghana is popularly known as the black star of Africa because it was the first African 

country to gain political independence from the British colonial rule in 1957. At 

present, the population of the country is estimated to be 22.1 million (World Bank, 

2007), of which about 45.9% are under the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2007). A UNESCO 

(2006) report shows that the youth literacy rate is significantly higher than that of 

the adult population as a whole, with 71% of the 15 to 24 age group being literate.  
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The country is divided into ten administrative and commercial regions and three 

geographical belts (the northern, middle and southern belts), with Accra as the 

capital. The northern belt is made up of three regions namely Upper West, Upper 

East and Northern Region. The middle belt is made up of the Ashanti, Eastern and 

Brong Ahafo Regions, constituting the forest zones, where some commercial and 

subsistence farming activities take place. The southern belt comprises the Central, 

Western, Greater Accra and Volta regions where there are fishing and commercial 

activities and some subsistence farming.  

 

The different geographical locations of Ghana are characterised by uneven socio-

economic conditions and infrastructure, especially for education delivery. The 

North/South divide is the most striking feature of the Ghanaian context, affecting 

almost all indicators of development, including education (Rolleston, 2009). The 

northern belt constitutes the three poorest regions of the country, and due to its harsh 

climate and poor vegetation, the people are dispersed, nomadic and deprived, with 

some community settlements in the rural areas sometimes comprising about ten 

household units (Akyeampong, 2004). The inhabitants face challenges with regard 

to water, food and employment opportunities. Therefore, there is a higher demand 

for basic human needs than for education.  

 

The Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS, 2000) indicates that the literacy rates 

for the northern sector of the country are significantly lower than those in the south. 

The survey reports that while more than two-thirds of adults in almost all the regions 

in the south have been to school before, only about a third of adults in the north have 

done the same. With regard to children’s participation in basic education, statistics 

from the GLSS (2003) show that 50% of children in the Northern regions have 

access to primary education, compared with 80% of their counterparts in Ashanti 

and Greater Accra regions. Enrolment in secondary education is also very much 

lower in these regions, with only 10 to 15 percent of children enrolling in junior 

secondary school (Akyeampong et al., 2007).  
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Research evidence shows that most of the children in Northern Ghana do not go to 

school because they fend for themselves by engaging in economic activities to cater 

for their basic needs (Casely-Hayford, 2002). Moreover, as a result of poverty and 

the use of child labour to supplement family income, parents, most of who have 

themselves not had education, are not interested in formal education for their 

children (Ampiah and Adu-Yeboah, 2009).  

 

In the Northern part of Ghana, higher education opportunities are also limited, given  

that it was not until the early 1990s that one public university was opened to serve 

three regions in the area, compared to three HEIs in the south. A study of 1,500 

students (Manuh et al., 2007, p. 82-3) found that in 2002, the majority of students 

who gained admission to the five public universities came from the five more 

developed regions in the south and middle belt of the country while only 4.2% of 

students came from the Northern belt. It can therefore be expected that access to HE 

will be restricted to the most socially-advantaged whose parents might have had 

education, who attended elite secondary schools and who have the highest entry 

qualifications.  

 

Rural/Urban Divide and Education Opportunities 

In Ghana, the historical context and colonial experience brought about differential 

allocation of and access to resources and goods (Dei, 2005). Therefore, there are 

differences in SES in the various regions and (rural/urban) locations. Life in rural 

areas is characterised by differential levels of difficult economic and social 

conditions, which reflect in the lack of basic social amenities such as pipe-borne 

water, electricity, accessible roads and transportation, health and education facilities.  

 

Whether rural, urban or peri-urban, one’s location determines one’s educational 

opportunities, academic achievement, school retention and progression. This is 

attributable to the difference in levels of development, in terms of the distribution of 

social and educational resources between towns and rural areas. USAID-supported 

Criterion Referenced Tests (CRT), conducted in the mid to late 1990s, found that, 
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rural schools were considerably weaker in academic achievement than those in the 

towns, with pupils in the country’s capital obtaining the highest achievement (Pryor 

& Ampiah, 2003). In rural areas, few people go beyond the basic level of education 

(Stephens, 2000).  

 

In the ESRC/DFID research project to which this study is connected, some HE 

students’ stories about their previous educational experiences hinted that long 

distances to school,  poor, unattractive educational facilities and lack of teachers in 

rural areas affected their academic achievement and their transition to further 

education (Morley et al., 2010). Stephens (2000) points out that in rural areas in 

Ghana, poverty determines who receives education in the family (mostly boys). 

Parents are unwilling to send their children (especially girls) to school because of 

some cultural practices such as early marriage and the lack of role models. The 

implication is that females from rural areas may not access HE as easily as their 

urban counterparts, an issue which this study explored. 

 

2.3 Cultural and Socialisation Processes in Ghana  

In every human society, there are beliefs and practices that regulate the way people 

behave and relate to each other, and 'socialisation’ refers to the process by which 

such beliefs and practices are inculcated in people. It also refers to the process by 

which people are made to adopt behaviours deemed appropriate to their gender in 

their culture (Burr, 1998). Social structures such as the family and school, and the 

relationships among its members are the main socialisation agencies, which transmit 

values, moral and ethical instruction as well as societal obligations and privileges 

(Gyekye, 2003).  

 

In Ghana, traditional gender-role identification and living arrangements have 

established clear delineations of household responsibilities, which continue to be 

passed down to children in the family, and from which they learn the gender roles 

expected of them (Bortey and Dodoo, 2005). As such, it is generally held that every 

woman ‘grows up knowing that it is the woman who cooks the meals and generally 
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sees to it that the house is clean and well-kept’ (Dolphyne, 1991, p. 5), a role which 

does not require formal education to perform. Men on the other hand, are supposed 

to be heads of households and breadwinners, and cater for all household members 

including their wives. Many traditional households believe men need higher income 

to discharge these responsibilities, which is possible by obtaining education 

(Boohene, Kotey & Folker, 2005).  

 

Where men and women are socialized to conform to socially constructed and 

appropriate gender roles and cultural norms, gender gaps that disadvantage women 

are created, particularly in the education sector (Hannum & Buchmann, 2004). 

Although the Ghanaian education system is structured to serve girls and boys 

equally, females’ education is hindered by certain cultural beliefs and practices such 

as the expectation that girls will help with household chores and family businesses, 

as well as early marriages (Stephens, 2000; Pryor & Ampiah, 2003; Akyeampong et 

al, 2007). Sometimes, there is the fear that a girl’s marriage prospects will diminish 

if she obtains a higher education equal to men or more than men. Even when they 

are enrolled, girls experience schooling differently from boys, with some teachers 

showing greater expectations for boys and thus giving them more attention and 

intellectual challenge than girls (Dunne and Leach, 2005). These suggest that 

females’ identities are formed differently based on their gender roles and different 

experiences of schooling.  

 

2.4 Pre-tertiary Schooling in Ghana 

Formal education started in the southern towns of Ghana, where the first two public 

universities were sited by the colonialists (Dei, 2005). Currently, the basic education 

programme is made up of 2 years of pre-school system, 6 years of primary education 

where a child enters at age 6 and 3 years of Junior High School (JHS) (Government 

of Ghana, 2007).  

 

Since independence, there have been a series of educational reforms and reviews in 

Ghana aimed at improving educational delivery and increasing access and 
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participation. One of the reforms which sought to ensure gender parity and 

improvement in educational delivery was the Free Compulsory Universal Basic 

Education (FCUBE), introduced in 1996. Consequently, school enrolment and 

retention rates for both boys and girls increased. In 1999, 57% of children of 

primary age were enrolled in primary school, increasing to 65% in 2004 (UNESCO, 

2006). This increase has been attributed to the Government’s introduction of 

capitation grants, which abolishes all kinds of school fees and makes provision for 

funding to schools based on enrolment rates. 

 

Despite the increase in basic school enrolment, a UNESCO (2006) report indicates 

that only 63% of primary school children reach the fifth year, with a wide gender 

gap especially at the higher levels (Republic of Ghana, 2004). The report on 

Ghana’s achievement in the Millennium Development Goals (Republic of Ghana, 

2004) shows that between 2003 and 2004, there was a Gender Parity Index (GPI) of 

93 females to 100 males and 88 females to 100 males at the primary and junior high 

school levels respectively.   

 

Admission to the Senior High School (SHS) is determined by performance in a 

nationally conducted examination (Basic Education Certificate Examination, BECE) 

and school placement through a computer selection programme. To be selected by 

the computer for admission to an academically good performing or elite secondary 

school (normally categorized from A-D according to their academic performance), 

an applicant has to obtain grade 1 in each of the 6 core and elective subjects, making 

an aggregate of 6. Because of this, the examinations are very competitive. From my 

experience, I observe that parents who have enough money send their children to 

good performing private schools, engage the services of private teachers or spend on 

educational materials to enable their children to obtain not just the required grades, 

but the highest. 

 

A study by the Ghana Statistical Service (GSS, 2001) revealed that the poorest 45% 

of Ghana’s population had no access to post-basic education, and that only 37% of 
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children of secondary school age were enrolled in secondary school (UNESCO, 

2006). From this, it is evident that in spite of the free provision of basic education 

and subsidised secondary education, post-basic education largely excludes the poor 

and rural dwellers because of the uneven allocation of educational resources and 

poor educational delivery. Poor parents who are unable to make additional expenses 

will automatically have their children allocated to category D secondary schools, 

most of which are in deprived areas and unable to educate students to the tertiary 

level. In such circumstances, it is possible for females (or males for that matter) who 

might have missed the opportunity to access HE earlier and are still interested, to do 

so through Widening Participation (WP) strategies such as DE and the mature 

students’ route to participate in education.  

 

2.5 Higher Education in Ghana 

Before gaining independence, participation in HE in Ghana was elitist, as has been 

pointed out earlier in this thesis. After independence, educational expansion was 

vigorously pursued at all levels (from primary to HE) in order to prepare citizens 

who would contribute to the educational, political and social development of the 

country (Daniel, 1996; Association of African Universities (AAU), 2004; Dei, 

2004). Consequently, by the 1960s, Ghana was the first in the sub-Saharan Africa to 

have experienced rapid educational growth (Rolleston, 2009). This section describes 

some of the processes of HE expansion, the introduction of previously excluded 

groups generally and women particularly.   

 

University Expansion in Ghana 

Higher education began in Ghana with the establishment of the first colonial post-

secondary institution in the then Gold Coast in 1924, rising to 98 students by 1943, 

two of whom were women (Daniel, 1996). This institution was upgraded to a 

university in 1948 and called the University College of the Gold Coast, (now called 

the University of Ghana (UG). By 1962, there were two additional universities: the 

Kumasi College of Technology, now called the Kwame Nkrumah University of 

Science and Technology (KNUST), opened in October 1951, and the University 
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College of Cape Coast (UCCC) in 1962, now known as the University of Cape 

Coast (UCC).  

 

This section traces the expansion of HE from the 1980s when statistics at that time 

showed the need to expand the university system. Information from the US Library 

of Congress (2007) shows that of the 1.8 million students who completed basic 

education in 1984/85, only 125,600 were able to continue to secondary school, and 

fewer than 20,000 entered vocational and technical institutions, with total university 

enrolment at 7,900. It is important to note that during that period, the three 

universities in the country were sited in three urban centres in the southern part of 

Ghana, where most of the elite secondary schools were also located. Therefore, 

enrolment favoured the rich and urban dwellers in the locality to the disadvantage of 

the poor, rural dwellers and those in the other geographical locations. 

 

Following an educational reform programme in 1987, the Universities’ 

Rationalization Committee (URC), which was instituted to provide information to 

improve the university system, reported that only a negligible number (0.7%) of the 

relevant age group was represented at university (UNESCO, 1988). This led to the 

Tertiary Education Reforms (1991) with the major objective of expanding access, 

improving quality teaching and learning and developing manpower for sustainable 

economic development (Antwi, 1992). Consequently, two more public universities 

were opened, namely the University for Development Studies (UDS) and the 

University College of Education of Winneba (UCEW) (Daniel, 1996; Effah, 2003), 

in the north and south of the country respectively. Also, old post-secondary 

institutions were upgraded to the tertiary level and polytechnics upgraded to offer 

university-level courses (Sedgwick, 2000) while allowing private sector 

participation in HE (Daniel, 1996; Effah, 2003). Through this, university enrolment 

quickly shot up to 15,365 during the 93/94 academic year from 7,900 in the 1984/85 

academic year (US Library of Congress, 2007).  
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In spite of the expansion, enrolment still favoured the southerners, the urban 

dwellers and the rich. It was the period when the World Bank had regarded HE as a 

luxury which favoured the elite rather than the masses. It had therefore introduced 

cuts in public spending on HE, thereby making it difficult for the poor to enter HE. 

That situation had also resulted in the deterioration and inadequate academic and 

infrastructural facilities to match the growing population.  

 

However, between 1996 and 2001, an average of 32% of the qualified applicants 

gained admission to the five public universities (Ministry of Education, 2000). In 

numerical terms, university enrolment stood at 40,673 in the 2000/2001 academic 

year and by 2004, it had risen to 69,968 (UNESCO, 2006). The 2005/2006 

enrolment at public universities recorded a total of 83,788, reflecting 55% of 

qualified applicants (National Council for Tertiary Education (NCTE), 2006b). In 

spite of the expansion, the GER was 5 in 2005, as compared to 24 for the world and 

71 for North America and Western Europe (UNESCO, 2009b). Although there are 

over 11 private university colleges that have been granted accreditation, in addition 

to the 5 public universities, only about 25% of qualified secondary school leavers 

currently obtain university access in Ghana (World Bank, 2009).  

 

Accessing HE in Ghana 

The requirement for entry into full time study at Ghanaian universities is to obtain 

good passes (not more than aggregate 24) in the Senior Secondary School 

Certificate Examinations (SSSCE), now known as the West African Senior 

Secondary School Certificate Examinations (WASSSCE). However, due to the 

limited space for the large number of applicants, and the keen competition to access 

the public institutions because of the lower cost, many qualified applicants are 

turned away through an institutionalized cut-off point (between aggregate 6 and 15).  

 

Moreover, many students, especially those from less endowed secondary schools are 

unable to make grades within the cut-off point, and others rewrite the examinations 

many times without success to obtain passes in some of the compulsory subjects like 
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Mathematics and Science. When this happens, it appears their opportunity to access 

HE is lost forever. These and other factors have brought about the introduction of 

other entry routes to widen access to diverse clientele such as the poor, full-time 

workers and adults, among others.  

 

Innovations for HE Access  

Three main WP strategies are practised by universities in Ghana to make HE 

accessible to some underrepresented groups. These are the special concession to 

poor students, the use of Affirmative Action (AA) for women and the introduction 

of different entry routes. These are described below respectively. 

 

The ‘special concession for poor students’ is a way of making HE accessible to 

students from deprived areas. These students are identified by the location of the 

secondary schools they attended, whether in a rural area or a location which is 

designated as deprived because it is lacking in economic and social development, 

including poor educational infrastructure. According to The White Paper on 

Education (Government of Ghana, 2007), HEIs are required to institute special 

concessions for the admission of such students who obtain grades a little above the 

universities’ cut-off points. Every year, a cut-off point is determined by the number 

of applicants and the available places for admission. At the University of Cape 

Coast, two hundred places are reserved for students from deprived schools, and such 

students are admitted at some points lower than the standard requirements, 

depending on the university’s cut-off point in a particular admission process (UCC, 

2006).  

 

Because of the limited places for admission, this system has not received much 

publicity, perhaps to avoid receiving overwhelming numbers of applicants. The 

criteria used for identifying potential beneficiaries need to be reviewed to attract the 

right persons the innovation seeks to target. For example, it is important to note that 

one’s participation in rural schooling may not make him/her a poor student, since 

such students may come from relatively rich farmers in those villages.  
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Moreover, the computer selection for secondary school admission might place one 

in a deprived school when in fact, s/he is of average SES. Again, there does not 

seem to be a mechanism for ensuring gender parity in the use of the special 

concession for poor students, in which case males could be the major beneficiaries.    

 

The next innovation is the use of Affirmative Action (AA). In Ghana, the AA is 

practised at the university level, and it works only in favour of women. Female 

students are granted admission at one or two points lower than their male 

counterparts into some academic programmes such as Education, Arts and Social 

Sciences. Although it is practised in all public universities and some private 

institutions, the ESRC/DFID research report reveals that there is no formalised, 

documented policy on AA (Morley et al., 2010), and it appears to be used on ad hoc 

basis. In reaction to the practice of AA, most of the male students interviewed in the 

study expressed their misgivings about the practice, agreeing with Fraser’s (1997) 

theory that affirmative action is a form of reverse discrimination and favouritism, 

which privileges some groups and disadvantages others. But it is important to note 

that in the process where men and women are socialized to conform to socially 

constructed and appropriate gender roles and cultural norms which privilege boys 

and men, girls and women are disadvantaged and in the process, do not experience 

family life and schooling to the same degree as boys and men (Stephens, 2000; Dei, 

2004).  

 

On the basis of the above, I am of the view that the use of AA in Ghana does not 

imply the admission of unqualified females into HE, and therefore find it justifiable. 

On the other hand, AA could be perpetuating the cycle of inequality when socially 

advantaged females are attracted through the practice. To make it more meaningful, 

certain criteria must be adopted to target females from poor and rural backgrounds, 

as is done with the special concession for poor students.  

 

Apart from the concessions for poor students and females into full time HE, other 

alternative entry routes have been made available for part time studies in the form of 
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sandwich and Distance Education (DE) (Kwapong, 2007). The sandwich 

programmes are mounted in the HEIs whereas the DE has centres in every regional 

capital. These entry routes are for selected programmes only (i.e. in Education, 

Business Management and Administration). Access to these programmes mostly 

favours working adults, women and those who wish to specialise in those 

programmes. Participants who are located within the proximity of the centres also 

find it most accessible, thereby excluding rural dwellers.  

 

Kwapong’s (2007) study of the DE programme in Ghana finds for example, that 

because it is decentralised to the regional and district capitals and offers flexibility in 

study time and place, the women and adult workers in her study rate it highly as the 

most suitable for them. However, she also finds that DE poses a number of 

challenges to learners, such as difficulty and insecurity in making frequent travels to 

study centres, pressure from career obligations and difficulty in combining house 

management with private studies, especially in the case of (nursing) mothers and 

pregnant women. There are however, other routes to full-time HE in the form of 

access programmes for science and adult/mature students.  

 

The pre-entry access programmes for science and mature students are mounted prior 

to the period for university admissions. A prospective student has to participate in 

residential remedial classes and special entrance examinations, at the end of which 

successful applicants are offered admission to enrol in the programmes of their 

choice. Unlike the sandwich and DE programmes which are part-time, the access 

programme offers full time admission to students. It is assumed that any mature 

student (especially a woman) who chooses this programme rather than the part-time 

route has put in place certain measures that would enable him/her navigate through 

HE, taking into consideration one’s career obligations and family commitments.  

 

It must be noted however that in the case of the mature students, since only a 6% 

enrolment quota is offered (UCC, 2006), the entrance examination is competitive, 

and many candidates fail in the first attempt. Therefore, many prospective applicants 
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do not feel encouraged to access HE through this route. Though mature women 

manage to access HE through this route, the available statistics show that their 

withdrawal rate is higher than their cohorts in other programmes, and their academic 

achievement lower than those who accessed HE through the direct entry (Morley et 

al., 2010). These statistics offer aggregated information about mature women 

students whereas individually, they may have personal stories which might explain 

their experiences of HE and the factors which might be accountable for them. It is 

the intention of this study therefore to let the mature women students tell their life 

histories and through that, describe their identities and how they experience HE, in 

addition to their cultural roles as home makers and carers.   

 

2.6 Chapter Summary  

This chapter has described the social and cultural contexts which enable and impede 

women’s education in Ghana. I have pointed out that the different geographical 

locations of Ghana are characterised by uneven socio-economic conditions and 

allocation of educational resources and infrastructure. As such, one’s location, being 

in the north or south of the country, in a rural, urban or peri-urban area determines 

one’s access to educational opportunities, meaningful participation and successful 

completion. This should help to understand why women students from these 

locations access HE at a later time in their lives. 

 

I also showed that to some extent, some cultural practices such as the enforcement 

of gender-appropriate roles in the home and community disadvantage females’ 

participation in education, their retention in school and transition to the higher 

educational levels. This chapter also discussed the various institutional strategies 

that have been developed to widen HE participation to minority groups such as 

students from deprived schools, working adults and women. Given the socio-

economic context in which women access education in Ghana, it should be 

interesting to find out about the identities of mature women students and how they 

experience HE with regard to their cultural roles and socio-economic status.   
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CHAPTER 3 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW: MATURE WOMEN STUDENTS IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This thesis investigates how mature women students experience HE in Ghana, and 

describes the strategies they adopt to succeed through it. In the previous chapter, I 

described the socio-cultural milieu of the Ghanaian society. I demonstrated how the 

cultural context and uneven socio-economic development in the different parts of 

the country affect education delivery generally and females’ education particularly. 

Consequently, I suggested that a mature woman student’s experiences in HE might 

be influenced by the effects of the conditions of her location (rural, urban or peri-

urban), SES and socio-cultural practices.  

 

In this chapter, I first discuss three concepts that I find relevant to this study namely 

identity, patriarchy and feminism, and show how these relate to the study of mature 

women students’ lives.  Secondly, I review issues concerning age, socio-economic 

status and socio-cultural norms, as have been found in the research literature on 

women’s HE participation in different contexts. The chapter ends with a summary of 

the surveyed field.  

 

3.2 Concepts 

Identity 

In Chapter 2, I pointed out that there are socio-cultural and socio-economic gaps 

between the northern and southern parts of Ghana and the rural and urban locations, 

which translate into differences in the allocation of educational resources, access 

and participation. There are also variations in the socio-cultural expectations 

regarding a woman’s role in the public (e.g. school system) and private sphere 

(home), depending on her location and SES. As such, there are differences in the 

way women’s identities are formed and changed, which might be a pointer to their 

experiences of HE.  
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Sarup (1996, p. xv) describes identity as ‘who one thinks one is, what one believes 

and what one does’. He also points out that identity is thought of as something we 

do; always in process and never attained. Therefore, for him, the individual is in the 

process of ‘becoming’ and should not be considered as ‘being’ in any given position 

(Sarup, 1996). According to Sarup (1996), our identities are constructed by social 

institutions like the family (home, parents and siblings), schools, culture, workplace 

and friends, irrespective of one’s social class, ethnicity or religion. In effect, what 

these agents produce in one individual is multiple identities which are not fixed 

through class, gender or race, but keep changing (Sarup, 1996; Gee, 2000). In 

describing the unfixed nature of one’s identity, Gee (2000) demonstrates that the 

kind of person one is recognised as being at a given time and place can change from 

moment to moment and from context to context through interaction with others (p. 

99).  

 

In Ghana, my understanding is that a female’s schooling identity would begin from 

the signals she receives from the socialisation she receives from her home, which is 

often influenced by the cultural values and practices embedded in patriarchy. (This 

is discussed shortly) Secondly, having been introduced to the schooling system 

(which normally happens after being shaped by the family and the community), a 

formal schooling identity is formed, but this schooling identity would be decisive or 

changed depending on a number of factors relating to the family (e.g. SES), 

community or the school itself. Therefore, a female who postpones HE until her 

mature age would have experienced shifting identities from these agents that might 

have impacted and still impact her schooling identity both negatively and positively. 

The implication therefore is that the identities mature women students bring with 

them into HE would influence their experiences in different ways and impact on 

their academic work differently, though they may share and may be identified by 

similar cultural features and other factors.  

 

In defining the identities of mature women students in Ghanaian HE, the patriarchal 

system in which culture and SES operate becomes an important focal point. It is 



 

 

 

34 

therefore important to consider the operation of the system of patriarchy and its 

relation to the study of women’s lives. 

 

Patriarchy and Feminism   

‘Patriarchy’ is used to describe the dominance of men over women in the private 

(family) and public (work, politics and culture) spheres (Weiner, 1994). According 

to Cranny-Francis et al. (2003), in the enactment of patriarchy, men ensure that their 

interests prevail, and this is supported implicitly or explicitly by social and cultural 

institutions. They thus portray the patriarchal institution as a system in which 

‘structural differences in privilege, power and authority are invested in masculinity 

and the cultural, economic and/or social positions of men’. What this means is that 

to ensure that their interests prevail, men exercise power and control over women. 

Consequently, they gain honour, prestige, material benefits (sometimes higher 

salaries) and the right to command from their superior position. This also means that 

culturally, economically and socially, women are excluded from the privileges and 

benefits of power and authority.  

 

Issues relating to women’s relationship with men are of research concern in both 

Western and African societies (Edwards, 1993; Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003; 

Dei, 2004; Morley, 2005). Weiner (1994) reveals that in Western societies, the first 

women’s movement which became known as liberal feminism, began as a 

movement against sexual discrimination. The nature of women’s disadvantage was 

in the fact that their social, political and economic positions as compared with those 

of men were unrecognized and untapped, and that, their particular needs and 

interests were not adequately taken into account. According to Weiner, the 

movement advocated that more women be allowed into the public sphere (education 

and work) and given the same rights as men to make choices regarding their social, 

political, economic and educational roles.  

 

However, the movement was seen as ‘liberal, bourgeois and highly individualistic’ 

(Weiner, 1994, p. 52), because it was pioneered by white middle–class women, who 
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appeared to be fighting their cause and extending their legal, political and 

employment rights. Consequently, the second wave women’s movement which was 

called the Women’s Liberation Movement (also known as the modern, new feminist 

movement) started in the USA in the 1960s. Weiner (1994) reports that, a group of 

women who were committed to egalitarian practices, and were disenchanted with 

the male domination of political organisations pioneered the movement. They 

reportedly began to explore ideas about women-centredness in political 

organisations and to organise their own autonomous movement for women’s 

liberation. Thus, the ideas developed from the movement came to be known as those 

characterising radical feminism. 

 

In explaining the cause of women’s oppression, the radical feminism used the 

concept of patriarchy as the underlying principle of the dominance of men over 

women, and the model of all other oppressions. Connected to this ideology was the 

second assumption that the oppression of women by men was universal, thus, 

operating on the language of collectivism or sisterhood rather than individualism. 

The third assumption of the radical feminism was that women have to undergo a 

process of ‘consciousness raising’ to be aware of the effects of male domination.  

 

It is noted that radical feminist goals dominated the second wave women’s 

movement. Nevertheless, other feminist perspectives emerged during the period, 

notable among them being the socialist and black feminisms. The main concerns of 

socialist feminism include re-theorising the significance of women’s work in the 

domestic and nondomestic economic sphere. Socialist feminists emphasised the role 

of the sexual division of labour as the basis of physical and psychological difference 

between men and women. They argued that the roles that usually required female 

labour namely (a) the [re]production and nurturing of human beings to serve 

eventually as labour/man power need for reproduction, (b) sexual satisfaction and 

(c) emotional nurturing were as important as the need for production for the 

satisfaction of material needs. For them, the public/private distinctions rationalised 
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the exploitation of women as they believed that procreative activities and public 

sphere production are mutually interdependent (Peet & Hartwick, 1999).      

 

Black feminism began in multi-racial societies such as the USA where radical 

feminism started. Women of colour regarded radical feminism as a white-women’s 

movement (Weiner, 1994) because it failed to recognise the economic and social 

differences between women. The black feminist movement therefore came up in 

protest against the radical feminist movement and the white patriarchal society’s 

oppression of black women on the basis of class, colour and sex. In the process, the 

movement shattered the universal notion of sisterhood and thus allowed for both 

difference and equality to become issues within feminist politics. 

 

The feminist movements described earlier pointed out men’s advantaged position 

over females in Western countries. Similarly, in Africa, women were engaged in 

activism even before feminism became a movement, although no terminology had 

been coined to describe what they were doing (Nfah-Abbenyi, 1997). However, due 

to the different historical, economic and social structures between the Western and 

African countries, the degree of women’s disadvantage differs. For example, 

according to Cornwall (2005), early African writing on gender focused on women’s 

invisibility and the victimising effect of colonialism/post-colonialism and male 

dominance on women. These issues were of concern because according to Lithur 

(2004), in pre-colonial times, African women enjoyed certain levels of status and 

prestige similar to those of men in the role they played as traditional governors, and 

in the sexual division of labour which was based primarily on complementarity and 

was devoid of inferiority/superiority status (Stromquist, 1998).  

 

Stromquist (1998) and Lithur (2004) reveal that African women lost their status and 

prestige to colonial practices, which among other things, introduced patriarchal 

ideologies that did not recognise women’s customary rights. Additionally, the 

colonial practices curtailed women’s autonomy in certain aspects of decision-

making (Boserup, 1970; Hunt, 1990). Cornwall (2005) therefore points out that 
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post-colonial African literature largely portrays African men as powerful, dominant 

figures. Consequently, some of the post-colonial writings challenged assumptions 

about women’s political and economic capabilities, after which came studies on the 

construction of gender relations, and the processes and structures through which 

women’s and men’s identities and relationships are mediated. Recent studies, 

according to Cornwall (2005) are multi-disciplinary and encompass a wider terrain 

including issues concerned with gender identities with other dimensions of 

difference such as elitism or intellectualism and illiteracy (Toure et al., 2003), 

poverty and wealth and differences in terms of the rural-urban dichotomy (Morley 

and Lugg, 2009). 

 

With regard to education, recent writings on girls and women’s participation in 

schooling in Ghana mostly compare females’ experiences with those of males. For 

example, decisions on the level or type of education girls should receive 

(concurrently with male siblings or not) are made by their fathers, particularly on the 

basis of family income and cultural beliefs about women’s role as home makers 

(Akyeampong et al., 2007). Again, in their mature ages, depending on their marital 

status, women’s further education is influenced either negatively or positively by 

their spouses (Prah, 2002; Shabaya & Konadu-Agyemang, 2004). As such, women’s 

actions cannot be taken out of the context of the patriarchal culture, which appears 

to authorise, make valid and legitimise men’s dominant position and the 

performance of their masculinity in the private and public spheres (Dolphyne, 1991; 

Cranny-Francis et al., 2003).  

 

Manuh (2004), a Ghanaian writer thinks that the performance of masculinity is 

manifest in the ways in which men see themselves, think of themselves and behave 

towards men, women and children. For her, men’s perception of themselves as 

superior and more (economically, culturally and socially) powerful has an impact on 

women’s lives. However, much as masculine and feminine identities are not 

exclusive to men and women respectively (Connell, 1997), masculinity is not a fixed 

character type but a practice which can be generated in particular situations in a 
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changing structure of relationships. In this sense, a change in the structure of 

relationships can make both women and men perform masculinities and femininities 

respectively.  

 

The exercise of masculinity and femininity by men and women conversely brings 

into contention the issue of male dominance and power over women in patriarchy.  

Foucault (1980) points out that power is omnipresent and exercised everywhere by 

everyone, including the marginalised and vulnerable. In a Foucauldian sense, 

contrary to the assumption that power is exercised solely by males and the rich for 

example, in the binaries of male/female; rich/poor, females and the poor also 

exercise power.  

 

In sum, this section has pointed out that some of the agents of socialisation such as 

the family, education and cultural norms also help to form and shape one’s 

identities. Secondly, I have pointed out that especially in the African context, these 

agents of identity formation operate in the patriarchal system, that appears to 

authorise and legitimate men’s superiority and domination over women, and 

structure women’s participation in education. Therefore, we can understand how 

mature women students experience HE through the lenses of the institutions that 

contribute to their identity formation, namely the family, culture and SES. The next 

section addresses these issues.     

 

 

3.3 Women Students’ Age, Socio-economic Status and Gender Roles 

 

3.3.1 Introduction 

Mature women students’ HE experiences have attracted much research attention in 

many developed countries including the UK, the US and Australia where the 

participation of mature students in higher and further education started in the 1960s 

(Burn, 1993). In the UK for example, since the 1996/97 academic year, women have 

constituted the majority (more than 60%) in HE (David, 2009). Currently, 61.4% of 

part-time and 64.2% of mature undergraduate students are women (David, 2009). 
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Some of the research on mature women students in the UK employ the constructs of 

social class (SES) and juggling job commitments (Reay, 2003, for example), gender 

roles (Edwards, 1993; Baxter and Britton, 2001) and the effect of these on mature 

students’ HE completion (Bolam & Dodgson, 2003). 

 

In view of the lack of research studies on mature women students in the Ghanaian 

context, this study sought to understand the ways in which women experience HE in 

Ghana, through the lenses of age, SES and socio-cultural norms or gender roles. The 

section that follows reviews some of the research studies on mature women 

students’ lives in HE in other contexts, with a focus on how age, SES and gender 

roles influence their experiences in HE.  

 

3.3.2 Women Students’ Age and HE  

In discourses on HE participation, age becomes an important concept because it is 

normally used to define groups of learners as being traditional or non-traditional, 

and thus seemingly legitimised by their ages to be in HE or not possessing the full 

status of an HE participant. Nisbet and Welsh (1972) identified the following 

popular assumptions of the mature student: oldish, over 30 years, late developer who 

missed his or her chance by leaving school early or failing qualifying examination. 

Nisbet and Welsh again revealed that the mature student is often assumed to be 

pedestrian and dull, conscientious, serious, often a struggler and seldom a high-flier.   

 

Some writers indicate that traditional students are associated with youthfulness and 

academic brightness whilst mature students are associated with old age, invisibility, 

marginalisation and positioning as ‘other’ in social relations (Maguire, 1996; Morley 

and Lussier, 2009). In Maguire’s (1996) study, the constant repetition of ‘young and 

bright’ by her older women-participants in reference to the younger students seemed 

to be in binary opposition to ‘old and dull’. Again, it portrayed that the women 

perceived themselves as academically weaker than younger students because of the 

difference in their ages. Sometimes, lecturers consciously or unconsciously signalled 

that mothers in HE are incapable of excellent academic performance because of 
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their domestic responsibilities (Edwards, 1993). In Edwards’ study, this assumption 

was proven wrong, as the mature women students performed better than their 

younger counterparts.  

 

Wilson (1997) also found that the age gap between mature students and younger 

students led to feelings of isolation and being on the fringes. Moreover, Richardson 

and King (1998) think that mature students may be confronted with problems related 

to adjusting to the traditional academic environment and may exhibit fewer skills in 

coping with the academic environment, in spite of their experience with solving 

life’s demands.  

 

In all the above examples, the characterisation of mature students appears to be full 

of norms, apparently because of some of their common characteristics, and old age 

is constructed as incompatible with higher academic pursuits. However, evidence 

from studies conducted in the UK demonstrates that older age means more life 

experiences to draw upon in HE work (Edwards, 1993; Richardson and King, 1998; 

Tett, 2000). This finding is endorsed by Wilson (1997) who contends that older 

students’ life experiences, such as having worked, brought up a family, learnt about 

time management, worked under pressure and met deadlines, can serve as 

advantages by making them more confident about what they expect in HE.  

 

Richardson and King (1998) argue that older students are more adept at examining 

and exploiting their previous experience in order to make sense of new information 

and situations. As such, they contend that older students can exhibit approaches to 

learning that are more desirable than those of younger students. In fact, in Ghana, 

old age is associated with wisdom and therefore accorded very high respect and 

dignity (Lithur, 2004). In spite of the norms that seem to characterise mature 

students, Tett (2000) demonstrates that there are many other factors such as 

schooling, family and community experiences and SES backgrounds that 

differentiate them.  
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Two points are worth noting in this section: (1) older age is sometimes wrongfully 

associated with academic dullness, knowledge deficit and inadequate academic 

preparation for HE (Maguire, 1996); (2) older age is associated with family life and 

job commitments, in which case mature (women) students encounter difficulties in 

combining these roles with HE although in some cases, students are able to use their 

previous life experiences to make sense of new information (Richardson and King, 

1998). These suggest that the effect of other factors such as socio-cultural condition, 

marital and family status as well as SES frame the experiences of mature women 

students in HE. The discussion that follows presents some of the research findings 

on the experiences of mature women students in HE with regard to SES and gender 

roles. 

 

3.3.3 Socio-economic Status and Higher Education Participation    

Earlier in this chapter it was explained that mature students’ HE experiences have 

attracted much research attention in developed economies whereas in developing 

countries such as Ghana, such literature is unavailable. This study draws on the 

available research literature particularly in the UK, where much research has been 

done on women students’ participation in HE. This section presents some of the 

research findings on the effects of SES on non-traditional students’ participation in 

HE and makes inferences for the situation of mature women students’.  

 

In the UK, there is some indication in the literature that HE access and participation 

is for the socio-economically advantaged who have all the time to concentrate on 

their studies, and not for poor students who might not have had adequate academic 

preparation prior to HE and yet have to combine part-time employment with 

academic work (Reay, 2003; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003; David et al, 2009). In 

a study conducted in a socio-economically excluded geographical area in the 

Northern part of England, Tett (2000) examined the gendered experiences of 

working class mature male and female students and found that all the participants 

shared similar social characteristics such as poverty, lack of academic qualifications 

because they had not participated in post-compulsory education and the absence of 
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HE experience in their families. Her study articulates with others (e.g Bolam & 

Dodgson, 2003; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003) which indicate that poverty is the 

cause of non-traditional HE participants’ inability to obtain academic qualifications 

apparently due to the negative experiences of their previous schooling, which also 

impacts negatively upon their academic performance and retention.  

 

Reay’s (2003) study focused solely on the experiences of mature women students. 

Her study of 12 women from working-class backgrounds was sited in an urban area 

in the UK where there is ethnic and cultural diversity. Similar to Tett’s (2000) study, 

Reay’s participants recounted their childhood poverty, stories of struggle in their 

previous education, failure in examinations, lack of interest in school and a feeling 

that education was not for them. For six lone mothers in Reay’s study, poverty still 

structured their lives in further education. Consequently, five out of the 12 

participants were unable to mobilise sufficient support and resources to participate 

in HE, despite their passionate commitment to learning. Though the participants 

perceived their failure as personal and not as a result of poverty, Reay argues that 

the class culture accounts for their experiences of struggle, failure and their feeling 

that education was not for them.  

  

Reay’s (2003) study relates to other findings that demonstrate that working-class 

mature women students are at risk of making a loss from their financial investments 

in HE. She argues that working-class chances of educational success are low, 

especially in the inner-city where she conducted her study. This is because all the 

women, especially those with children, were caught between wanting to study, 

meeting domestic responsibilities and needing to earn money. Financial hardship 

was especially acute in the case of lone mothers who also had to manage paid work 

with intensive study. This left them too exhausted for any academic work. 

 

It is interesting to note that in the inner-city of England, Leathwood and O'Connell 

(2003) made findings similar to what Tett (2000) and Reay (2003) discovered in the 

socio-economically excluded geographical area. In their longitudinal study which 
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employed questionnaires, focus groups and individual interviews, Leathwood and 

O'Connell (2003) found that the participants (mostly non-traditional students) had to 

struggle against the odds to succeed in HE. According to them, the major source of 

struggle was financial, which compelled most of the students to work during term 

time. The participants appeared to be self-financing, since the study does not 

indicate any other source of funding apart from their part-time work and loans.  

 

The studies above indicate that financial challenges can compel students to seek 

loans and term-time work to support themselves and their families. Leathwood and 

O'Connell’s (2003) participants reportedly accumulated huge financial debts. In 

such circumstances, mature students and those with dependent children were found 

to be among those most affected by financial indebtedness, which added to their 

pressure. Although in Leathwood and O’Connell’s (2003) study, there was no clear 

indication of the differences among the non-traditional students in terms of their 

social characteristics and individual circumstances, it can be inferred that some of 

the women students in the two scenarios above faced the greatest challenges of 

having to manage child care responsibilities, studies and term-time work, a 

condition which was missing in the narratives of male mature students in Tett’s 

(2000) study. In some cases, financial constraints for lone mothers also forced some 

of them to live with their extended families where private studies became difficult 

because of the lack of physical space and privacy.  

 

Engaging with part-time employment made it difficult for some poor students to 

achieve higher grades in their course work, to complete their dissertations and final 

assessments. Reducing their working hours or giving up some of their part-time jobs 

seemed to be the most reasonable alternative (Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003). 

However, the financial difficulties remained in such cases, a situation which put 

poor women, especially lone parents at risk of dropping out of university (Bolam & 

Dodgson, 2003; Reay, 2003), particularly as a result of high additional costs that 

were incurred by those who had children.  
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It is important to note that not all mature students are from poor economic 

backgrounds. However, my survey of the literature found very little information on 

the situation of socio-economically advantaged mature (women) students. Reay 

(2003) reports that in the case of such students, the financial support they receive 

from their families allows for the delegation of both childcare and housework to 

cleaners, nannies and childminders. Consequently, they do not experience the 

struggle which characterises the narratives of poor students. The literature that is 

available does not however show the difference in academic achievement between 

mature students from rich and poor economic backgrounds.  

 

The situation in Ghana is not very different from the inner-city and socio-

economically deprived areas in the UK. In the ESRC/DFID research project from 

which this study emanates, the Equity Scorecards of full-time mature undergraduate 

students in one public university showed that such students are mostly from poor 

backgrounds and highly at risk of dropping out of HE (Morley et al., 2010). 

Moreover, a survey of full-time teachers, who were also part-time mature 

undergraduate students in one public university in Ghana made similar findings 

about stories of struggle, as the participants tried to balance their HE studies with 

full-time work and family commitments (Adu-Yeboah & Nti, 2007). The 

participants indicated that financial constraint was their biggest challenge. In Ghana, 

full-time undergraduate students, including mature students do not normally take on 

term-time jobs, and there is no indication about how the different economic 

backgrounds of mature women students affect their HE experiences differently. It is 

therefore the intent of this study to explore how the SES of mature women students 

in HE construct their HE experiences, as they combine HE with their gender roles. 

 

3.3.4 Gender Roles and Higher Education Participation 

In many high and low-income countries, women have sole responsibility for caring 

for children, elderly parents and other family relations and spouses when married 

(Prah, 2002; Blickenstaff, 2005). In some cases, women who embark on HE study 

have to combine all these competing demands with their academic work, and this 



45 

 

 

 

puts a strain on their student life (Wilson, 1997; Bolam & Dodgson, 2003; Reay, 

2003).  

 

A number of studies on mature women students’ experiences in HE note some 

similarities with respect to stories of survival and struggle as they combine HE with 

domestic responsibilities and jobs (Edwards, 1993; Baxter & Britton, 2001; Reay, 

2003; Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003). In these juggling roles, fragmentation or 

compartmentalisation of the self occurs (Edwards, 1993; Baxter & Britton, 2001), 

which results in considerable stress on family commitments and relationships. In 

some cases, the women experience feelings of guilt which also leads to the erosion 

of self-esteem and confidence in the realisation that they are unable to devote the 

same amounts of time previously given to the role of wife or mother (Wilson, 1997; 

Bolam & Dodgson, 2003; Reay, 2003).  

 

Baxter and Britton (2001) found that mature women’s HE participation posed a 

threat to relationships within their families, mainly as a result of the gendered 

division of labour. Between male and female mature students, Edwards (1993) and 

Baxter and Britton (2001) report that the juggling of demands from both family and 

HE impacted on female students much more strongly than males. Although some 

women in Baxter and Britton’s (2001) study reported the support they received from 

their families and/or spouses, some revealed that there were also some subtle and 

sometimes overt changes in their spouses’ relationship, with some marriages 

breaking down. For some, support from partners was defined as not opposing their 

decision to enter HE rather than facilitating their time as students. In this case, it was 

the women who had to devise strategies for managing and juggling their different 

responsibilities, and ensure that their new role/identity as students did not infringe 

too much on established relationships within the family.  

 

According to Reay (2003), devising strategies for managing and juggling different 

roles involved sacrificing social life (that is, time for leisure, taking care of oneself 

and for going out), financial security and family relationships. Sometimes, it also 
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involved abandoning term-time jobs, reducing the working hours or eventually 

losing the investment in HE due to non-completion. In these circumstances, Baxter 

and Britton (2001) and Reay (2003) reveal that the risks of education are higher for 

working-class students, whatever their gender than for middle class students. 

Similarly, working-class women who obtain support from their partners and families 

report about success in HE as a result, whereas in other cases, with little or no 

support from family and partners, all these chores become some women’s singular 

responsibility.  

 

Conclusion  

Most of the studies discussed in this section present the experiences of mature 

women through the binaries of male/female or rich/poor. These studies show that 

factors including socio-economic status and cultural disposition construct mature 

women students’ HE experiences either negatively or positively. Most importantly, 

these studies suggest that these factors are inter-related (Edwards, 1993; Reay, 2003; 

Baxter and Britton, 2001), such that one’s SES (advantaged or not) has a role to play 

in one’s living arrangements (family support and delegation of chores), which also 

influence the kind of experience with HE.  

 

The studies that are interested in the differences between mature students as a group 

and other (traditional) students, or between men and women mature students in 

terms of their experiences in HE (Edwards, 1993; Wilson, 1997; Baxter and Britton, 

2001; Tett, 2000), tend to homogenise the groups under study. The assumption is 

that all women (or men) are affected equally by academic and non-academic factors 

in HE, and might require similar treatment in HE.  

 

Lastly, in the studies that make use of quantitative data (Baxter & Britton, 2001, for 

example), peculiar details and experiences of the participants tend to be masked. It is 

those that use interviews that allow different experiences to be heard. However, the 

individual interviews mostly reveal the students’ experiences in HE with very little 

or no information about factors in their lives which might offer some explanation for 
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their present lives. In view of this gap, this present study targets women only, and 

seeks to discover their individual identities through the life history narrative method 

and how that influence their individual experiences in HE. Through this method, it is 

expected that the factors that might have been instrumental in the formation of their 

identities would help explain why they experience HE the way they do. On this 

basis, this study was conducted on the framework that is described in the next 

section. 

 

3.4 The Conceptual Framework of the Study 

In view of the absence of research studies on this subject in the Ghanaian context, I 

draw on some of the findings from other contexts, particularly, on the works of 

Edwards (1993), Leathwood and O'Connell (2003), Reay (2003) and Moreau and 

Leathwood (2006). The dominant discourses in these studies point to the fact that 

mature women students (especially, those with families) have to combine academic 

work in HE with family and domestic commitments (Edwards, 1993). In the 

process, they feel pressurized to achieve success in both domains, since they 

perceive their participation in HE as an individual project (Edwards, 1993; Reay, 

2003). As shall be seen shortly in the discussion below, the studies under discussion 

show that to navigate their way through HE, women students adopt different 

strategies, change their approaches and renegotiate the balance as the demands of 

their studies and domestic lives change (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006).  

 

According to Leathwood and O'Connell (2003), some women students are 

‘strugglers’ in HE mainly because of their commitment to their families and the 

demands of HE study. Again, they assert that irrespective of their socio-economic 

status, some women students feel a lack of time to meet all the demands of 

education and family.  Moreover, due to socio-economic disadvantage and the need 

to take term time jobs, some lack quality student experience such as independence, 

leisure and academic work, including the time to engage fully in academic life, and 

for caring for the self (Reay, 2003; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006).  
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Edwards’ (1993) study of women students’ HE experiences was based on cultural 

factors. She conceptualises education and the family as public and private spheres, 

which she describes as ‘greedy institutions’ (p. 63).  She relates the public sphere to 

the world of paid work, politics, formal education, culture and the general exercise 

of power and authority, to which men appear to be naturally suited. On the other 

hand, the private sphere being the domestic domain and involving the world of 

family, home, children and domestic labour is associated with women. The 

implication is that if a woman adds education (which is a public domain) to the 

private sphere, she must maintain her full loyalty to both institutions (if she is a 

partner with children) by catering for all physical and emotional needs of the family 

and fulfilling all her academic obligations in addition. In the process, the two 

domains (education and home) interact, impinge upon each other and generate 

tension, which affects the woman’s life within each. Edwards (1993) maintains that 

to be wholeheartedly involved in each to the exclusion of the other, a woman student 

must constantly negotiate her way round the tensions between family and education.  

 

According to Edwards (1993), mental separation and connection are some of the 

strategies women students’ adopt in order to navigate through HE successfully. For 

some, the mental presence of their family lives (their emotional caring in the form of 

thinking about them, feeling responsible for domestic tasks and their happiness), 

was inseparable from their identities as students. In such circumstance, it was their 

ability to accomplish these in addition to their education that gave them a feeling of 

accomplishment as women students. For others, it was their ability to ‘shut off’ (p. 

89) their family lives when attending the education institution that enabled them to 

concentrate on their education.   

 

Reay (2003) and Moreau and Leathwood (2006) add a third institution to Edwards’ 

(1993) education and family, which is employment. Basing her study on socio-

economic and material factors, Reay (2003) reveals that socio-economically 

advantaged students (whom she calls middle-class students) experience HE 

differently from their disadvantaged counterparts because some of them are 
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supported financially by their spouses and/or parents, and are able to pay for the 

services of cleaners, nannies and childminders in their homes. On the other hand, 

socio-economically disadvantaged women students (whom she refers to as working-

class students) tread a hard and painful route through HE partly due to their material 

circumstances and the compulsion they feel to undertake term time jobs. Particularly 

for lone mothers, this compounds their challenge of ensuring a balance between 

their personal care, HE study, meeting domestic responsibilities and earning money.  

 

According to Reay (2003), in order to meet the demands of family, education and 

employment, women students devise strategies such as sacrificing social life, 

financial security and family relationships. Sometimes, it also involves abandoning 

term-time jobs and reducing working hours.  

 

Moreau and Leathwood’s (2006) exploration of non-traditional students’ (including 

women students) accounts of combining work and study during term-time, and the 

various strategies they employ in their attempts to balance the two, is framed within 

the neo-liberal discourse. They argue that the individual is constrained by material 

as well as social and cultural factors. This, according to them, is in contrast to neo-

liberal discourses of the individual as an entirely free and autonomous agent, who 

can exercise power in making ‘rational’ choices and adopting strategies that can 

enable him or her to succeed in HE. Moreau and Leathwood (2006) suggest that the 

kind of strategies and choices individuals make are thus determined by certain 

factors including their social class. For example, in their study, they find that the 

students who had to take term time jobs due to their disadvantaged socio-economic 

standing were more likely to feel that their studies were ‘always’ or ‘usually a 

struggle’, compared to non-working students. Thus, depending on work and study 

requirements, some women students with limited financial support from parents, 

who see no other way of dealing with the demands of work and study, choose to 

limit or forfeit social activities. 
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In the Ghanaian context, some studies that have been conducted on females’ 

education also explain how females experience education, based on cultural and 

socio-economic reasons. For example, Stephens’ (2000) study on girls’ basic 

schooling in Ghana is based on cultural factors, a derivative of the concept of 

culture. He defines culture as the descriptive and the normative of what people think 

and do, and the values and ideas attached to them. Stephens (2000) discovers that in 

the Ghanaian context, there are beliefs regarding females’ socio-cultural behaviour 

which translate into certain assigned roles in the home and community that 

sometimes affect girls’ participation in schooling.  One of these roles, according to 

Stephens, relates to domesticity.  

 

In both the rural and urban Ghanaian communities where he conducted his study, 

Stephens (2000) found that the girls in his study were socialized to do most of the 

domestic chores, in addition to their schooling. According to him, those who were 

unable to combine and balance the two were often considered academically ‘weak’ 

and ‘unacademic’ (Stephens, 2000, p. 40) and were at risk of eventually dropping 

out of school. Moreover, Stephens (2000) reveals that in Ghana, disadvantaged 

socio-economic status compels some girls to engage in economic activities, which 

serve to impede their retention in school. 

 

Additionally, Dunne and Leach (2005) find that in the context of both rural and 

urban schools in Ghana, the culture of gender-appropriate behaviour is enacted 

through teacher-pupil and pupil-pupil relationships. In such circumstances, they 

reveal that teachers hold greater expectations for boys than girls and treat them 

differently in class. Consequently, the girls in Dunne and Leach’s study were 

portrayed to be overshadowed by the boys’ domination of the physical and verbal 

space in class, thus making them docile and unassertive.  

 

The only Ghanaian study on women students’ schooling that is available to this 

study is Kwapong’s (2007) study on women’s perception of the distance education 

programme on which they were enrolled. Kwapong uses quantitative information 
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from men and women to advocate the improvement of the distance education model 

to increase women’s access to tertiary education. She argues that due to Ghanaian 

women’s domestic roles as homemakers and child minders, most of them, being 

married (70%), encountered difficulties in combining house management with 

studies. The situation, according to her, affected the females’ academic work since 

they lacked the time for personal study and for participating in group studies. She 

also points out that they could not contribute to class discussion.   

 

Similar to the discourses of the studies discussed earlier in this section (Edwards, 

1993; Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003; Reay, 2003 and Moreau and Leathwood, 

2006), the three studies on females’ education in Ghana also point to the fact that 

cultural practices and socio-economic factors are important in the formation of 

females’ schooling identities, and their successful participation and completion. In 

the Ghanaian studies however, there are no indications of the personal choices and 

strategies women students adopt to navigate their way through HE, given their 

domestic roles.   

 

This study seeks to describe how Ghanaian women students experience HE by 

adopting the cultural and socio-economic frames as used by Edwards (1993) and 

Reay (2003) in the European context and by Stephens (2000) in the Ghanaian 

situation. I also employ Moreau and Leathwood’s (2006) use of the individual’s 

exercise of autonomy, which I interpret as one’s use of power and agency in 

choosing strategies that would enable her navigate through HE successfully. This is 

based on my belief that the women who embark on HE study, knowing that they are 

solely responsible for managing the home and children as well, would have 

strategies for combining domestic work with academic work in HE. This would also 

depend on their socio-economic status. Poverty and wealth determine the kind of 

opportunities one will have for participating in education to the highest level 

(Morley and Lugg, 2009), and one’s ability to pay for a decent accommodation on 

campus, live at home or pay for childcare services. In this regard, I presume that 

Ghanaian women students would experience HE differently and adopt different 
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strategies to succeed in their academic work, based on their different marital status, 

socio-economic situation and family arrangements. 

 

3.5 Chapter Summary   

This chapter has reviewed literature on mature women students’ lives in HE and 

some of the concepts that are related to this. With regard to the concept of age and 

HE participation, old age seems to be portrayed as related to academic weakness and 

knowledge deficit, and therefore the assumption that mature students may not do 

well in HE. Some of the literature portrays mature women students as a distinct 

social category with particular shared characteristics, giving a wrong impression that 

they have similar HE experiences (for example Edwards, 1993; Wilson, 1997; 

Baxter and Britton, 2001). Others try to show the differences among them in terms 

of their biographies, socio-economic backgrounds and other factors that might 

contribute to the construction of their different identities (Tett, 2000; Schuetze & 

Slowey, 2002; Reay, 2003).  

 

With regard to the use of research methods, it has been noted that some of the 

researches that are available to this study have made use of quantitative data (Baxter 

& Britton, 2001) whose aggregated information homogenises the participants. Those 

which have addressed the qualitative experiences of mature women students have 

employed focus group and individual interviews (Macdonald & Stratta, 2001; 

Bolam & Dodgson, 2003; Reay, 2003). So far, this study has not come across any 

studies on mature women students’ experiences of HE in Ghana, neither is there any 

such study in the Ghanaian context that employs the life history narrative. I 

therefore recognise that the literature provides space for the use of the life history 

narrative to better understand the experiences of mature women students in HE. The 

next chapter discusses my methodological orientation for this study, including how I 

made use of the life history narrative method in this study.   

 

 



53 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

 

METHODOLOGICAL, PRACTICAL AND ETHICAL ISSUES 

 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter discusses my methodological frame. The methodology was chosen in 

recognition of the fact that in the process of research, it is impossible to talk about 

research methodology in isolation from theoretical and substantive issues, which 

according to Dunne, Pryor & Yates (2005), are always in tension, and are 

inextricably intertwined and related to researcher identity (Dunne et al., 2005). In 

this chapter, I examine and discuss the methodological choices I made in view of the 

substantive and theoretical issues, in order to answer the study’s questions. Some of 

the specific issues the chapter examines are the research paradigms and strategies 

used and the procedures used to gather and analyse data, while bearing in mind 

contextual, practical and ethical issues and how these were addressed as they 

emerged from the research process. The methodological implications of the choices 

I made have also been discussed.  

 

4.2 Research Paradigm and Methods 

Research Paradigm 

There are debates around which approach is deemed appropriate for researching 

women’s lives, whether the qualitative, quantitative or both. Some researchers laud 

the idea of employing quantitative methods to researching issues concerning women 

in order to quantify and bring to light the scale of gender issues such as sexual abuse 

and domestic violence, which small scale studies cannot show (Kelly et al., 1994). 

In this connection, Letherby (2003) also argues that multivariate statistical analyses 

of large data sets can provide the most truly contextual analyses of people’s 

experience because they allow the incorporation of a large number of variables, 

permitting the simultaneous testing of elaborate and complex theoretical models. 

She thus counters the argument that quantitative methods may never provide the 

kind of richly textured feeling for the data that qualitative methods produce 

(Letherby, 2003).  
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Others see quantitative research as incompatible with research on women because 

(a) it suppresses the voices of women mostly by submerging them in a torrent of 

facts; (b) when women are the focus of the research, the criteria of valid knowledge 

turns them into objects of study and thus are subjected to exploitation, since 

knowledge and experience are extracted from them and (c) the emphasis on 

controlling variables exploits women since the idea of control is viewed as a 

masculine approach (Bryman, 2004).  

 

Bryman  (2004, p. 288) believes that qualitative methods allow women’s voices to 

be heard and reduce exploitation through giving and receiving in the course of 

fieldwork, since women are not to be treated as objects to be controlled by the 

researcher’s technical procedures. Moreover, studies of the experiences of mature 

students have found qualitative methods to be more effective for understanding their 

peculiar circumstances and learning needs (Simonite, 1997). The use of interviews, 

particularly the unstructured, in-depth face-to-face interviews, are considered to be 

more appropriate than the structured interviews for realising many of the goals of 

feminist studies. This is because the structured interview has certain features in 

common with the quantitative methods described above in terms of it being a one-

way process whereby the interviewer extracts information or views from the 

interviewee, whilst interviewers do not offer their views in return.  

 

The use of qualitative methods in the study of women’s lives is not without 

criticism. It is thought to be potentially exploitative when used in a participatory 

way and it is believed to possess the tendency to bring into the limelight very private 

aspects of the lives of vulnerable people including women, which otherwise would 

not have been shared (Finch, 1987). In the face of these contentions, the question 

remains as to how women’s lived lives should be studied. I tend to agree with 

Letherby (2003) that ‘it is not the use of a particular method or methods which 

characterises a researcher or a project as feminist, but the way in which the methods 

are used’ (p. 81), and ensuring that the chosen method will answer the study’s 

questions (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2005), while focusing on the purpose of 



55 

 

 

 

the study. This is suggestive of an open-minded approach, in recognition of the view 

that in the search for social reality, especially with respect to the meanings 

individuals attach to their own lives, there are multiple truths to be obtained for 

which reason the researcher ought to be open to transformation through the 

qualitative research process (Lincoln and Guba, 2003).  

 

With the nature of my research questions and the data I needed to illuminate them, I 

found the qualitative approach to be the most relevant philosophical choice, since 

the social reality under investigation is subjective and resides with the individual 

participants within the study. In spite of the criticism that the approach is too 

subjective, difficult to replicate and generalise, I also found that it enables a greater 

amount of flexibility in research design and data collection (Creswell, 2003). 

Particularly in this study, flexibility was achieved in the design of the life history 

narrative, which is described in the sections that follow.  

 

Research Methods 

The interpretivist stance normally adopts a predominantly qualitative approach to 

researching the social world. By this approach, the researcher is also involved with 

the subjects through the use of such techniques as interviews or narratives, 

participant observation and personal constructs (Creswell, 2003). These methods of 

gathering data are perceived to be more natural (McNeill and Chapman, 2005) 

because they allow those that are studied to speak for themselves and offer 

explanation and understanding of what is unique and particular to the individual 

rather than what is general and universal (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, in Berry, 

1998).  

 

Of the qualitative methods outlined above, interviews and narratives lend 

themselves to this study of individual women’s lives. Patton’s (1990) view is that 

we interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly observe, 

such as feelings, thoughts and intentions; behaviours that took place at some 
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previous point in time, situations that preclude the presence of the observer and how 

people have organised the world, and the meanings they attach to what goes on in 

the world. For him, we have to ask people questions about those things and through 

that, enter into the other person’s perspective (Patton, 1990:196).  

 

I saw that to understand the interpretations individual women students give to their 

experiences of HE lives in the socio-economic and socio-cultural context of the 

Ghanaian society, it was important to know how they have lived their lives in these 

contexts. This, I thought, would help me to understand how their lived experiences 

facilitate or impede their present lives as HE students.  These views demonstrate the 

appropriateness of the life history narrative method for this kind of inquiry.  

 

4.3 Research Design  

This study was designed in such a way as to enable the life histories of the 

participants to be heard, from which their identities and differences were inferred. 

Usually, life history narratives produce large volumes of data sets, most of which 

may not be relevant to the study’s intentions. With this in mind, and given the scope 

of this study, I adopted an interviewing approach that would provide the most 

relevant information for this study and chose to study few (eight) cases of individual 

mature women students in one public university in Ghana. This section discusses the 

life history narrative approach adopted, the study site and sampling procedures.  

 

Narrative Interviews  

Some researchers suggest that identity construction is synonymous with personal 

narrative construction (Sarup, 1996; Lawler, 2002), and that identity is produced 

through narrative. For Lawler, identity is not a pre-given entity and that through 

narrative, we get to know how the person comes to be what he or she is. It is 

therefore suggested that since identity is bound up with the social world, (meaning 

that it is constructed in historical, socio-economic and cultural contexts), its study 

must be localised in space/place and time (Sarup, 1996). Such a study, it is 

suggested, should dwell on the retrospective account or narrative of life in the given 
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contexts because identity has to do with who one thinks one is, what one believes 

and what one does, which is not separate from what has happened to the individual 

(Sarup, 1996). In order to understand someone’s identity, Sarup (1996) suggests that 

the narrative interview method should be adopted since we construct our identity at 

the same time as we tell our life-story. 

 

 Researchers define narratives according to their different experiences and contexts 

(Gill, 2005), in terms of what they believe narrative research allows the researcher to 

do (Lieblich et al., 1998) and the nature and amount of data it can produce (Flick, 

2002). Lieblich et al. (1998) refer to a narrative as any study which uses or analyses 

narrative data normally collected in the form of a story (a life story/history through 

interviews or literary work, field notes written up as narrative, etc.) and Flick (2002) 

describes it as an approach which ‘allows the researcher to approach the 

interviewee’s experiential world in a more comprehensive way’ (p. 96). Shacklock 

and Thorp (2006) summarise these definitions by calling it an inquiry which is 

‘concerned with the production, interpretation and representation of storied accounts 

of lived experience’ (p. 156).  

 

The descriptions above are based on the belief that human beings are storytelling 

creatures who lead storied lives (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990), and that narratives 

are ‘social products produced by people within the context of specific social, 

historical and cultural locations’, who use the stories to interpret the world (Lawler, 

2002, p. 242). Biographical and autobiographical accounts, life stories and life 

histories fall within the broad spectrum of narratives, and the life history method 

particularly is known to help obtain ‘evidence to show how individuals negotiate 

their identities’ (Goodson and Sikes, 2008, p. 2), which is what this study sought to 

investigate. 

 

Life History Narrative 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 539) define life history as any retrospective account of 

the individual’s life in whole or part, be it written or in oral form that has been cited 



 

 

 

58 

or prompted by another person, whilst Goodson and Sikes (2008) look at it as a way 

of expressing and celebrating hidden silenced lives. Hatch and Wisniewski (1995) 

point out that the analysis of the social, historical, political and economic contexts of 

a life story by the researcher turns a life story into a life history. From another 

perspective, Shacklock and Thorp (2006) bring into focus the construction of 

narratives ‘which recognise and reflect multiplicity in assemblage of life fragments 

that do not fit together in neat, predictable ways’ (p. 158); because though the events 

in our lives happen in a sequence in time, its significance is what is important to us 

and not necessarily its linearity and chronology. 

 

The implication then is that the life story may be presented chronologically and yet, 

may not necessarily be analysed in terms of the social, historical, political and 

economic contexts. In this way, it is defined as a personal account in the teller’s own 

words, often selective, based on the events the teller remembers and that are 

amenable to being told, or an ordered record of personal truth, containing both fact 

and fiction (Shacklock & Thorp, 2006).  

 

Hatch and Wisniewski’s (1995) definition of the life history narrative as an analysis 

of the social, historical, political and economic contexts of a life story (by the 

researcher) brings to the fore the role of the researcher in the production and 

analysis of the life history. The researcher is supposed to use a generative narrative 

question to stimulate the production of a narrative, whilst postponing his/her 

concrete or structuring interventions in the course of the interview till the 

interviewee has finished the narration (Flick, 2002). Volumes of textual material in 

transcripts are produced which according to Drake (2006), the researcher engages 

with, using words to locate the stories in a political, social or economic setting’ (p. 

83). In a similar vein, it is the intention of this study to use the life stories of mature 

women students to locate and understand their socio-economic and socio-cultural 

settings in Ghana in which women’s lives take on particular meanings, and with that 

interpret their effects on their later lives, especially in HE.    
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Doing Life History Differently 

Flick (2002) notes that if an interview aims primarily at interviewees’ narratives, the 

data should be collected in a comprehensive and structured whole; in the form of 

narrative of life histories or concrete situations in which certain experiences have 

been had. A variation of the narrative interview is Flick’s (2002) episodic-narrative 

method. This is a narrative interview approach whose central element is the periodic 

invitation to the interviewee to present narratives of situations. The main difference 

between this and the narrative interview is as follows. In the narrative interview, a 

single overall narrative is required, and the interviewer is not expected to direct the 

narration since it is believed that this might shape the structure of the interview, thus 

producing the interviewer’s structure instead of the interviewee’s (Bar-On et al., 

1994). For that matter, a ‘generative narrative question’ (Flick, 2002, p. 97) which 

refers to the topic under investigation is asked first with the aim of stimulating the 

interviewee’s main narrative.  

 

With the episodic-narrative however, the interviewer delimits the narrative to only 

meaningful experiences and concrete situations through the use of purposive 

generative narrative questions which appear to be a dialogue between the 

interviewer and interviewee (Flick, 2002; Shacklock and Thorp, 2006). In this 

approach, an interview guide is prepared to orient the interviewer to the topical 

domains which are based on the research questions, and for which the narrative is 

required. The rigid demarcation of inquirer-inquiree role is however blurred in the 

process, with the end product being a joint construction between the two, through 

their dialogic interaction. The data thus produced appears more structured than that 

of the narrative interview. In this way, the production of volumes of irrelevant data 

would be avoided with only relevant, structured, textual material on the 

interviewee’s life (linked to the research questions) produced.  

 

Some of the challenges associated with the conduct of the life history interview 

necessitated my adoption of the episodic-narrative method in this study. It is known 

that ‘not every interviewee is capable of giving narrative presentations of his or her 
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life’ uninterrupted, and that some interviewees are shy, uncommunicative and 

excessively reserved both in everyday life and in the interviews (Flick, 2002, p. 

101). It is also known that stories are told within the context of communities’ 

narrative practice (Shacklock and Thorp, 2006), and as such the narrative interview 

can either produce voluminous amounts of unstructured textual material in terms of 

topical areas which makes its analysis and interpretation problematic or very little 

information, if the researcher does not give direction or structure. I envisaged that 

with the episodic-narrative method, I could delimit the narrative to only meaningful 

experiences and concrete situations through dialogue with the participants, and the 

use of purposive generative narrative questions (Flick, 2002; Shacklock and Thorp, 

2006).  

 

It must, however, be noted that whilst episodes constitute the object of the episodic-

narrative, its use in this study was not primarily for that purpose, though the 

interview sought relevant concrete situations when needed. Rather, the approach 

was adopted mainly for the sake of eliciting relevant life experiences through the use 

of key questions concerning the situations to be recounted instead of the entire 

narrative of the life history. This was in view of the word limit of this thesis (40, 000 

words), and subsequently, the limitation on the amount of data I needed to meet this 

word limit. Moreover, the relative convenience in the interviewer’s option to 

intervene in the course of the interview to direct it was an added advantage which I 

envisaged could help me to stay within the boundary of the particular life 

experiences of the interviewees. The next section describes how the participants 

were recruited for the life history interviews.     

     

Population and Sample 

This study was carried out in one public university in southern Ghana. That 

institution was chosen because it is one of the universities with WP strategies that 

provide a number of access routes, including the mature students’ programme. The 

accessible population consisted of all the mature undergraduate women at that 
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university, from which a sample of eight women was selected for the study. The 

sampling was done in accordance with Merriam’s (1998) suggestion that in 

qualitative research, it should be non-random, purposeful and small.  

 

I also considered it fitting that the sample should be intentional (Patton, 2002) and 

determined by the objective of the study. Again, because the subject under 

investigation requires the inclusion of different socio-economic and cultural groups, 

I also ensured that the background of the group was as diverse as possible (Ressel et 

al, 2002). Consequently, criteria were developed for the selection of participants, to 

include their biographical data such as age, differing socio-economic backgrounds 

and year of entry into the programme of study in HE. Parents’ occupation was used 

to define participants’ socio-economic backgrounds. The participants were selected 

from two departments in the Faculties of Education and Social Sciences (Basic 

Education and Sociology Departments respectively) where mature students are 

known to be clustered, and where I obtained their statistics. Having carefully 

sampled the right participants, I sought their consent and willingness to participate 

in the study. 

 

There were 65 mature female students (50 in Basic Education: 7 in year 1 and 43 in 

year 4 and 15 in Sociology: 9 in year 1 and 6 in year 4). A sample of 8 women 

above age 25 at the year of entry was selected for the study through the 

administration of a short open-ended questionnaire of about 12 items that sought 

information about the criteria specified above.  

4.4 Data Collection  

The process for collecting data for this study involved two approaches: a 

preliminary survey which helped to identify and select the right category of 

participants for the study, and life history interviews. This section describes how the 

data gathering exercise was conducted. It includes a description of the research tools 

and how they were used, interwoven with a discussion of the practical and ethical 

issues that emerged from the exercise.  
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The Preliminary Survey 

In the preliminary survey, an open-ended questionnaire was administered to all the 

first and final year mature women students of the two departments chosen for the 

study. The questionnaire was made up of twelve items which sought information 

about the following: participants’ biographical data such as their ages, socio-

economic backgrounds which were determined through their parents’ occupation, 

the schools they attended and where they are located, where they grew up (rural or 

urban) and year of entry into the programme of study in HE. One item also asked 

about their willingness or otherwise to participate in the study and their index 

numbers, to enable easy identification of those who were suitable and willing.  

 

Before conducting the preliminary survey, entry and access to the participants was 

negotiated by consulting the heads of the two departments used for this study. 

Following that, a research assistant was employed to administer the questionnaires 

to all the 65 first and final year mature female students in the Basic Education and 

Sociology Departments. This decision was informed by my previous experience 

during a pilot study in phase 1 of the International Professional Doctorate 

programme where I adopted a similar method to personally recruit student-

participants for the study. I found that my position as a lecturer and presence as a 

researcher did not allow them any other option than compliance. Consequently, 

since none of them opted out, the interview appeared to have been granted more out 

of respect for my position and power as a lecturer, than as a voluntary gesture.  

 

With this modified approach, all the 65 students answered the questionnaire, and 

with the use of a research assistant, I found it was easy for them to freely indicate 

their willingness or otherwise to participate in the study. Consequently, 8 students 

from the Basic Education Department and 3 from Sociology indicated their 

unwillingness to participate in the study. Of the number that remained, I adopted 

Patton’s  (2002) purposeful sampling technique to select a mix of eight participants 

from socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds, rural/urban 

areas and a range of mature ages to ensure diversity in the sample (see table 4.1 
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below). It must be noted that in order to ensure their anonymity and confidentiality 

of the information they provided, pseudonyms have been used throughout this 

thesis.  

Table 4.1: Profile of Participants 

Name Age Prog./Year Location  

(rural/urban) 

Socio-economic Status 

Father’s job Mother’s job 

1. Maimuna 34 Ed. Yr 1 urban retired teacher ward assistant 

2. Fafa  43 Ed. Yr 1 urban agriculturalist seamstress 

3. Maame 35 Ed. Yr 4 rural farmer  farmer  

4. Koutuma 42 Ed. Yr 4 rural farmer farmer 

5. Krambaa 46 Soc. Yr 1 urban prison officer trader 

6. Adjoa Kom  42 Soc. Yr 1 rural post master trader 

7. Naana 30 Soc. Yr 4 urban lecturer  petty trader 

8. Akua 40 Soc. Yr 4 rural miner  seamstress 

 

Those who were selected for the study were then contacted by administrative 

assistants in the two departments for their telephone numbers and linked up to me. 

The next section describes the processes I adopted prior to the conduct of the 

interviews with the participants I sampled.  

 

Planning the Interview 

This study adopted the episodic-narrative method in which the interviewer delimits 

the narrative to only the relevant, meaningful experiences and concrete situations of 

participants through what Flick (2002) calls purposive generative narrative questions 

or key questions concerning the situations. Based on that, I developed six key areas 

of participants’ lives which I saw to be relevant to this study. These are their 

location (rural or urban), early childhood and schooling experiences, family 

background and their attitude towards education, participants’ personal lives, their 

HE experiences and finally the influences on their HE participation.  
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For each of these, I generated questions that would guide me to seek the kind of 

information to answer the study’s research questions.  

 

In March 2009, agreement was reached with my supervisor on the interview guide, 

which I piloted at the end of March with two mature women students who had 

expressed interest in the study but had not been sampled. Feedback from the piloting 

revealed that there was the need to use certain key words which would enable 

participants to understand exactly what some of my questions meant. For example, it 

was necessary to use basic, secondary or university education to describe 

educational background and rich, average or poor to describe socio-economic 

status. It was also important to simplify and shorten some long and loaded questions 

such as how has your job influenced your pursuit and experiences of HE? and 

expand some questions (asking about what has impacted their pursuit of HE instead 

of only asking about who).  

 

Most importantly, I realised that certain responses which needed to be probed had 

not been done.  With socio-economic background for example, when a parent was 

self-employed (trading, baking, sewing, for example), it was important to know 

about certain details of the job such as nature of the business and its size, clientele 

and patronage. This was needed to be able to determine on which side of the socio-

economic divide they may be located, and whether participants had to support the 

business, since this could help to understand the kind of support that could possibly 

be given to females/males’ education in the family. It was also important to probe 

and understand participants’ views about their socio-economic background, like 

their indicators of wealth and poverty. 

 

Before proceeding with the interviews, certain ethical dilemmas were addressed, 

namely ensuring informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity (Cohen et al., 

2003; Shacklock and Thorp, 2006). Although the participants had expressed their 

willingness to participate in the study, formal consent was sought through written 

letters, which explained the purpose and procedure for the study, assurance of 
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confidentiality and anonymity through the use of pseudonyms. I made the 

participants aware of the foreign (rather than local) audience of their stories since 

the dissertation was to be submitted to a foreign university, except in the event 

where an article was published from it for the local audience. 

 

 

I then made phone calls to those who had expressed willingness to participate in the 

study to arrange an initial meeting with them. It was also intended to establish 

familiarity, trust and rapport and to make interview appointments with them. The 

purpose and procedure of the interview was also explained to them during this first 

meeting so they knew what to expect.  

 

Bell (2006) suggests that no matter how inconvenient the participants’ choice of 

time for the interviews may be for the researcher, the researcher must fit in with 

their plan. In view of this, during the familiarity meetings which were done within 

three weeks in April 2009, I scheduled interview dates, times and venues to suit the 

convenience of the participants, especially as they had separate lecture times, group-

studies and quiz schedules. Also, at this initial meeting, I reassured them of 

confidentiality and anonymity, thereby making them suggest suitable and neutral 

venues for the interviews to avoid interruptions and distractions.  

 

Permission was also sought for the interviews to be audio recorded. Qualitative 

studies such as this require a critical and in-depth analysis and reflection of detailed 

and accurate accounts. I therefore envisaged that recording the interviews could 

facilitate the flow of the narration, help me to get an accurate and full record of the 

interview and make it possible for me to play back and improve on the conduct of 

subsequent interviews (Merriam, 1998). Some agreed outright to the audio recording 

whilst others asked questions about its implications. This was in contrast to earlier 

research in phase 1 where mature students, who were interviewed about their route 

to HE, turned down my request to audio record the interviews because the 

discussion would implicate lecturers on the programme. In the absence of the audio 

recording in that study, they were more at ease to disclose information which they 
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admitted they would not have divulged under different circumstances. Having 

explained the importance of the recording to the research, and after guaranteeing 

that they would be allowed to verify/validate the transcripts, they all agreed to the 

recording.  

 

The interviews were scheduled for four weeks in May 2009 with a plan to conduct 

and transcribe two interviews in a week. When asked for their choice of a venue for 

the life history interviews, all the participants hinted that my office was ideal since it 

was serene and comfortable, and was also a neutral site since it was located far away 

from their departments. I had to ensure that there was minimal intrusion or 

interruption to assure confidentiality. I therefore stuck an ‘Engaged’ notice on my 

door throughout the periods of the interviews. 

 

The Interview Process 

Ensuring a non-hierarchical relationship was one of the ethical considerations that I 

addressed during the interviews. First of all, I needed to make the participants 

comfortable. I did this by cooling the room, playing relaxing music and offering 

refreshments on their arrival. Secondly, I had to guard against any impression of 

superiority and centralisation of power that my personality, appearance and 

composure or the seating arrangement with the participants would create (Ressel et 

al, 2002). I therefore arranged two similar seats (other than my high, glamorous 

chair) that would enable a face-to-face interaction and good eye contact between us.  

 

The interview then began with broad questions that allowed me the freedom to 

establish a conversational style around the predetermined themes (Patton, 2002). I 

first asked about how each participant felt about being a university student. Based 

on the responses, probing questions were asked to make them explain why they felt 

that way. This led to further questions about where and how their lives began, their 

family members’ educational and socio-economic backgrounds and how these 

positively or negatively influenced their pursuit of HE. Apart from the initial 

question, almost all the other questions attracted different responses and unique 
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experiences from the participants as their SES and cultural backgrounds were also 

different.  

 

There was also the issue of my insider role, first as a lecturer to a group of mature 

women students, which meant I was knowledgeable about the issues concerning 

mature women-students’ lives and secondly, as a researcher adopting a participatory 

interviewing model. Being mindful of this, it became important for me to ensure a 

relationship devoid of exploitative participation (Shacklock and Thorp, 2006). This 

was ensured through the initial formal consent in writing in which the participants 

also confirmed their voluntary participation in the interview, and their acceptance to 

read through the transcripts to check and update them when they were completed. 

Most importantly, I realised that I needed to be conscious of the possible effects my 

insider role and position could have on the interview process. It has been hinted 

earlier that being a lecturer in the same institution as my participants had the 

potential to create a hierarchical relationship, as well as place a limitation on the 

amount of information the participants could freely provide on their HE experiences. 

These I safeguarded by constantly ensuring rapport, participants’ ease of 

communication, trust and a high degree of reciprocity (Finch, 1987).  

 

Being guided by this kind of relationship, it did not come as a surprise when two of 

the participants asked about my own experiences as a doctoral student, mother, 

worker and wife, and how I managed these commitments. One also sought my 

opinion on whether I thought she could also embark on a doctoral study, given her 

similar roles. This was the occasion that required that I shared my own experiences 

as well as offer advice as a way of ensuring reciprocity of information sharing. 

 

Obtaining too much or too little from Interviews  

I agree with Merriam (1998) that the amount of information one can obtain in a life 

history interview depends on a number of factors, including the personality of the 

interviewee, the researcher’s method and skills as well as narrative culture of the 

community. The duration of each interview differed for each participant depending 
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on the atmosphere, frankness and openness of the individuals. Whereas some 

interviewees were open, volunteered information freely and stayed beyond two 

hours in the interview (Akua and Fafa), others (like Maame) were nervous, very 

brief and did not volunteer more than what the question demanded. I tend to 

attribute these to the personality of the interviewees and their narrative culture rather 

than to my method and skills since I employed the same interviewing skills with all 

of them.   

 

At the onset, Akua, for example, admitted that she was nervous, probably because of 

her job as a police detective and the fact that the interview was being recorded. I 

therefore had to spend about 30 minutes to establish conversation that would make 

her feel at ease and oblivious to the recording. Fatima, whose entire life was filled 

with difficult circumstances, appeared happy to have had someone to talk to about 

all those difficult moments of her life and perhaps to be appreciated for struggling to 

come that far. Adjoa Kom on the other hand, asked for the recording to be switched 

off at certain points of the interview, and when the interview was over and the 

recording off, stayed on and established a long conversation with me, telling me 

about very private aspects of her life and seeking my opinion on a number of 

sensitive and confidential issues. Maame, who said no more than was requested, did 

not feel nervous but exhibited an air of importance and appeared to be in a hurry to 

go through it quickly. In the course of the interview, she paused a few times to 

receive phone calls without apology.  

 

Each completed interview was transcribed before the next one was conducted, and 

participants were called on phone for any additional information or to fill missing 

gaps. They were also asked to validate the data, though only one participant had the 

time, and requested that some private aspects of her life be deleted because she felt 

it had the potential to reveal her identity, should it be published even with the use of 

the pseudonyms. The section that follows describes how the data was managed and 

analysed.   
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4.5 Data Analysis  

The technique I adopted to transcribe each completed interview before the next one 

was informed by Merriam’s (1998) advocacy for the simultaneous collection and 

analysis of data rather than analysing only after all the data has been obtained. The 

idea is that once the first interview has been conducted, emerging insights, hunches 

and tentative hypotheses would direct the next phase of data collection, which might 

lead to the refinement or reformulation of the research questions. I found this 

approach to be really useful because while transcribing the very first interview, I 

realised that there were some key areas of the participant’s life that needed further 

explanation and probing, which I had failed to do. For this reason, I had to call the 

interviewee on phone to fill in that missing information since she could not grant 

another interview time. The conduct of subsequent interviews was therefore 

informed by my experiences of the first, which resulted in a fuller version of the 

second interview. Moreover, by the end of the third interview transcript, some 

common themes were beginning to emerge, which helped me to open up further 

probing of such commonalities in the other interviews.  

 

My initial reading of other researchers’ analysis of qualitative data had revealed that 

personal engagement and immersion with qualitative data yields better 

understanding of the data than the use of computer-assisted programmes. 

Humphreys (2005) and Gill (2005) believe that the computer-assisted programmes 

sometimes tend to distance the researcher from the transcripts, thereby objectifying 

the research participants. Therefore in my study, I personally transcribed all the 

interviews, printed them out and subjected them to thorough reading and re-reading 

and then applied my intuition to its systematic analysis. This was done by assigning 

codes to common and isolated ideas or phrases which were suggestive of common 

themes.  

 

The presentation of the analysis began with a narrative description of some 

individual stories. I followed this with a thematic analysis, comparison of the cases 

according to the thematic areas as well as the isolated ones and then the 



 

 

 

70 

identification and grouping of participants according to the common or isolated 

themes (Creswell, 2003). This process is what Merriam (1998) refers to as within-

case and cross-case analysis which helps to look for processes and outcomes which 

occur across the individual cases, and which eventually enables the building of 

abstractions across the cases.  

 

The last segment of the analysis was the interpretation of the findings. For me, the 

interpretation of the research texts was continual (Dunne et al., 2005), in the sense 

that as I transcribed each interview, I began to have a feel of the data and emerging 

themes. As I noted down how my initial understandings of the subject was shifting 

and changing, I was involved in interpretation, albeit unconsciously.  

 

Qualitative data production, analysis and interpretation are sometimes viewed as 

lacking rigour, the samples usually being too small to be representative and the 

findings being subject to the researcher’s bias. The potential for bias also lies in the 

fact that the ‘researcher brings a construction of reality to the research situation 

which interacts with other people’s constructions or interpretation of the 

phenomenon being studied’ (Merriam, 1998, p. 22-23). Consequently, qualitative 

researchers (myself included) are impelled to address the standards of quality and 

truthfulness of their research findings in their work.  

 

Denzin and Lincoln’s (1998, p.g 330-1) interpretation of some of the standards of 

quality are credibility, dependability and confirmability. I adopted the meaning of 

credibility as referring to the relationship between the participants’ actual view 

points and what have been portrayed by the researcher and thus tried to involve the 

participants in the construction of their biographies and themed findings. This I did 

by adopting Cobbold’s (2006) approach with his Ghanaian participants, in which he 

summarised his qualitative interviews at the end of each interview and allowed his 

participants to ascertain whether the summary accurately reflected their position.  
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If a study’s findings are credible then its conclusions would be supported and 

confirmed by the data (confirmability) and the findings replicated should the study 

be conducted with the same participants in the same context (dependability).  I 

envisaged that the processes I employed in arriving at the data production, analysis 

and interpretation as outlined in this chapter would address these standards. Since 

identity is not fixed but goes through constant shifts and transformations, replicating 

life history interviews with the same participants in the same context may portray 

these shifting dynamics.     

 

4.6 Reflection  

In this section, I reflect on the approach I employed in this study in relation to my 

theoretical, methodological and practical positions which were influenced to a large 

extent by my identity and position and my ethical orientation towards the research. 

The discussion also includes how the ethical and practical rules I employed shifted 

and changed and how I established legitimacy of the findings in the face of my 

ability or inability to stick to the rules (Dunne et al., 2005).  

 

My Identity and Position 

Dunne et al. (2005) point out that the researcher’s identity and stance is central to 

research knowledge production and its representation in text. Whilst reflecting on 

the transformation I have experienced through this research, it is important to 

reiterate that I embarked on this research because of what I found to be a parallel 

between my identity as a mature Ghanaian woman doctoral student and that of the 

mature undergraduate women whose lives and experiences in HE I was interested in. 

Being part of the social world that I was investigating (Dunne et al., 2005), and in 

my multiple identities and varied experiences as a worker, mother, wife and 

homemaker, I envisaged that in some ways, I shared some common identities (of 

struggles with juggling roles and academic work) with the participants. I also 

thought that this accorded me an insider role and the power of knowing about the 

issues concerning mature women-students’ lives. Because of this, I adopted Flick’s 

(2002) episodic-narrative interview approach which allowed me the use of 



 

 

 

72 

predetermined themes. At the same time, I entered the research process with an open 

mind as a way of guarding against any biases my multiple identities might produce; 

particularly, that of being a woman in a research on women and the effect my 

insider role would have on the process of investigation and the meanings I attached 

to the findings.  

 

However, I was to learn from my interaction with the participants that I was really 

an outsider to some of the cultural values of some of the participants, which made 

their experiences as women and wives different from mine and vice versa. For 

example, it is common knowledge among Ghanaians that in some parts of northern 

Ghana, male domination and female subordination is stronger than in other areas of 

the country. This is because in the north, there is a cultural practice of early marriage 

which literally forces women into marriage at an early age to older men, for which 

reason they cannot access secondary or higher education before settling into adult 

life.  

 

Therefore, the assumption is that for a married northern woman to access HE, she 

should have experienced a different form of marriage (probably with a southerner). 

The interaction gave a new twist to this common knowledge, that some women (like 

Maimuna) defied the tradition of marrying early and went through secondary school 

and teacher training college, and further rejected marriage to a man she did not 

know and chose her own (northerner) spouse. It was also interesting to learn that for 

her (and Koutuma, also a northerner), it was her husband who literally pushed her 

into HE as a mature woman. In that sense, it appears that they were personally 

responsible for the transformation in their identities as Ghanaian women from the 

north.  

 

Another dimension to my ‘outsiderness’ to Ghanaian women’s education was that I 

had been born and brought up on the coast which is believed to be the cradle of 

formal education in Ghana. This is where early missionaries had settled and 

established schools. For me, accessing university education was almost like a norm 
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and without as much struggle, as I had been to an elite secondary school, and 

progression to university was rather normal/smooth. These laid bare my own 

ignorance and limitations of the experiences of some of the women from other 

geographical locations in Ghana. This discovery exploded my prejudgement and 

bias of the interpretation I would have rendered to the participants’ experiences and 

developed cautiousness in me towards my claims of knowledge and its 

interpretation.  

  

Power Relations  

Often in qualitative research, the researcher exercises power in his/her social 

interaction with the researched and in his/her imposition of order on research texts in 

analysis, interpretation and writing (Dunne et al., 2005). All these are mediated by 

the ethical orientation of the researcher and the research practice of the community 

of professionals and/ or academics to which s/he belongs.  

  

My position as a lecturer in the same university where the participants are students 

predetermined an unequal relationship with the research participants and culturally 

positioned me with a command for a kind of authority and respect that had the 

potential to earn me the privilege of accessing the information I needed from my 

student-participants. Being aware of this, I took into account the issue of social 

positioning by adopting some interpersonal skills as discussed earlier,  in order that 

the participants would not feel coerced or obligated to let me into the privacy of 

their lives but be at ease to talk about them (Finch, 1987). 

 

However, Foucault’s (1980) image of power as capillary, whereby it is seen as being 

exercised everywhere and by everybody through every social interaction was to be 

realised in my interaction with the participants. In the first place, power was 

exercised through my potential participants’ decline to participate in the study. 

Secondly, those who had consented to participate in the study possessed the power 

to decide how much detail they wished to disclose, as well as whether to embellish 

their experiences or not and withhold information on some aspects of their lives. 
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During the interaction, some did actually object to being audio-recorded whiles 

others expressed unwillingness to talk about certain aspects of their lives. Finally, 

they exercised their power to decide whether to validate the data or not.  

 

More importantly, in the process of interaction, similar to what Gill (2005) 

experienced in her interaction with her participants, there was a switch in power-

relation at the point when Akua asked for my version of my life experiences, and 

when Naana switched to the position of the interviewer and asked for my opinion on 

a number of personal issues in her life. It is important to note here that this was 

contrary to culturally appropriate Ghanaian behaviour where in conversation, a 

younger person turns to ‘quiz’ an elderly person on his/her life when s/he (the 

elderly) had initiated it. Through their exercise of power in the research process, I 

was made to play by their rule: neither to delve into some aspects of their lives nor 

audio-record some of it. In the end therefore, I had to call them on phone to confirm 

some of the summaries I had made of the data which they had not found time to 

validate.  

 

4.7 Chapter Summary   

This thesis makes a case for an exploration of the experiences of mature women 

students in one Ghanaian public university. It was indicated that few of the studies 

on mature women students have employed the life history method. In the Ghanaian  

context, though some seminal studies have been done on this subject, it addresses 

difference among HE students in relation to language, ethnicity, gender (relationship 

between men and women) and religion among traditional students (Dei, 2004). So 

far, no study has addressed the issue of non-traditional students and women in HE in 

Ghana.  

   

In the light of the identified gaps, this chapter discussed my use of the interpretive 

research approach and life history narratives with a small sample of eight mature 

undergraduate women in one Ghanaian public university. The chapter presented my 

methodological orientation for the study, based on research evidence on the most 
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appropriate ways of researching women.  The chapter also discussed my use of the 

episodic narrative method as a way of obtaining the most relevant data. The 

approaches I adopted with a view to avoiding the effects of my researcher position 

and identity on the research process and the data to be obtained were presented, in 

addition to the kind of data I obtained and my treatment of that data. The next 

chapter presents and discusses the analysed data.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

SIMILAR AND COMMON IDENTITIES OF MATURE WOMEN 

STUDENTS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This study set out to explore and describe the HE experiences of mature 

undergraduate women in HE. The intention was that through a description of their 

identities and experiences, awareness would be created about their different 

circumstances and their likely learning needs in HE. The preceding chapters made a 

case for a study of this nature in the Ghanaian context, reviewed the literature on the 

subject and conceptualised the study in a fitting framework. The methodological and 

ethical issues were discussed, from which the life history narrative approach was 

employed to generate data for the study.  

 

This chapter presents and discusses the themes that emerged from the data. The data 

were analysed through inductive orientation and presented in the form of themes, as 

is peculiar with qualitative research (Merriam, 1998). In the process, I was guided 

by Stake’s (2005) notion that case researchers look for what is common and 

uncommon or particular about the case, and Morley and Lugg’s (2009) precaution 

against the tendency to mask heterogeneity in the process of identifying 

commonalities among any group. 

  

The chapter is divided into two main parts. The first part titled ‘Identity Formation: 

Common Themes’ describes the participants’ characteristics and explores factors 

that appear to be common to all the participants in forming and shaping their 

identities, and influencing their HE participation. Three themes have been identified 

as common to all the participants, though occurring in varying degrees. These are (a) 

socialisation and childhood experiences; (b) previous education and (c) change of 

location. The second part is titled ‘Identity Formation: Differences’. Three themes 

are discussed here namely (a) socio-cultural background (b) marital status and 

family life and (c) socio-economic status. These themes have been chosen because 

they emerged from the data and also because they have been identified as significant 
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in the literature on females’ education in Ghana (Stephens, 2000; Boohene, Kotey 

and Folker, 2005; Boohene, 2006; Morley and Lugg, 2009). I also find that to 

understand the way different women experience HE and navigate their way through 

it, it is important to know about the events that have shaped their lives.  

 

5.2 Characteristics of the Participants 

Eight mature undergraduate women participated in this study, 4 each from the Social 

Science and Basic Education Departments. The youngest in the group was 30 years 

old and the oldest, 46. Three were within the 30-year group while the majority 

ranged between 40 and 46. Five were married with children, two were single parents 

and one was single. The minimum length of break between leaving school and 

resuming full-time education was 6 years and the maximum was 14 years. The 

participants were either middle school leavers, secondary or teacher training college 

graduates. For those in the Social Science Department, two of them were police 

women; one was a secretary and the other, a teacher. All the participants in the Basic 

Education Department were teachers. 

  

The participants’ fathers had had more education than their mothers, as is 

highlighted in the literature (Shabaya & Konadu-Agyemang, 2004). Four of the 

participants' fathers had continued their education beyond the middle school: two 

had master’s degrees, one was a secondary school leaver and the other was a trained 

teacher. Of the remaining four, two had had no education and the other two were 

middle school leavers. Five of the mothers had had no education; two were middle 

school leavers and one, a primary school drop-out.  

 

Parental level of education and type of occupation were used as indicators of 

participants’ SES. As has been indicated above, the participants’ fathers were more 

highly educated than their mothers. Therefore, their occupations were used to 

determine their SES. Two of the fathers who possessed master’s degrees worked as 

lecturer and agricultural extension officer respectively. With only a middle school 

certificate, one had risen to the rank of a senior staff member in a mining company 
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through on-the-job training programmes. Three were postmaster, retired teacher and 

prison officer respectively and two were peasant farmers (see appendix B).  

 

The participants’ narratives revealed that three of the job positions (i.e. lecturer, 

senior officer in a mining company and agricultural officer) were high income-

earning. Peasant farming was the only low income-earning job. The others were 

considered average.   

 

With regard to the history of HE in their families, only two fathers had had 

university education. Only one participant had brothers who had also had HE. All 

the spouses of the five participants who were married had had university education. 

However, all the participants were the first generation of women in their families to 

come through HE, except Akua whose maternal aunts had had university education 

(See Appendix B for a summary of the participants’ biographies). 

 

5.3 Identity Formation: Common Themes 

 

In this section, I discuss the circumstances and events that resulted in the way the 

participants were socialised, educated and relocated. Though the participants have 

different socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, they experienced seemingly 

similar socialisation practices, education and relocation, and these are discussed 

below. 

 

Socialisation  

What is seen to be the norm in the Ghanaian culture of socialisation is that girls, 

whether younger or older than boys, do all the house chores whilst boys run errands 

and go to the farm, especially in rural areas. This division of labour socialises 

children into gender-appropriate roles which they consider normal and perform 

without question. Narrating the daily chores she had to do before and after school, 

Adjoa Kom for example said:  

we cook, we wash, we scrub, we sell; a lot of things. 
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 Similarly, Naana recounted:  

I was cooking, I was washing, I was fetching water, I was 

doing everything.  

This was evident in the stories of all the other participants, and their attitude to them 

is summarised in Akua’s words: it was normal, everybody is doing it… In addition 

to the normal household chores, the participants sold or went to the farm, depending 

on their location (rural or urban) and household occupation. Those who grew up in 

the rural areas sold and/or went to the farm whilst those from the urban areas either 

did the house chores only or sold in addition.  

 

It is important to note that whether they were educated or not, from the north or 

south of the country, there was no difference among the mothers in their 

socialization practices. This could be attributed to the fact that in many homes in 

Ghana, when daughters are ill-prepared domestically, mothers are to blame and 

therefore, will suffer shame, reproach and guilt for failing to ‘train’ their daughters 

well enough to be good homemakers and wives. Therefore, mothers seemed to place 

more value on inculcating in their daughters the practices which, to them, would 

make them perform their gender roles appropriately and prepare them for their 

future lives as homemakers and wives.  

 

From my own experience and upbringing in Ghana, I observe that society shuns 

women who are unable to take responsibility over the seemingly very simple 

domestic chores every woman is required to be competent in. Without competence 

in domestic chores, a woman is not considered a good candidate for marriage. This 

situation appears to suggest that women do not have a right to living for themselves, 

but only in relation to their (future) husbands and children (Tett, 2000; Morley and 

Lugg, 2009). They are socialized or educated to take care of the home, their children 

and their husbands, not for their own survival.    

 

It is interesting to note that their parents’ SES advantage/disadvantage and level of 

education did not change the process of socialisation in all the stories. For example, 

Naana whose father was a lecturer and lived in a semi-urban area was made to help 
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her mother to sell, as it were, to continue the cycle of trading her grandmother 

handed down to her mother. Even when she relocated to live with her aunt in the 

regional capital, she was reintroduced to selling as a way of training her to be self-

sustaining. Similarly, Akua and Adjoa Kom whose fathers were among the few 

educated and socio-economically advantaged people in their towns (senior staff in a 

mining company and post office respectively) and according to them, lived in the 

best bungalows and were the first to own television sets and fridges, had to help 

their mothers with sewing, trading and farming. From comparatively poorer 

families, Koutuma and Maame, who grew up in rural areas in the north, and a 

southern cocoa-growing forest area also had to sell and farm respectively.  

 

The fact that all the participants saw these roles as normal is an indication that they 

have internalised them without reflecting on its negative impact on their schooling 

and learning opportunities. Additionally, the income-generating activities they were 

exposed to very early in their lives could have diverted their attention from 

education, if not for other enabling factors (to be discussed shortly) which helped 

the participants to stay in school beyond the basic level. The implication is that in 

the absence of those enabling conditions, girls in such circumstances would not 

progress beyond the basic education level.  

 

The findings in this section articulate with other findings in the literature 

(Tamboukou and Ball, 2002; Morley et al, 2006; Mannathoko, 2008) that female 

students’ identities are shaped mainly by family and community factors, as well as 

some school-based factors which are in the section that follows. Whether overtly or 

otherwise, the participants’ early academic lives were framed mainly by their 

parents’ devotion to or rejection of the cultural beliefs and practices of the area, and 

their perception of the roles girls should play in the home. Their level of education 

and SES however did not affect their devotion to or rejection of such beliefs and 

practices.  
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Previous Schooling Shaping Academic Identity  

According to Morley et al. (2006), the social and cultural capital of the extended 

family (including parents’ and/or siblings’ education), and strategic interaction with 

role models, among other factors, play a crucial role in determining women’s 

education at a higher level. In this study, all the eight participants were the first 

generation of females in their families to access HE, as revealed earlier. It is 

therefore likely that some other factors may have helped shape the academic 

identities of the participants rather than the multiplier effect of HE experience in the 

family (Dyhouse, 2002), a finding which is in consonance with what Mannathoko 

(2008) demonstrates.   

 

In both high and low-income countries, there is evidence that previous schooling 

experiences are crucial in the formation of academic identity (Stephens, 2000; Tett, 

2000; Mulugeta, 2004; Morley et al., 2009), one of which is the teacher factor. In 

school, the teacher is believed to be the pivot around which teaching and learning 

revolves. Therefore children’s positive or negative images of schooling are often 

associated with their teachers’ work and personality. Mulugeta (2004) for example 

found that in rural areas in Ethiopia, female teachers were role models to the 

children, a finding which resonates with what Stephens (2000) also found in both 

rural and urban areas in Ghana. In his study, Stephens (2000) pointed out that 

successful female teachers encouraged female students and facilitated their success 

in school.  

 

Akua, one of the participants in this study reveals how her teachers affected her 

schooling positively. At the start of her schooling, she said she was always found in 

the company of a female teacher co-tenant. She said:  

In the primary school, most of my friends were teachers. 

Instant liking, I don’t know but they just took to me like that 

and most of the places that I went to, I don’t know whether it 

was because I was doing well.  

 

According to her, she was placed between first and seventh in examinations. She 

suggested that the teachers were fond of her because she was academically good and 
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perhaps because she was good-looking, as I observed. From my own experiences of 

schooling and as a practitioner, I observe that teachers are fond of children who are 

either good-looking, from rich backgrounds and/or perform well academically. This 

was evident in some of the stories in this study.  

 

In all their narratives, only two participants mentioned the teacher as a positive 

factor in the formation of their academic identities. The others’ experiences with 

their teachers were negative.   The first had to do with the teacher’s method and 

relationship with the children. Although her mother’s relationship with a female 

teacher affected her schooling positively, Naana remembered that in class 4, she 

could not write her name, and:  

… when the madam came, she said everybody should write his or her name.  

According to her, she was caned for her inability to write her name, and that made 

her sit up. Consequently, by the time she was in class 5, she was competing with two 

other girls for the first three positions in examinations and even got a reward from 

her teacher for being the only person in the class to be able to solve a math problem. 

As she reflected on that experience, she thought that the teacher’s action helped her 

to improve on her performance.  

 

While caning was sometimes well-intended and therefore was interpreted as a way 

of improving their academic performance, other times, even when the motive was 

good, the practice left a negative impression on the children and therefore was 

interpreted as senseless (Maame and Koutuma). In Northern Ghana especially, 

research shows that many pupils drop out of school because of corporal punishment 

(Ampiah & Adu-Yeboah, 2009). Additionally, in the ESRC/DFID research project, 

participants in both Ghana and Tanzania reported about the physical and mental 

damage they suffered from corporal punishment which sometimes, made them 

perceive of education as a site of danger (Morley et al., 2010). Therefore, however 

well-intentioned corporal punishment could be, it is a practice whose negative 

effects are rather detrimental to children’s school attendance and learning as this 

study shows, and should be discouraged.  
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Maame’s (Southerner) experience with caning was different. She recounts:  

I remember my class one teacher, I will never forget her, she will 

always insult me, so my basic school wasn’t that easy for me. I 

wasn’t able to count even at seven years. You know you have to 

walk to school so you have to grow a little before. So I wasn’t 

good. And those teachers, when  

a child is not good they just maltreat the child … 

 

In the case of Adjoa Kom (rural South), it was her teacher’s verbal abuse that 

discouraged her. She said:  

I liked mathematics in primary school … but when I got there 

(secondary school) as I said, from the village I didn’t know a lot 

of things so I was lagging behind and the maths teacher, he killed 

my interest in mathematics. I didn’t know, so he was using a lot of 

adjectives on me; you useless child, this simple thing you can’t 

understand. And all the time when I see him I panic so my interest 

in maths died off. 

  

It is likely that her dislike for maths affected her performance in other subjects like 

accounting, and that made it impossible for her dream of being a banker to be 

fulfilled. So according to Adjoa Kom, she performed poorly in the O’ Level 

examinations and therefore had to stay at home for two years, trading. The negative 

image females have of mathematics runs through the literature in both high and low-

income countries. These range from the perception of the subject as masculine 

(Jones & Smart, 2005), troublesome, hard, boring and challenging (Rodd & 

Bartholomew, 2006), and more difficult for girls and women to feel talented at, and 

comfortable with and do well at it (Mendick, 2005). Therefore, the teacher’s 

attitude, as in Adjoa Kom’s experience would rather make the subject more 

detestable.  

 

Also common among the rural dwellers in this study is the situation where children 

have to walk long distances to schools which have poor school facilities and lack 

well-experienced teachers. In such areas, children suffer the consequences of the 

teachers’ dislike for the area, by receiving canes for lateness to school and poor 

performance. This resonates with Mulugeta’s (2004) study in Ethiopia and Morley 

et al.’s (2010) in Ghana where they found that some rural female students faced 
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double constraints in the sense that they came from poor families, had to undergo all 

the house chores and village (farming) life and also suffer from all the inadequacies 

of the education system.   

 

Change of Location 

Earlier studies on girls’ education in Ghana have found that in rural settings, parents 

who want their daughters to be educated usually relocate them to live in the cities 

with other relations, mainly because in the village, there is lack of role models and 

ambition to aspire (Quarcoopome and Ahadjie, 1981). These resonate with 

Mulugeta’s (2004) finding in Ethiopia, where rural girls relocated to other towns and 

cities for the purpose of obtaining better/higher education. Other studies conducted 

in Ghana indicate that migration resulting from increased urbanisation and changing 

attitudes towards the economic value of children, among other factors, also impact 

on family life (Ardayfio-Schandorf, 1994; Peil, 1995).  

 

In consonance with the findings of the studies aforementioned, all the participants in 

this study relocated to bigger towns for various reasons including the aim of 

obtaining better and/or higher education, for marital or occupation purposes. While 

some of them were fostered for educational reasons, others moved for marital 

reasons. All the incidents of relocation however, culminated into their further 

education, whether it was intended initially or not.  

 

In Ghana, research shows that in many instances, fostering hinders the education of 

foster children (Ampiah and Adu-Yeboah, 2009), and this was evident in some of 

the narratives of this study. For example, Akua’s father made her move to the 

nearest big town to live with a family friend to attend a better elementary school, 

and though she was subjected to much domestic chores, she was able to successfully 

pass her secondary school-qualifying examinations. On the other hand, Maame’s 

and Naana’s mothers, though uneducated, made them move from their farming 

village and small town respectively to live in the city to attend secondary school 

when their fathers did not show interest in their education. Even though they were 
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made to do much more house chores than they did in their own homes, living in the 

city and, in Maame’s case, on a university campus with her maternal uncle, a 

lecturer in a public university, served to develop her interest in education and obtain 

secondary education. Maame said:  

I was living on campus, so I saw the campus life and I developed the 

interest…  

 

Maame’s experience is reminiscent of my uneducated mother’s insistence on my 

relocation from the village where most of the inhabitants agreed that I was a ‘star’ 

(academically bright) and should be given the right environment to shine. With the 

death of my father while still a baby, I was made to move to the regional capital to 

live with my elder brother who was a teacher at the primary school of a public 

university. Although, the prestige and physical appearance of the advantaged 

children affected my confidence and self-esteem negatively, the quality of education 

and my exposure helped me to gain admission to one of the elite secondary schools 

and eventually to that same university.     

 

Some of the participants in my study relocated for marital and occupational reasons. 

Some of their stories resonate with studies conducted elsewhere in Ghana which 

suggest that migration of educated men from rural to urban areas in search of jobs 

leads to a situation where husbands desire to have educated wives who would 

perhaps match up to the urbanized lifestyle (Nukunya, 1992b; Ardayfio-Schandorf, 

1994). This was evident in the stories of Koutuma, Maimuna and Fafa whose 

husbands are educated Northerners. Once settled in the South, their husbands 

encouraged them to obtain HE.  

 

The parents and husbands’ insistence on the participants’ relocation for the purposes 

of further education can be viewed as a process of de-traditionalisation (Morley et 

al, 2006), a rejection of community/cultural and social beliefs about girls’ education, 

though they are devoted to the gender-assigned roles, as was evident in their 

socialisation processes. This is quite different from Morley et al.’s (2006) 
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description of de-traditionalisation which relates to the changes in gender roles in 

the wider civil society, accompanied by the changing attitudes and educational 

opportunities, which allow women to move out of traditionally prescribed roles of 

wives and mothers. In this study, it is the change in attitudes about female education 

and therefore the need to offer them the available educational opportunities. It is 

such a change that makes parents and husbands send their daughters and wives away 

for better and further education, as has been seen in the participants’ narratives.     

 

 

5.4 Identity Formation: Differences  

Morley et al. (2009, p. 61) demonstrate that ‘different student narratives reveal a 

complex combination of differently distributed emotional, social, cultural and 

material capitals’, some of which according to them, are based on parental 

biographies. This section looks at the social factors that constructed the participants’ 

identities differently. Three aspects of the participants’ biographies are discussed 

namely (a) Socio-cultural Background (b) Marital Status and Family Life and (c) 

Socio-economic Status. I use the data from this study to discuss the different ways in 

which cultural beliefs and practices affect parents and community’s attitude towards 

females’ education. I also discuss how these affect the participants’ own marital 

status and family lives. 

     

Socio-cultural Background 

The participants’ stories showed that their lives were framed by their parents’ 

devotion to or rejection of the cultural and social beliefs and practices of their area 

and the community, similar to some of the experiences of mature students in the 

European context (Tett, 2000) and some other African contexts (Mulugeta, 2004; 

Morley, 2006; Morley and Lugg, 2009) including Ghana (Stephens, 2000; Morley 

and Lugg, 2009). In this study, these beliefs and practices were related to the 

woman’s role in the home and community, the level of education perceived to be 

suitable for females and marriage.   
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Some research evidence suggests that when people experience (higher) education, 

they encourage others around them to do the same (Morley et al, 2006), and that 

parents’ education, particularly that of the mother, influences their attitude and 

support for female education (Stephens, 2000; Mulugeta, 2004; Reay et al., 2005). 

As indicated earlier in this study, the participants’ fathers had more education than 

their mothers. However, there were differences among them in their attitude towards 

their daughters’ education. Moreover, the signals they sent about their HE were not 

dependent on the level of education they had attained. Though none of the parents 

objected to their daughters’ enrolment at the basic school, with regard to their 

pursuit of HE, some of the fathers sometimes showed signs that they were not 

particularly interested. In some cases though, both parents were willing and 

committed to their daughters’ education while in others, some mothers were more 

proactive than the fathers. Again, this did not depend on their level of education.  

 

The parental support in the narratives was also gendered and differentiated 

according to its form and degree. Maimuna for example, pointed out that though her 

father was a trained teacher, he did not care about her education. It was her mother, 

a middle school leaver and a hospital ward attendant who provided her material, 

financial, motivational and academic support. These were in the form of provision 

of educational and other materials, as well as motivation. She also exempted her 

from the house chores so that she could have time for private studies at home. This 

articulates with Mulugeta’s (2004) finding that mothers’ understanding of 

educational issues is very important to the support they give towards their 

daughters’ education because they could spare their daughters from the very 

household activities that conflicted with their education.   

 

Maimuna’s father’s lack of interest in her educational aspirations was, according to 

her, for cultural reasons, because in her area, majority (of fathers) do not have 

influence on their children’s education. She revealed:  

even your own father is not in control … it’s your uncles, 

the older ones, they have a say …  
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In some communities in the Northern part of Ghana, the patrilineal family system 

enjoins children to be members of the father’s extended family. In that system, 

fathers and paternal uncles are likely to encourage females into early marriages in 

order to benefit from dowries in the form of farm animals (Hagan, 2004). In fact, 

Maimuna revealed that her paternal uncles, who were the custodians of the culture 

of the area, controlled her life by insisting that she terminated her education after 

middle school and married someone they had found for her. She recounts this 

experience thus: 

I remember when I took the common entrance to go to 

secondary school, my older uncles said I should wait when I 

complete middle school then I marry. 

 

For them, secondary schooling was not necessary, and was too long for a girl 

because she was expected to marry and have children to continue with the family 

lineage. In fact, all the stories from the north indicated that people in that area did 

not see why a woman should have so much education, so they discouraged girls 

from going to school. Maimuna for example said:  

 

Some of them did not see anything in school. They will tell 

you that you are a woman and if you go to school you will 

go and marry.  

 

The assumption is that when a woman gets married, she ends up serving her 

husband’s interests and may not put her education to any beneficial use. Therefore 

during her common entrance examinations, though three girls had been registered to 

take the exams, she was the only one left; the others had dropped out. Being the only 

girl to write the exam, she said she was taunted that she was ‘too known’. Her story 

was corroborated by Koutuma, also a Northerner who said because of the dowry 

(e.g. cows), the villagers pressurised her father who was uneducated, to arrange for 

his daughters to be married. If her father had succumbed to these pressures, they 

would have dropped out of school. 

 

It is interesting to note that though Koutuma’s father is also a Northerner from the 

same region (Upper East) and uneducated,  
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he was the first to send his girl-child to school at the village 

because he was working with the mines (in the south) and 

he used to admire those (female staff) at the offices.  

 

He rejected the cultural practice of the area and disregarded the pressure from the 

community to arrange for his daughters to be married for the dowries. The support 

he gave to Koutuma was more motivational than otherwise, saying: if you are highly 

educated you’ll be better in your marital home than if you’re not  and according to 

her, that made her focus on her education. The same is true of Krambaa, also a 

Northerner, born and raised in the south. When her father died, her uneducated 

mother and her maternal uncle saw to her elementary education through the 

provision of educational materials and payment of school fees.  

 

The stories from the South had more subtle rather than overt descriptions of family 

or community perception of girls’ education. For example, although Naana’s father 

was a university lecturer, he sent her to a vocational school, similar to Maame’s 

father, a farmer whose custom was that after junior secondary school, if you are a 

boy you go and learn a mason work, and the females were made to learn 

dressmaking. In their cases, their mothers were instrumental in their education 

beyond the secondary school. On the other hand, both Fafa and Adjoa Kom’s fathers 

(with a master’s degree and secondary education respectively) were assertive of 

their HE whilst Naana and Maame’s fathers (with a master’s degree and elementary 

education respectively) were interested in vocational education for them.  

 

Adjoa Kom’s father’s attitude to her education was demonstrated in his constant 

interest in her examination results and the gifts he bought for her, which according 

to her, motivated her to learn. According to her, her father used to say that … he will 

give everything to send me to the university while her mother also provided her 

provisions and other items she needed in the boarding house. Though her father was 

unable to finance her HE, she nurtured his dream until she had the opportunity.  
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Data in this study show that parents influence their children’s educational 

achievement through the signals they send about the level of education they want 

their children to attain. There is indication that fathers’ level of education may not 

affect their interest in their daughters’ education. For some of the highly educated 

fathers, the culture of the area was strong in influencing their decision about their 

daughters’ education. For others, even though they were uneducated, they were able 

to reject the culture because of their exposure to other lifestyles through migration. 

For some of the participants, in spite of their mothers’ lack of education, their 

support was more crucial than their fathers’ for their progression through basic 

education and beyond. Perhaps they wanted to give to their daughters what 

circumstances did not allow them to have, a situation which articulates with what 

Morley and Lugg (2009) portray. These are demonstrative of the fact that the 

participants’ location and cultural context, and their fathers’ defiance of, or 

adherence to the cultural values, were instrumental in determining their pursuit of 

further education.  

 

Marital Status and Family Life 

In Ghana, there is the belief that a girl’s marriage prospects will diminish when she 

obtains (a higher) education, equal to men or more than men (Republic of Ghana, 

2004). Moreover, in spite of the changes brought about by urbanisation and 

modernisation, some people especially in some small towns and rural communities, 

still think that a taste of schooling makes girls rebels. They also believe that when 

girls get to a higher level in education, they will refuse to farm and will prefer 

loitering about. This is particularly so if their schooling cannot be catered for, and 

yet they do not wish to drop out (Stephens, 2000). Especially in the Northern part of 

Ghana, there is a cultural belief that a girl should marry as a virgin, and the general 

feeling is that if a girl pursues education for too long, she would enter into a close 

relationship with boys during her adolescence and might lose her virginity on the 

way (Stephens, 2000). As such, many females tend to be influenced by these 

societal expectations and therefore terminate or postpone HE for marital reasons.    
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It comes as no surprise therefore that all the participants in this study had been 

married or co-habited with men since in the Ghanaian society, a woman is expected 

to be married latest, by age 30. At the time of this study, five of the participants 

were still married whilst three were single. Among the three single women, two 

were divorcees and one had been in a relationship which broke up as a result of her 

entry into HE.  

 

Again, there is a general belief that the best time for a woman to have children is 

between ages 26 and 28. As such, seven out of the eight participants had children 

before entering HE. It appears as though they had an obligation to satisfy cultural 

norms before seeking their own interest (of entering HE), as it is believed that HE 

disrupts hegemonic age-related marriage and motherhood norms (Morley and Lugg, 

2009). In their narratives, it was observed that their marriage experiences and family 

arrangements were varied, as were also their SES and their cultural beliefs regarding 

men and women’s roles in the family. 

 

Koutuma made many references to her husband in her narrative, and among all the 

participants, appeared to be the only one in a good marriage relationship. She 

seemed to be completely dependent on her husband, who occupies the highest 

position in the national revenue office. She said: we have our own house, we are 

comfortable by God’s grace. Therefore, there was an indication that her family 

arrangement allowed her much time for social events. She attributed her advantaged 

social standing to her marriage, which enabled her to relocate to the capital city.  

 

On the contrary, Maimuna said relatively little about her husband, and her account 

hinted that he was not very supportive. For example, when she was pregnant and 

teaching in another town, Maimuna had to travel every week end from her station to 

her husband to do all the house chores for him. Now, she lives with her husband (an 

average income earner, e.g. he owns a car) and their three children (four, six and 

nine years) in a rented apartment. Nevertheless, she had to personally arrange for a 

house help to help her manage her home and career. In the accounts of both Adjoa 
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Kom (with two teenage children) and Maame (with two children aged 2 and 4), 

there was an indication that their husbands did not play much role in their lives. 

Each of them personally arranged for house helps to help them take care of their 

homes. 

 

Normally, when it comes to decision-making in marriage, married women in Ghana 

are disadvantaged by the traditional norms which designate men as heads of 

households. They are therefore the principal decision makers in matters concerning 

house hold resource control, who to manage the home and take care of the children 

(The Women’s Manifesto for Ghana, 2004). In this study however, all the married 

women seemed to share in matters concerning their home management and care of 

their children. It can be inferred that the contribution they make to the house hold 

income is accountable for their ability to initiate favourable living arrangements.        

 

The situation of the two single women was different. They appeared to have had 

unpleasant experiences in their marriages. Krambaa with a thirteen-year-old son, 

shared very little about her marriage experiences, which lasted for four years and 

was dissolved twenty years ago. On the contrary, Akua with two children, felt freer 

to share her experiences in her seven-year-old marriage, in which they lived apart 

(her husband resident in Germany and she, in Ghana). Though her divorce was 

finalized less than a year prior to this interview, she did not appear to be affected by 

the experience. For these participants, their family arrangements were constructed 

around their extended family members.  

 

In sum, the marital experiences of the participants varied according to their spouses’ 

social standing, the role they played in the home and the women’s contribution to 

the way their family lives should be managed. They also constructed their family 

life identities in relation to what pertains in modern societies with nuclear family 

structures and the use of house helps. In the case of the single women, their family 

life stories were constructed in relation to their children and extended families. 

Given these different experiences with marriage and family life commitments, it can 
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be expected that the participants’ HE experiences would be varied and different. 

This is discussed in chapter 6.  

 

Socio-economic Status  

Morley et al. (2009) found that in Ghana and Tanzania, students’ biographies 

include a range of (gendered) parental influences and orientations, where for the 

more socio-economically privileged students, their families carefully managed their 

entry into HE. Studies that have been conducted in other African countries also 

suggest that the SES of a family is highly correlated with school enrolment and 

persistence of daughters, and that girls who come from economically advantaged 

families are more likely to enter and remain in high school and beyond (Hyde, 1993; 

Stephens, 2000; Mulugeta, 2004). It was the intention of this study to identify the 

SES of the mature women students whose lives are under investigation in this study 

and to understand how their economic backgrounds influence their HE participation 

and experiences.  

 

The lives of the participants in this study show all the levels of SES (i.e rich, 

average and poor), irrespective of their (rural/urban) location. Whereas some of the 

childhood stories were characterised by poverty, which was transformed through 

education or marriage, others suggested that they experienced socio-economic 

advantage throughout their lives. Six out of the eight participants described their 

childhood SES as ‘good’. For example, in her childhood, although they lived in the 

rural area with the extended family, Koutuma’s mother’s petty trading and her 

father’s pension benefit and farming activities placed them at an advantage over 

other inhabitants, as she remembered: sometimes we were not able to eat all the 

food. Therefore, all her siblings were educated at least to the middle school. She 

contrasted her experience with other children in her village who she claimed it 

wasn’t good for them, because they did not have food to eat before going to school.  

 

As most rural Northern villages in Ghana are deprived, underdeveloped and poor, 

Koutuma associated good SES mainly with having enough food to eat. Currently, 



 

 

 

94 

she lives in the national capital with her husband and children. She described her 

current SES in relation to two main factors: (a) her husband’s position as the head of 

procurement at VAT service and its associated privileges and (b) external indicators 

of wealth such as ownership of a house and a car. Though also a teacher, her own 

income-earning and financial status did not feature at all in her narrative. 

  

On the other hand, Maimuna described her childhood social standing in rural north 

in terms of their nuclear family system (four), their private accommodation and the 

provision of the food and educational materials. Though her father was a trained 

teacher, she claimed that he was irresponsible, resulting in her mother being solely 

responsible for them. Now, her own nuclear family has an average SES, and the 

only indicator of social standing she mentions is her husband’s car.  

 

The participants from the South also described similar indicators of social standing, 

though there were differences among them. Akua, for example experienced 

advantaged SES during her childhood in a mining town. Her father was a senior 

staff in a mining company and the first to own a television and double door fridge in 

their small town, similar to what Adjoa Kom described as indicators of their 

advantaged social standing in her village. Consequently, she had the privilege of 

attending a private school, which was the preserve of staff of the mining company. 

She also enjoyed the privilege of a shuttle bus service from their home to the nearest 

big town to visit the library. In her home, she claimed there was always extra food 

for anyone who visited, for which reason many people frequently visited them. 

Thus, she viewed advantaged SES in terms of their household items, the type of 

school she attended, the shuttle bus service and the availability of food in their 

home. Now, though a lone parent, she describes her advantaged SES in terms of her 

position as an international police detective, her car and other income-generating 

activities. Similarly, Krambaa, also a police woman and a lone mother describes her 

social standing mainly in terms of her income-generating activities. 
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Maame is the only participant who experienced poverty as a rural dweller. Her 

parents were subsistence farmers. Her village had no electricity, pipe borne water, 

hospital facility or good roads. The main occupation was farming. Maame’s 

narrative demonstrates how her family’s disadvantaged socio-economic status made 

her secondary school education almost impossible. Her mother could not afford to 

give them money or food before they went to school in the morning so they ate any 

left-over food they could find. She recalled: so far as we are able to pay our school 

fees, feed, its enough, we were okay. Thus, their SES was described in terms of their 

ability to pay their school fees and afford at least one meal a day. Now, though she 

is a teacher and on study leave, she seems to depend on her husband’s income since 

according to her, he is in a good job and owns a car and a private accommodation.  

 

The different narratives create versions of identity which are located in advantaged 

and disadvantaged SES in rural and urban areas, where participants lived in their 

childhood, and also their present social standing. Indicators of poverty or wealth 

were described in terms of the following: (a) their parents’ occupations, (b) what 

was available or not in their childhood (e.g. food, type of schools they attended, 

educational materials, housing, television, refrigerator, etc.) and (c) their present 

status. For some of the married women, their social standing was described in terms 

of their husbands’ position in their jobs and their property, such as a car or private 

accommodation whilst the lone mothers described it in terms of their own job 

positions and other income-generating activities that placed them at an advantaged 

economic status.  

 

5.5 Chapter Summary   

This chapter presented and discussed some of the themes that emerged from the life 

history narratives. It found that the participants have multiple identities (Sarup, 

1996; Gee, 2000) some of which are common to all of them. Three things were 

found to be common to all the participants. Firstly, in the process of their identity 

formation, they all went through similar processes of socialisation, which were 

influenced by cultural norms. Whether they were educated or not, their parents 
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(especially their mothers) socialised them into gender-appropriate roles at home and 

the public sphere, which the participants perceived to be normal activities for girls.  

Secondly, they all received parental support towards their basic education, and 

experienced early schooling in unique ways that made them form both positive and 

negative images of schooling. Lastly, each of the participants had a change of 

location in the course of her life, which helped to change/shift their identities.  

 

Participants’ multiple identities were also formed and shaped by other factors that 

were unique to them individually. These are factors related to family background 

and influence such as parents’ education and attitude/support towards female 

education and their socio-cultural context and socio-economic status. These themes 

were found to be similar to findings of studies conducted in different socio-

economic and socio-cultural contexts (Mulugeta, 2004; Morley et al., 2006; Morley 

and Lugg, 2009).  

 

Parental support was financial, material, motivational and academic, and these were 

gendered and differentiated according to their form and degrees, and according to 

the cultural context. In terms of the socio-cultural contexts, the location (northern-

southern/ rural-urban divide) and the cultural values of the area in terms of female 

education were discussed.  

 

The participants’ marital status and family lives were also found to construct their 

identities differently. Lastly, it was found that the participants described poverty and 

wealth differently, based on their location and family contexts, and that socio-

economic background was a factor in determining their family arrangements.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

HOW MATURE WOMEN STUDENTS EXPERIENCE HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This study was conducted to explore and describe the HE experiences of mature 

undergraduate women in Ghana, and to show how they strategise to progress 

through HE. The previous chapter discussed the commonalities and differences 

among the mature undergraduate women who participated in this study. It became 

evident from the data that the participants constructed their shifting identities in 

similar ways with regard to their socialisation, early schooling experiences and 

change of location. However, differences existed among them with regard to certain 

sociological factors such as socio-cultural backgrounds, marital status and family 

life and socio-economic status.  

 

This chapter answers the study’s main question by discussing how mature women 

students experience HE with regard to the following four areas which run through 

the data: (a) Returning to Study as Older Students (b) Socio-cultural Background: 

Marital Status and Family Life (c) Socio-economic Status and Higher Education 

Participation and (d) Navigating through HE: Agency and Structures. 

 

6.2 Returning to Study as an Older Student 

‘It’s great to return to school, but … What have I got myself into?’  

Some of the studies that have been conducted on adult students in high-income 

countries relate old age with academic capabilities (Nisbet and Welsh, 1972; 

Maguire, 1996; Wilson, 1997; Richardson and King, 1998) but with variations in 

their findings. With regard to old age and academic work for example, some of the 

studies suggest that there are age-related deficits in the intellectual capacities of 

adult students, as a result of which they are less well-prepared academically than 

younger students in HE (Woodley, 1984; Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). Adult students 

sometimes blame the HE institutions for making them feel out of place within the 
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HE institutions (Edwards, 1993), and this negatively affects their self-confidence, 

self-esteem and academic life. Other studies dispute the assertion of age-related 

deficits in adult students’ intellectual capacities, some drawing conclusions that 

adult students rather exhibit approaches to learning that are more desirable than 

those of younger students (Edwards, 1993; Richardson and King, 1998). But it is 

agreed that over the ages of 50 or 60, age-related cognitive deficits are observable in 

poor physical health and physical disenablement (Richardson and King, 1998).  

 

In this study, issues concerning old age and its relations with academic and social 

life in HE run through most of the narratives. In Ghana, the conventional age for HE 

entry is between 18 and 21 years. All the participants in this study entered HE after 

age 25, the youngest being 30 years at the time of the interview and the oldest being 

46. The minimum length of break between leaving school and resuming full-time 

education was 6 years and the maximum was 14 years.  

 

Most of the participants described academic work as difficult and made reference to 

gaps in terms of their knowledge deficit and unfamiliar courses they had to take, 

such as Information Retrieval and Communicative Skills. According to some of 

them, they did not understand these subjects and therefore could not make high 

grades. Koutuma, with 14 years break between leaving school and returning, failed 

in Phonetics in the first semester of the first year when she was still trying to adjust. 

Similarly, Naana used the expression it wasn’t easy many times in her description of 

her experiences as a fresh student in HE. Naana who had 10 years break in academic 

work before returning to HE recounted how she fared in her first university quiz: 

I remember the first time we did a quiz, it was com skills 

(communicative skills). I had two out of ten, and I said oh! 

When I went back to my hostel I wept, and I asked myself if I 

could go through … I really struggled, because it wasn’t easy 

for me. 

 

Krambaa with about 10 years break in academic work however described academic 

life in terms of studying for examination purposes:  
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Academic work is manageable because whatever they teach is 

what we will study; whatever the lecturer is lecturing you is what 

he will bring. … The quizzes that we’ve been writing the young 

ones and us the difference (in terms of scores) is not much.  

 

However, many times in her narrative she described her experience with academic 

work with the following expressions: not easy, you struggle with it a little, we get 

tired; it’s a bit stressful, etc. She said: 

 With the age it’s not easy because I am not having a sound mind.  

In her case, the difficulty with academic work was attributed to the fact that she had 

many other commitments that occupied her mind and probably, disoriented her as a 

result of her age and maturity. She thought that this condition was different in the 

lives of younger students. 

 

Adjoa Kom described her experience with academic work in terms of her inability to 

retain information:  

… certain things, I need to consult the dictionary for some 

words and sometimes I find it difficult to recollect certain 

things but some of the things you need recollection or 

memorization and then I find it difficult to memorise.  

 

The participants enumerated factors which made their first year in the university 

academically challenging. The first had to do with the lack of institutional structures 

that could have allayed their fears and anxieties. In that connection, Koutuma said: 

people who are grown ups (referring to herself and other mature students) and we 

were all mixing with them (younger students). This statement reflected her view that 

returning students are not at the same level of intellectual ability as the younger ones 

who are coming to the university straight from secondary school. Moreover, she 

seemed to hint that they were less well-prepared academically than younger students 

who were familiar with note taking, writing essays and examinations. This seems to 

articulate with Wilson’s (1997) finding in the UK that some mature students see 

themselves as old and different in terms of cognitive capabilities and therefore have 

special need which requires special treatment and provision. There is also indication 



 

 

 

100 

that younger students may feel more at home with the ‘modern’ courses the 

participants found unfamiliar.      

 

Some of the participants also attributed their emotional anxiety to the institutional 

structure that is responsible for the dismissal of students for failure in a number of 

courses, a practice which according to them, generates a lot of tension in students. 

On this issue, Koutuma had this to say: 

You go to lectures, you don’t understand anything then 

what are you doing here? Is it not better you drop out 

than the school to sack you? It’s like if you fail 

communicative skills you are sacked …so you wonder 

what have I got myself into?  

 

Again, she hinted that lecturers do not seem to appreciate the difficulties of fresh 

students but threaten and intimidate them on first contact with them. Her experience 

was expressed thus:  

… when we went for African studies too and Mr. … was 

teaching us, the first day he came in he started 

intimidating us. He said if you don’t do well he will sack 

you. He always talked for us to see ourselves to be stupid. 

 

Maimuna pointed out some mature women’s circumstances thus: 

You know because we are coming with problems ... we’ve 

left our children, our families and even there are some 

who have to fight with their husbands before coming here, 

so when we come here and they are intimidating us then 

they put a lot of pressure on us.  

 

And to make matters worse, she said the lecturer … sometimes talks and … I don’t 

even understand what he is saying. She felt intellectually lost during the lectures and 

thought that the teaching method was problematic. On this issue, Naana recalled that 

in the first few lecture sessions she attended, she did not understand anything, 

apparently because according to her, both the course and the teaching method were 

unfamiliar.  
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These stories point to some of the institutional practices that act as barriers to 

women students’ successful participation in HE. Grace and Gouthro (2000) argue 

that the competing responsibilities and different dispositions that mature women 

bring with them into HEIs necessitate participatory pedagogical approaches that also 

connect their lived experiences. Grace and Gouthro corroborate hooks’ (1994a) view 

that knowledge production is ‘a field in which we all labor’ (p. 14), suggesting that 

pedagogical approaches should emphasise teacher responsibility and locate teacher 

authority within a teacher-learner interaction that highlights co-operation, 

collaboration and sharing. In this way, classrooms become sites of participatory 

learning rather than places where learners are passive recipients of incomprehensible 

knowledge, which is disconnected from their experience.  

 

These pedagogical approaches are also highlighted in the Teaching and Learning 

Research Programme (TLRP, 2008). The TLRP is a UK-based research brief that 

provides evidence-informed pedagogic principles. These include taking account of 

the personal and cultural experiences of learners and promoting their active 

engagement in the teaching and learning process. This responsibility lies with 

educators whose institutional roles, power and authority (Grace & Gouthro, 2000), 

empower them to create such a learning environment. 

 

Another issue that runs through the data relates to mature women students’ 

relationship with younger students. Some writers suggest that the age gap between 

mature and younger students affects mature students negatively, leading to feelings 

of isolation or being on the fringes (Wilson, 1997). In their narratives, the 

participants in this study used expressions such as small ones, children, young ones, 

boys and girls, etc. to refer to younger students. These expressions suggest that the 

women students perceived themselves to be old and different. Interestingly, some 

younger students also regarded the mature students as very old, and called them 

names like mummy, which, according to the women, made them feel out of place.  
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These descriptions point to the way mature and younger students use family 

classifications (e.g. mummy, children) to describe their age differences. This seems 

to indicate that the parent/child role and relationship in the home gets transferred 

onto the student relationships in the higher education arena. From my experience, I 

observe that this phenomenon appears to be evident at all educational levels in 

Ghana, where the practice of under-age and over-age school enrolment is fairly old. 

For example, I was enrolled in elementary school under-aged to enable my mother 

attend to her farming activities. However, being under-aged is not as problematic as 

being over-aged. Mostly, over-aged learners are subjected to ridicule by younger 

learners, and they either have to cope with it (as is the case of the mature women 

students in this study) or drop out of school (Ampiah & Adu-Yeboah, 2009). 

 

In this study, sometimes, some younger students reportedly treated mature students 

with contempt. Krambaa for example reported that a younger student related to her 

rudely, which made her feel bad. This resonates with Maguire’s (1996) study in the 

UK in which some of her participants revealed that they were frequently silenced by 

the youth and a certain degree of contempt was shown for their age. However, in 

some situations, younger students were reportedly much helpful in academic 

matters, and associating with them helped to progress through academic work. Akua 

for example recalled: 

I faced a situation where I was not performing like I wished, 

so some of these young ones were telling me some of the 

things you have to learn, acronyms and those things. Those 

young people helped me to learn. 

 

Similarly, Adjoa Kom said:  

Sometimes they know things that you don’t know so I just 

approach them. I am not shy to ask for information. If only I 

can get something from them, I wouldn’t mind at all.  

 

Therefore, the only way they could get academic assistance from them was to cut 

down much of (their) years (psychologically) so that they could mix easily with 

them. But progression through HE was dependent on other factors which are 

discussed later in this chapter. 
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6.3 Socio-cultural Background: Marital Status, Family Life and HE  

Out of the eight participants in this study, five were married with children, two were 

divorced with children and one was unmarried but had a relationship which broke up 

as a result of her entry into HE. In the case of some of those who were married, their 

marital status contributed to their HE entry. From their narratives, it was evident that 

their different marital status and family lives constructed varied experiences, which 

influenced their HE lives differently. Although all the narratives were characterised 

by expressions such as ‘it’s not easy’ and ‘I must struggle’, there were observable 

differences in the degree of struggle. There were also indications that in spite of 

their seeming neglect of their families, some of the participants were happy to be out 

of home because of the relief from domestic chores and family/social 

responsibilities.  

 

A Ghanaian writer has demonstrated that across Africa, women perform many more 

roles than men (Dolphyne, 1991). Some of the named roles involve responsibilities 

in the domestic, conjugal, occupational, maternal, kinship, individual and 

community domains. Hagan (2004) however argues that men perform similar roles, 

but the fact remains that in most of these domains, women have a larger share of 

duties, especially when they are married. It can therefore be understood why 

expressions of difficulty and struggle were recurrent in the participants’ description 

of their experiences of HE study. 

 

Tensions: Marriage, Family and HE Studies  

Some studies conducted in the UK show that when describing their life and HE 

experiences, mature women tend to emphasise the domestic domain, and their 

narratives are much more about themselves in relation to others as compared with 

male students, who often draw clear distinctions between the public and the private, 

and present a unitary self (MacDonald & Stratta, 1998; Tett, 2000). Especially in 

their first year in HE when they have not quite adjusted to their academic work, 

some mature women find the volume of work more than they expected because of 

the non-academic responsibilities they hold that may make them more sensitive to 
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the pressures of time and workload (Smithers and Griffin, 1986a). In some cases, 

some mature women indicate that the support of their partners and families is central 

to their success in HE (Reay, 2003), though in others, the demand of family put a 

strain on their student life (Wilson, 1997). 

 

This study has shown that in Ghana, the socialisation processes women receive 

make them the carers and nurturers of the home and the children, and these roles do 

not change when they embark on higher education. Adjoa Kom’s experience depicts 

the situation of those who combine HE with family life:  

He (her husband) was expecting me to do my normal 

cooking at home. In fact, it wasn’t easy. We were then 

introduced to these new courses; especially the sociology. I 

was confused and when I got home I couldn’t study. In fact, 

the beginning wasn’t easy for me. 

 

She further lamented: 

He doesn’t get time for the children, even doing their 

homework; from job to town, so everything was left on me. 

Even apart from my learning I have to assist the children in 

their home work because he might not be in the house. 

When he comes back too, after eating, he relaxes in the sofa 

and he sleeps. 

 

At the time of this interview, her husband had travelled outside the country for a 

year, and she found this such a great relief since she did not have to do any 

organised cooking in her husband’s absence. Her description of her husband’s 

attitude towards domestic support is typical of many Ghanaian men, educated or not, 

which is blamed on the socialisation processes that assign them heads of households 

and control over all resources, including women and children (Dolphyne, 1991). 

One of the ways they exercise control is to be served and accorded very high 

dignity/respect.  

 

Maame’s story is different from all the other participants’ because her children are 

younger (2 and 4 years old), and she had to live on campus with them. She described 

her experiences thus: 
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In the morning you have to get the kids ready for school. I 

couldn’t learn in the morning. Sometimes I am even late for 

lectures. After lectures, you must prepare something for 

them before they come. Sometimes, I don’t even wash my 

utensils. I leave them, then when I go back after lectures I 

wash them, prepare supper, get ready for my squad 

(children).  

 

In such circumstances, the consequences are not farfetched. Maame revealed that 

after all these chores, she gets so tired that studying becomes difficult:  

The little time you have to study you are already tired, if you 

don’t take care, you will even sleep.  

 

This concurs with Tett’s (2000) study of mature students in the UK in which she 

found that the family was cited by her women participants as the central feature of 

their experience in HE. She argues that the experience reveals societal suppositions 

about women’s role as carers for their children, where their core work is seen as 

being focused around the details of maintaining family.  

 

Mature women students whose children are less dependent appear to have more 

space for their academic pursuits. In such circumstances, they have to devise 

strategies that would help them to navigate their way through their domestic 

commitments and HE studies, and ensure that their home is ‘in order’ before they 

embark on further studies. As such, all the participants had helpers at home, in 

addition to their husbands who would take care of their home while they embarked 

on further studies. The single participants also had elderly people, such as their 

mothers, and other extended family members to take care of their homes. These 

notwithstanding, some of them encountered what they found to be insurmountable 

demands and pressures that threatened their academic pursuits. Maimuna’s story 

exemplifies the experiences of most of the participants in this category. She thought 

that she was ready for HE studies, given the following indicators in her home: 

My small girl is now four, and then six and then nine, but I 

said this was the time for me to come. But you know you 

have to set the preparations for your coming. I feel that at 

age four, at least she can attend to herself in so many ways.  
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However, once in HE, she saw that combining HE work with domestic 

commitments was not as easy as she had imagined. She said she had to call them 

every day before they go to bed. She also described the despair she experienced in 

being told about her child’s illness at a time she could not abandon her lectures and 

quizzes to go home to see him, and her divided mind due to this impossibility: 

Sometimes they call you, your son is not well and you can 

imagine, you are thinking, you have assignments, quiz to 

write, a whole lot of things coming …  

 

On the contrary, Koutuma’s children are older (14, 9, 6 and 4 years), with house 

helps and her husband to manage her home while she studied. When asked whether 

her absence from her family affects her, she answered in the negative because 

according to her, her husband, older daughter and house helps took care of the 

home. However, she also recounted the tensions she experienced between going 

home to visit her family and staying on campus at certain times during her study, 

and the difficulty of not being able to go home because of lectures and quizzes:  

Mostly the problem is trying to live away from home. It’s 

like every time, you have to call home and find out what’s 

happening with them. Sometimes too the quizzes … they 

come at a time maybe you need to go home and see your 

people so sometimes, you can’t go home.  

 

These observations are evocative of Edwards’ (1993) and Baxter & Britton’s (2001) 

study of mature women in HE in the UK and Morley et al.’s (2009, p.60) study on 

women’s participation in HE in Ghana. In all these studies, it was found that there 

was the fragmentation or compartmentalisation of the self (Edwards, 1993) in the 

accounts of mature women in HE in the sense that the women were caught between 

two ‘greedy’ institutions: the home and the university where ‘survival involved 

complex splitting and disconnection between the two highly gendered worlds’ 

(Morley et al., 2009, p.60).  

 

The Guilt of an Irresponsible Mother 

Whilst combining HE with family commitments or psychologically disconnecting 

oneself from one of the roles, it is possible that one of the institutions receives less 
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attention. In the event that the home suffers most of the consequences of the 

mother’s physical and psychological disconnection, there is the burden of guilt for 

being an irresponsible mother. Maimuna revealed how her children felt abandoned 

and forsaken because she was not there on their special days in school and at home. 

And on her visits home, when she had to part company with them, she cried all the 

way back to the campus, because though her husband was at home with them, she 

felt guilty about not doing so well as a mother. According to her, sometimes, she 

wondered whether her coming into HE at that stage in her children’s life was the 

right decision:  

The mother is the best person to be there for them.  When 

they (the kids) are not well, you know you feel that if I were 

there I would take care of them, or maybe if I were there, 

they wouldn’t have fallen sick.  

 

Sometimes, there were indications that in the absence of a mother, the children’s 

academic performance deteriorated, as indicated in Adjoa Kom’s and Akua’s 

stories. Adjoa Kom thought that her son’s academic performance started 

deteriorating because he fell into bad company when HE took almost all her 

attention. Similarly, Akua said this of her daughter:  

The girl for instance was very good but her academic 

performance just dropped when I was not there. I wanted to 

be there myself to see how she is being catered for and 

brought up. 

 

It is therefore not surprising that for one of the participants, after going through two 

years of unsuccessful HE study, she had to start the degree programme afresh. This 

was because as she combined HE with childcare and her career, she realised that her 

home and her career took most of her attention, making her HE work suffer. 

According to her, HE became easier the second time because her husband managed 

the home while she concentrated on her academic work. 

 

6.4 Socio-economic Status and HE Participation 

 

Similar to what Morley and Lussier (2009) found in their study, data from this study 

show that the participants’ positional advantage served to construct their HE 



 

 

 

108 

experiences differently from the socio-economically disadvantaged. Six out of eight 

of the participants in this study were on study leave with a salary whilst two were 

dependent on other sources of funding for their HE. All the five married women had 

some financial support from their husbands in addition to their salaries. Koutuma 

had a prestigious life in the university due to her husband’s social standing and its 

associated privileges, and these, according to her, facilitated her progression through 

HE. She said:  

My husband calls me about hundred times in a day. 

Sometimes he even buys (call) credits for me.  

 

Many times through her narrative, she mentioned how well her husband took care of 

her in HE: renting a fully-furnished single room in a relatively prestigious hostel for 

her, visiting her and spending time with her on weekends. She added:  

Whenever I vacate he comes to pick me. I’ve never gone home on my own’.  

As if to demonstrate her SES, she pointed out that although she owned a car, she did 

not like to use it on campus.  

 

Similarly, Maame revealed that her husband’s financial support enabled her to rent a 

double room private accommodation near campus for herself and her children, 

unlike many women with families who are from average or poor SES. Though 

divorced, Krambaa and Akua’s narrative suggested their advantaged SES, as they 

talked about the businesses they are engaged in which supported them through HE. 

Both of them revealed that they owned cars which in Akua’s case, she used on 

campus. Such stories typify the situation of women who are socio-economically 

privileged. For them, their struggles in HE related to academic work rather than to 

financial difficulties. These findings concur with Reay’s (2003) discovery in the UK 

that socio-economically advantaged students experience HE differently from their 

disadvantaged counterparts because they are able to pay for the services of cleaners, 

nannies and childminders in their homes so that they can concentrate on their 

academic work. 
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In both Adjoa Kom and Maimuna’s cases, there was an indication that the financial 

support they obtained in HE was minimal. Maimuna for example, lived in the cheap, 

overcrowded university dormitory (six students in a room) with its associated 

inconveniences. She recounted some of these as follows: the behaviour of younger 

students and their male visitors in the dormitories, her inability to dress up or take a 

nap after lectures when younger students were entertaining their male guests and 

late night calls which lasted for long hours and disturbed her sleep. Unlike the other 

married people (e.g. Koutuma and Maame) in this study, she was financially 

incapable of renting a private accommodation, and therefore had to cope with these 

inconveniences. Naana (single and without a child) also expressed similar concerns, 

since for financial reasons, she had to share a private accommodation with her 

younger brother. Incidentally, she was the only participant who hinted that due to 

financial constraints, she could not buy educational materials and had to share with 

her friends.   

 

These findings articulate with those of Leathwood and O'Connell (2003) and Moss 

(2004) in the UK that for economically disadvantaged women students, poverty and 

poor accommodation shape the amount of space and time available for studies 

whereas in the case of more economically advantaged students, money becomes the 

power (i.e. renting private accommodation and paying for childcare) to negotiate 

extra space and time for studies.  

 

6.5 Navigating through HE: Agency and Structures 

Morley et al. (2006) describe the ability to personally negotiate and navigate one’s 

way around discriminatory structures and cultural barriers as the use of agency. 

Agency is also defined as the ability to freely and autonomously initiate action while 

engaging or resisting imperial power. It is independent action (i.e. the actor acting 

rather than acted on) as a result of escaping effects of the forces that construct them 

(Britton and Baxter, 1999; Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tifflin, 2000).  
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In Morley and Lussier’s (2009) study of the intersection of gender and poverty in 

Ghana, the narratives of many students from deprived socio-economic (rural) 

backgrounds indicated that they were constantly navigating material and historical 

conditions for agency throughout their lives. As there are no standard ways of 

addressing challenges in any given situation (Sandoval, 1991), because individuals 

differ in their social status and other factors, there are likely to be differences in 

experiences and attitudes towards challenges. Data from this study show the 

different ways in which some women navigate their way round cultural and 

economic barriers in order to access and participate in higher education.  

 

All the stories in this study show how women navigate around their culturally 

assigned roles of home-makers and (child) carers in order to participate in HE. 

Almost all the participants had initiated arrangements in their homes (e.g. hiring 

house helps) to enable them participate in HE as full time students. In Maame’s case 

however, due to her husband’s unwillingness to take custody of their children, she 

had to live in a rented accommodation on campus with her two children, and pay for 

child care services during her lecture sessions. Although some of the participants felt 

it a duty to juggle domestic care with academic work, it became evident that the 

domestic assistance they had employed contributed to their meaningful participation 

in HE.  

 

With regard to their socio-economic status, some of the participants had to break the 

barrier of poverty in order to access and participate in HE, and that also explained 

their determination to succeed in HE at all cost in order to acquire a new social 

status. Maame recounted the effects of poverty she experienced during her early 

schooling in the rural area (e.g. walking two kilometres to school, going to school 

without money or food, poor academic performance, etc.) and Naana remembered 

the suffering in her home as a result of financial need: 

Wherever I went I looked at my back, where I came from, my 

mother was really suffering, she was trying her best to take 

care of us, even though my father was supporting her you 

could see that it wasn’t enough.   
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The women students in this study who had spouses did not appear to have financial 

difficulties, as some indicated that in addition to their salaries, they were supported 

by their spouses in HE. The stories of the lone mothers were however different. 

When their marriages dissolved, Akua and Krambaa decided to engage in income-

generating activities, and that, enabled them to cater for their children and other 

extended family members, and to support themselves through HE. Krambaa’s 

financial independence is deduced from her statement that  I pay my own school 

fees, I pay my son’s school fees. These findings seem to suggest that in Ghana, 

mature women students who are married seem to be financially dependent on their 

spouses whereas in the case of single mothers, it is the absence of financial support 

from husbands that make them realize their ability to freely and autonomously 

initiate action regarding their economic status. 

 

Academic Challenges: Strategies for Coping  

Some studies conducted in the European context have indicated that some mature 

students are unable to cope academically in HE and some actually drop out 

voluntarily or get sacked for non-performance (Nisbet and Welsh, 1972; Woodley et 

al., 1987; Wilson, 1997). In this study, some of the participants admitted that as a 

result of the challenges expressed above, at one time in HE, they had considered 

quitting. During her first year, Naana felt like quitting due to academic challenges, 

which was compounded by her boyfriend’s pressure that she quitted. And while 

considering quitting, Koutuma had thought: Is it not better you drop out than the 

school to sack you? Some however (like Akua), had never felt like quitting, in spite 

of the challenges.  

 

The different and multiple identities of the women students translate into different 

attitudes towards HE completion or dropping out, and different strategies adopted in 

order to progress through HE. Naana and Koutuma’s stories are worth mentioning. 

They had not initially considered HE as an option, and since friends and husband 

(respectively) influenced them to enter, they were quick to consider dropping out 

when they encountered challenges with their academic work. Naana sought 
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academic help from a female friend who was her senior on the same course, who 

encouraged her, gave her books and explained difficult concepts to her. Koutuma 

also mentioned her husband as the first and the most important reason for staying on 

in HE. 

 

The kind of socialisation processes and life experiences the participants have had 

can explain their attitude towards the challenges they encountered in HE. Maame 

lived with her two children of ages 2 and 4 in a rented accommodation near the 

university, and paid someone to take care of them while she went for lectures. 

Combining HE with child care, she said:  

It’s not easy but I have to manage it. Actually I have been 

brought up working, working, working so I don’t even feel 

it.  

 

In such circumstances, she had to make use of every available opportunity for 

private studies: 

The little time that I have to study I make sure I get 

everything. I know that I have very little time so I study all 

that I need to study. So I lock myself up and I study.  When 

they (her children) go to school and I don’t have anything 

doing, I make good use of the day. 

 

Irrespective of their individual circumstances, all the participants hinted that 

strategizing was important in their private studies. This is because they cannot 

assimilate learning as quickly as younger students:  

Something that will take you two days to read they can 

take one day to read, and you struggle with it a little.  

 

Apart from Maame’s strategy of making use of every available opportunity to study, 

often under cover, others involved paying maximum attention at lectures and 

grasping concepts once and for all:  

You have to prepare yourself psychologically that you are 

now a student. You listen and listen good, you try and, 

because you have to make the mark, so you sit up. 
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The participants’ varied job experiences also facilitated or impeded their academic 

achievements differently. There were indications that being a teacher for example, 

gives you an advantage over others because of the nature of the job. Talking about 

academic challenges in HE, with a gap of six years before returning to study, 

Maame found academic life in HE normal because to her,  

once you are a teacher you always read so I do not see the 

difference, staying at home and coming to the university.  

 

In group work, her lecturer made her the leader because she is a teacher. Similarly, 

Adjoa Kom compared herself with other mature students who were not teachers and 

said that she was better than most of them because she is a teacher with an 

experience of always reading before going to teach. In this study, some participants 

with different job experiences other than teaching found academic work more 

challenging. Similarly, Maimuna (also a teacher) said about her HE academic work 

in relation to her previous academic knowledge and teaching job that it is the old 

thing that you are reading, so though it was not easy, it was manageable.  

 

On the contrary, Koutuma who was also a teacher found academic work more 

challenging. Though from an advantaged socio-economic background and with 

positive image of previous schooling, it appears that some other circumstances are to 

blame for her challenges with HE life: probably her 14 years’ interval before 

returning to study, the seeming lack of struggle in her life history and the fact that 

she did not enter HE on her accord.  

 

The stories in this section have demonstrated that the kind of strategies and choices 

individuals make are determined by certain social factors including their socio-

economic status (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006) and lived experiences. Secondly, 

there is indication that for mature women students to cope with academic work in 

HE and succeed, regular attendance at lectures is crucial because apparently, even 

when they are regular, they may not understand everything, so missing lectures 

would make academic work more problematic. Thirdly, it is important to make use 

of every given opportunity for private or group study. For some, the academic 
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assistance they obtained from their seniors was most crucial in making a difference 

in their academic progression. Finally, family members’ encouragement served as a 

strong motivation for persisting in the face of academic difficulties in HE.  

 

6.6 Chapter Summary  

 

This chapter described how the participants’ different identities affected their HE 

experiences. Four factors relating to their HE experiences were discussed, namely 

(a) Returning to Study as Older Students (b) Socio-cultural Background: Marital 

Status and Family Life and (c) Socio-economic Status in HE and (d) Navigating 

through HE: Agency and Structures.  

 

Academic work was found to be difficult for some participants because of the gaps 

in terms of their knowledge and the unfamiliar courses they had to take, as well as 

the unfamiliar method of presenting knowledge. For some, the difficulty was further 

compounded by the fear of failure and dismissal, threats and intimidation from 

lecturers. For others, it was because they had to psychologically disconnect from the 

school context to the home periodically, and to physically attend to domestic 

matters. However, the kind of socialisation  some of them experienced earlier on in 

their lives (such as being subjected to hard work), their socio-economic status and 

learning to live in poverty, and some previous job experiences (such as teaching) 

were found to positively impact their experiences of academic life in HE.  

 

With regard to family life and HE, this study finds that the socialisation practices 

that make women carers of the home continue in HE, in spite of the difficulties of 

returning to study as older women. Some participants received emotional, academic, 

financial and domestic support from their husbands and other family members. Yet, 

they felt a sense of guilt about neglecting their families, a situation which compelled 

some of them to combine HE work with domestic commitments throughout their 

lives in HE.  
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The study also finds that mature women students who are married are financially 

dependent on their spouses whereas in the case of single mothers, it is the absence of 

financial support from husbands that make them realize their ability to freely and 

autonomously initiate action regarding their economic status. For economically 

advantaged women students, whereas money becomes the power to negotiate extra 

space and time for HE studies, for the economically disadvantaged women students, 

poverty and poor accommodation are among the factors that shape the amount of 

space and time available for their studies in HE.  

 

To progress through HE in the face of difficulties, this study finds that mature 

students place much value on regular attendance at lectures, making use of every 

given opportunity for private or group study and family members’ encouragement, 

whether they are educated or not. 
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CHAPTER 7 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This research was undertaken as an exploration of the HE experiences of mature 

undergraduate women in Ghana. It was based on my understanding of the Ghanaian 

society’s strong adherence to cultural practices regarding women’s roles as home 

makers and child carers. It was also based on my assumption that when mature 

women embark on HE study, their cultural and socio-economic backgrounds, 

marital status and family lives influence their experiences differently to navigate and 

negotiate their way through HE.  

 

In the first chapter of this study, the rationale for a study of this nature was 

established while Chapter 2 described the cultural and socio-economic milieu in 

which education is delivered in Ghana. In Chapters 3 and 4, the theoretical and 

methodological frameworks for this study were presented while the last two chapters 

presented analysis of the life history narratives of the participants. This final chapter 

concludes the writing of this thesis. It summarises the study, draws conclusions on 

the study’s findings and suggests recommendations for institutional development.  

  

7.2 Summary of the Study 

This research on mature women students was conceived from the experiences I 

encountered as a full time HE practitioner, part-time mature woman doctoral student 

and a wife and parent. I observed that when mature women embark on HE, their 

multiple roles and identities affect their academic work. It was therefore my 

intention to use research findings to point out that in the widening participation 

debate in Ghana, there is need for understanding the particular and peculiar 

circumstances and needs of mature women students in HE. This study is based on 

my understanding of women’s culturally assigned roles in the Ghanaian society, and 

my knowledge of the differences in socio-cultural and socio-economic backgrounds.  



117 

 

 

 

It assumed that women have individual personal histories and different identities 

which are formed by cultural and socio-economic (SES) factors. Therefore their 

experiences of HE will vary.  

 

This study was conceptualised on the basis that in high and low-income countries 

including Ghana, cultural and socio-economic factors are used to explain how 

females experience education (Edwards, 1993; Reay, 2003; Stephens, 2000; Dunne 

& Leach, 2005; Moreau & Leathwood, 2006; Kwapong, 2007; Manuh et al., 2007). 

I therefore adopted Edwards’ (1993) use of cultural factors and her 

conceptualisation of education and the family as public and private spheres, where 

men and women appear to be naturally suited, respectively. The assumption is that if 

a woman adds education to the domestic domain which involves the world of 

family, home, children and domestic labour, she must devise strategies that would 

enable her manage the tensions inherent therein in order to progress through HE.  

 

Also, it is based on Reay’s (2003) and Moreau and Leathwood’s (2006) assertion 

that socio-economically advantaged students experience HE differently from their 

disadvantaged counterparts. As such, they strategize differently to progress through 

HE. This study therefore sought to understand how cultural practices and socio-

economic factors shape women’s educational identities and influence their 

successful participation and progression through HE. 

 

Consequently, the study lent itself to the use of the life history narrative approach as 

a way of understanding how women students’ lived experiences influence their HE 

participation. Data were collected through life history interviews with eight mature 

women who were carefully selected in order to obtain a variety of experiences in 

terms of location such as North/South; rural/urban, socio-economic and socio-

cultural backgrounds.  

 

Analysis of the data showed that the participants constructed their shifting identities 

in similar ways with regard to their socialisation, early schooling experiences and 
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change of location. However, their different identities and experiences were 

constructed through their socio-cultural backgrounds, marital status and family life 

and socio-economic status, which were found to influence their HE experiences, as 

summarised below.  

 

Returning to Study as an Adult  

In terms of returning to academic work as older students, some mature women 

students experienced feelings of loneliness and isolation because they regarded 

themselves as older and different from the younger students. Again, comments and 

remarks from younger students made them feel that HE was not meant for their 

generation. However, others were able to mix with younger students in order to 

obtain assistance in their academic work, which, paid off in better academic 

performance.  

 

Academic work was difficult for some women students because of the gaps in terms 

of their knowledge, the unfamiliar courses they had to take and the unfamiliar 

method of presenting knowledge. The difficulty was further compounded by the fear 

of failure and dismissal, threats and intimidation from lecturers, and the fact that 

they had to psychologically disconnect from the school context to the home 

periodically, and to physically attend to domestic matters. To progress through HE 

in the face of difficulties, this study found that depending on the social factors, 

mature students devised varied strategies in HE such as placing much value on 

regular attendance at lectures, making use of every given opportunity for private or 

group study and family members’ encouragement, whether they were educated or 

not. 

 

Marital Status and Family Life 

With regard to family life and HE, this study finds that the socialisation practices 

that make women carers of the home continue in HE, in spite of the difficulties of 

returning to study as older women. Although some of them received emotional, 

academic and financial support from their husbands and other family members, they 
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felt that their husbands, family members and carers could not take full charge of the 

domestic responsibilities as they (the participants) would have done. Such situations 

compelled some of them to combine HE work with domestic commitments 

throughout their lives in HE. There were therefore tensions in choosing between 

academic work and family members (especially children) in the event of ailment, 

and the feeling of guilt associated with one’s inability to give full attention to their 

children was evident. 

 

Within the group of married students, those whose children were older and those 

without children experienced the least tension. Consequently, they could devote 

more time to their academic work than those who had younger children. However, 

the participants without the least burden from family and childcare appeared to be 

the least affected by academic challenges and also felt the most like quitting. On the 

other hand, those with more family responsibilities were resilient in the face of 

challenges, as though the family burden had toughened them for any eventuality. 

Irrespective of their circumstances, all the participants adopted strategies that would 

improve their academic work, such as making use of every available time for private 

studies while combining HE with childcare, mixing with younger students to seek 

assistance and forming study groups with colleague mature women. 

 

Socio-economic Status and HE Participation 

The participants’ different socio-economic backgrounds translated into different 

home and living conditions which placed some of them at advantageous positions. 

For those whose lives were framed by poverty, the effects of poverty like going to 

the farm, walking long distances to school and back daily to continue with domestic 

chores, experiencing economic hardships, helped to build resilience, made them 

determined to break the cycle of poverty (Morley et al., 2010) and thus, helped them 

to manage difficulties in HE. Their socio-economic status and learning to live in 

poverty, and some previous job experiences (such as teaching) were found to 

positively impact their experiences of academic life in HE. In the case of the socially 

advantaged, on the other hand, the signals their parents gave earlier on in their lives 
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about the level of education they desired for them appeared to spur them on in their 

academic pursuits, as it were, to accomplish their parents’ unfulfilled agenda. Lastly, 

the study found that for the economically disadvantaged women students, poverty 

and poor accommodation are among the factors that shape the amount of space and 

time available for their studies in HE while for the economically advantaged, money 

becomes the power to negotiate extra space and time for HE studies. 

 

Agency 

It was found that different socio-cultural and socio-economic conditions influenced 

the participants’ different levels of agency. Determination to persist and succeed in 

the face of difficulties in HE was sometimes attributable to lack and deficit 

experienced earlier as a result of socio-economic disadvantage and the aim to break 

the cycle of poverty. For others with advantaged backgrounds, it was in order to 

sustain and perpetuate the cycle of socio-economic advantage. Thus, determination 

was partly responsible for making them negotiate and navigate their way through 

HE the way they did, be it single-handedly or with family support.   

 

Differences in motives for coming to HE translated into differences in their 

determination to persist in the face of difficulties. For those who appeared to be 

‘pushed’ into HE by their friends and spouses, in the face of challenging situations, 

the desire to quit seemed stronger than those who entered HE on their own initiative. 

Moreover, the mature women students who are married appeared to be financially 

dependent on their spouses whereas in the case of single mothers, it was the absence 

of financial support from husbands that made them realize their ability to freely and 

autonomously initiate action regarding their economic status.  

 

Limitations of the Study 

I acknowledge the limitations of this study in the following areas: (1) the relatively 

small sample (eight) of mature women, (2) the use of only one public university and 

(3) the use of only two academic departments. As such, the findings may be difficult 

to generalize to the population of mature women students in all HEIs in Ghana. In 
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this case, it would have been useful to include more participants from other 

departments, especially those which are known to be heavily male-dominated. This 

would have provided a wider picture of how mature women fare in HE disciplines, 

which are male-dominated and known to be difficult even for younger students 

without family commitments.  

 

Again, including mature women in private universities would probably have given a 

different picture of their demographic data and the events that construct their 

identities, given the assumption that socio-economically advantaged students are 

known to access private universities. This is because the fees of private universities 

are higher than that of public universities, and the academic programmes (e.g. 

Business programmes) are ones that attract a particular sector of the labour market. 

Further research that would capture a larger group in these aforementioned areas is 

therefore important in order to generalise findings to a larger population and 

formulate policies that would be applicable to other HEIs. 

  

7.3 Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to describe how mature women students experience HE in 

Ghana and the strategies they adopt to progress through it. As part of the study’s 

main intention, the life history narrative data showed that women students share 

certain similar identities, and for this reason HE practitioners might consider them as 

similar and treat them as such. The findings suggest that there is no one identity of 

mature women students, and that women students vary in terms of their personal 

characteristics, socio-economic backgrounds and family and domestic situation 

which influence their HE experiences differently. 

 

Firstly, different levels of difficulty in women students’ academic work in HE is 

attributable to the differences in the length of break in their academic lives, which 

results into knowledge deficits. Again, late entry into HE after a long break makes 

some women students find some HE courses and teaching methods unfamiliar. It is 

important to note that irrespective of the participants’ social characteristics, they all 
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experienced challenges with HE academic work. These challenges are the result of 

(a) lack of institutional structures to offer academic and social support services, (b) 

the absence of participatory pedagogical approaches that connect learners’ 

experiences and (c) feelings of frustration resulting from failure, threats and 

intimidation from lecturers. In such cases, depending on the social capital that brings 

them into HE, some may have a greater likelihood to drop out than others. 

  

Secondly, in view of women’s domestic roles, women students in HE normally 

initiate living arrangements such as employing the services of house helps or other 

family members to be able to participate in HE as full time students. These 

arrangements may vary, depending on the women’s marital status and economic 

power. The findings indicate that the fact that these arrangements are in place does 

not mean that women students’ HE life is devoid of tensions and conflicts between 

domestic responsibilities and academic work. In this respect, women students whose 

children are older and therefore independent, and those without children, are able to 

devote more time to their academic work than those with younger children at home 

or on campus. As such, to progress through HE successfully, different strategies are 

adopted, such as regular attendance and active participation in lectures, good use of 

every given opportunity for individual or group study, and initiation of interactions 

with younger students in order to obtain assistance in academic work. A particular 

strategy to be adopted depends on the participant’s social characteristics. 

 

Lastly, among the women students in this study, agency is more observable in the 

lives of single and unmarried women than in married women, since it was found that 

married women were dependent on their spouses’ financial and moral support 

whereas in the case of single mothers, it was the absence of financial support from 

husbands that made them realize their ability to freely and autonomously initiate 

action regarding their economic status.  
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7.4 Contribution to the Field 

This study makes a contribution to the field of research on the subject of women’s 

participation in HE in Ghana in three ways: the substantive, theoretical and 

methodological. 

 

Substantive issues  

In view of the non-availability of research on Ghanaian women students’ 

participation and experiences in full-time HE, this study becomes one of the 

pioneering works in the subject. Specifically, the contribution that this study makes 

to the substantive body of knowledge relates to the subject of male dominance in the 

private and public sphere and the way women navigate their way round that in order 

to obtain higher academic credentials. In this connection, one point is worth noting. 

That is, this study provides evidence to show that in the Ghanaian context, some 

men encourage their wives to obtain HE, contrary to what is known about the 

Ghanaian culture of male dominance and female subordination and relegation to the 

private sphere. This is drawn from the fact that the majority (5 out of 8) of the 

participants in this study are married, and that their husbands consented to their 

pursuit of HE and supported in various ways through it.  

 

The study therefore shows that the concept of patriarchy and female subordination 

that have been used to explain women’s under representation and participation in 

education generally and HE in particular may not be applicable to some contexts of 

the Ghanaian society. This is probably in the light of the present economic decline in 

Ghana which makes it difficult for the man’s income alone to support the family, 

and for this reason there is a change in the attitude of men towards women’s higher 

education, so that they can also earn enough money to supplement the family 

income.  

 

Theoretical Issues 

At the onset of this study, research on women’s experiences in full-time HE in 

Ghana was not available to this study. However, discourses on female education in 



 

 

 

124 

the Ghanaian context were found to be focused on the liberal and radical feminisms 

(Rogers, 1980; Stromquist, 1998; Lithur, 2004; Morley et al., 2006) and post-

colonial theories with its patriarchal system (Dei, 2004; Cornwall, 2005) which 

point out women’s invisibility and the victimising effect of colonialism/post-

colonialism. In such discourses, women and girls are homogenized and accorded the 

same identity, as though their experiences as a minority group in education should 

be understood to be similar.  

 

This study therefore employed understandings of cultural norms and socio-economic 

discourse to explore the multiple identities of mature women in Ghanaian HE and 

how they construct their experiences through their stories of HE life. By adopting 

these concepts, the study makes a contribution to the micro domestic literature in the 

field, by adding to the discourse on the system of patriarchy that legitimates 

women’s subordinate position. In this sense, it becomes one of the few studies 

conducted by an insider-practitioner (a Ghanaian HE practitioner resident in Ghana) 

that portray that with regard to women’s HE pursuit in recent times, the patriarchal 

system of male domination in the family may not always work against them.  

 

Secondly, this study provides some research information on the demography of 

mature women in public HE in Ghana, the different life events which constrained 

their HE entry earlier on in their lives and how their different and multiple identities 

construct different HE experiences, which is currently not available in the HEI under 

study. Lastly, this study contextualizes the subject of mature women’s studies and 

contributes to the macro literature, most of which are conducted in high-income 

countries and multi-racial contexts.   

 

Methodological Issues 

The micro domestic literature on the subject of mature women’s HE experiences is 

non-available to this study and seems to be non-existent, so is research on people’s 

lives through the life history narrative. Most Ghanaian scholars prefer the use of the 

quantitative method and are more familiar with the approach, apparently because of 
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its relative ease and speed, its clarity, precision and standardisation (Ernest, 1994). 

Moreover, since the use of the life history approach is relatively new in social 

science research (Bryman, 2004), it has not been used very much with researchers in 

developing countries. Therefore, irrespective of their subjects of investigation, most 

Ghanaian researchers employ quantitative research methodology. 

 

This study made a case for the use of the qualitative research paradigm and the life 

history narrative approach as a single method sufficient to gain a meaningful 

understanding of the participants’ lives (McNeill and Chapman, 2005) and the most 

suited to researching women’s lives. This is because the approach helps to 

understand people’s opinion, offers explanation and understanding of what is unique 

and particular to individuals and allows those who are studied to speak for 

themselves as subjects rather than being objectified through the research process 

(Finch, 1987; Kelly et al., 1994; Letherby, 2003; McNeill and Chapman, 2005).  

 

Through using this approach, it has been possible to access the disaggregated data of 

some of the mature women in HE, and to understand the life events and processes 

that have shaped their identities, as coming from the participants themselves. Given 

the above scenario, this thesis contributes to the methodological literature on 

qualitative research that would serve as a reference material in the Ghanaian 

research arena.   

 

7.5 Recommendations   

Various national and institutional strategies have been implemented to widen HE 

access and participation to groups of people who were previously excluded, 

including women.  Based on the findings presented above, a number of proposals 

are suggested in this section in respect of socialisation and early educational 

experiences and mature women’s experiences of higher education.  
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Socialisation and Early Educational Experiences 

This study and the ESRC/DFID research project on which this is based (Morley et 

al., 2010) have portrayed that socialisation processes and early educational 

experiences have repercussions on women’s participation and experiences in HE. As 

such, proposals that would address issues relating to women’s participation in HE 

should necessarily touch on the two areas aforementioned, as is discussed below.  

 

In this study, it has been demonstrated that the socialisation processes girls and 

women go through have the tendency of hampering their pursuit of HE. This implies 

the need to step up campaigns and activities on girl-child and women’s education. It 

appears that the issue of female education is an international and national initiative 

whose importance has not transcended the local populace. It is therefore imperative 

that activities that are meant to encourage females’ education are carefully 

structured and presented to areas where they are needed most, especially in areas 

where cultural practices that hinder females’ education are deeply rooted.  

 

It is noted that inequalities exist between the north and south of the country and 

among rural and urban dwellers in the provision of educational resources and 

facilities and modelling roles, which affect the attractiveness of education in the 

disadvantaged areas and the quality of education delivery. These inequalities 

perpetuate the cycle of poverty and social injustice in that it hampers the education 

of the citizenry and limits the opportunities of those who are potentially capable of 

high academic pursuits. The government’s intervention in the form of fee-free 

education, school feeding programme and the establishment of model secondary 

schools are the right steps to widen educational access to the underprivileged.  

 

However, it appears that the teacher’s role, which is found to be crucial in making 

meaningful educational access available, and for retaining disadvantaged students, is 

underestimated. In Ghana, many teachers enter into the teaching profession with low 

academic qualifications, as a last resort, and are unmotivated to remain. Moreover, 

there are no arrangements such as institutionalised structures of continuing 
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professional development and enhanced conditions of service to build their capacity 

and retain them in the profession. It is therefore important that while making 

education accessible and attractive to excluded groups, the teacher factor is brought 

into the equation to make the interventions sustainable, as this study has shown that 

the teacher factor was prominent in the participants’ narratives about their early 

school experiences.  

 

Most importantly, there is an increase in the number of basic and secondary school 

participants from all locations of the country, both developed and undeveloped, as a 

result of the fee-free basic education. These students will subsequently access HE to 

add to the number of other minority groups that are accessing HE. From the stories 

of the participants in this study, it appears that HE institutions have not prepared for 

the absorption of these many different constituents of HE. The discussion below 

presents proposals for managing minority students’ HE participation generally and 

mature women’s experiences of HE particularly.     

 

Mature Women’s Experiences of Higher Education 

Some of the mature students in this study felt that they had weak knowledge base, as 

a result of returning to education after many years of break, the unfamiliar courses 

and teaching methods that they have to experience. Given this situation, it is 

important that HE institutions become conscious of the different kinds of cultural 

capital (such as knowledge, dispositions and attitudes) that non-traditional students 

(like mature women) bring with them into HE (Tett, 2000; Grace & Gouthro, 2000). 

Moreover, in today’s heterogeneous HE context, research evidence from some high-

income countries make a case for the use of evidence-informed pedagogic 

principles, which include taking account of the personal and cultural experiences of 

learners and promoting their active engagement in the teaching and learning process 

(TLRP, 2008).  

 

With regard to feminist pedagogies, Grace and Gouthro (2000) also suggest that 

since knowledge production requires a collaborative effort from both teacher and 
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learner, there is need to move away from traditional lecture methods to participatory 

pedagogical approaches that also connect women’s lived experiences. The role of 

the university teacher is implied, and it is recommended that s/he creates a teacher-

learner interaction that highlights co-operation, collaboration and sharing. In this 

way, it is expected that classrooms will become sites of participatory learning rather 

than places where learners are passive recipients of knowledge, which is 

disconnected from their experience.  

 

The mature students’ stories of struggle with adjustment in the first semester of HE 

work and their entire lives in HE suggest the need for instituting and strengthening 

certain academic and social support structures like tutorial and counselling sessions 

for mature students on first entry into HE and in the course of their HE studies. 

These should be made available in brochures and during orientation programmes in 

HE. It is also important that HE institutions prepare and regularly retrain 

practitioners to be able to recognise difference among the current heterogeneous 

group of HE participants and show sensitivity and responsiveness to their diverse 

learning needs. It must be recognised for example that some women students 

perform what Grace and Gouthro (2000) call mothering work, wife work and house 

work in addition to their academic work. In the light of the above, and in 

consonance with what Grace and Gouthro find in their review of the literature on 

feminist pedagogies, it is important that HE practitioners  

a. value mother work, 

b. acknowledge that women have other obligations aside their academic work, 

c. provide reasonable measure of flexibility for their academic work and  

d. provide academic and social counselling support services.   

When these measures are taken, I believe that they will help to lessen the stories of 

struggle that mark many women’s HE experiences, help women to mediate the 

demands from the private and public sphere and to progress through HE more 

easily. 
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In the UK, Wilson (1997) revealed that there is a system of academic parenting in 

one public university which assigns academic parents to all students (who wish for 

it) in their first year, to make the transition easier and offer advice and information. 

The study found that those who experienced this system found it very beneficial, 

particularly as the system provided information on where and how to obtain 

assistance in matters that were beyond their ‘mothers’. Such a practice could be 

modified and made suitable for the Ghanaian context, given that in Wilson’s study, 

most mature students complained that their ‘mothers’ were a lot younger, and that 

they (the mature students) could even advice their ‘mothers’. Equally important is 

the formation of ‘Mature Students’ Association’. Mature women find such an 

association beneficial because it helps them to meet with other mature students, 

provides information and gives them the platform to discuss problems with people 

of the same age (Wilson, 1997).  

 

Finally, it must be reiterated that while widening participation to previously 

excluded groups such as mature women, it is of utmost importance also to pay 

attention to their heterogeneity and show sensitivity and responsiveness to their 

diverse learning needs. It is therefore crucial that HE institutions formulate  policies 

which would incorporate all the issues that concern mature students’ HE life such as 

academic support structures, social matters (e.g. accommodation) and how/where to 

obtain financial assistance, if any. When the above proposals are considered and 

addressed, the WP strategy would not only be viewed as a tool for HE 

commercialisation or for complying with international and national policies for the 

purpose of HE inclusion, but as a vehicle for realising academic potential, 

irrespective of socio-economic, socio-cultural and marital status. 
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Appendix A: ISCED Levels of Education 

(Source: UNESCO, 1997) 

 

 Level 5B: short-term, more practical-oriented and occupationally specific. 

Also in this category are non-university tertiary education programmes 

leading to the award of diplomas and certificates not equivalent to a first 

university degree, which are obtained after full-time equivalence of two 

years of study.   

 Level 5A: reflects theory-based programmes that may enable students to 

attain entry into advanced research qualifications or professions with high 

skill requirements, studies last for a minimum of full-time equivalence of 

three years or more. This category includes university undergraduate degrees 

and master’s programmes, which, if qualifications are met, may lead to 

Level 6. 

 Level 6: tertiary programmes which lead to the award of an advanced 

research degree or equivalent qualifications. It represents higher studies of 

three to five years duration, which persons who already possess a first 

university degree (or equivalent qualification) can obtain by continuing their 

studies; for example, the Master’s degree or the various types of Doctorates. 

It typically requires the submission of a thesis or a dissertation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Note: Parental level of education and type of occupation were used as indicators of participants’ socio-economic status (SES). Three 

job positions (i.e. lecturer, senior officer in a mining company and agricultural officer) were considered to be high income-earning; 

peasant farming is the only low income-earning job. The others were considered as average.   

 

146 

 

Appendix B: Summary of Life Histories 

  

Name  Age  Location  Parents’ occupation Parents’ 

education 

Identity formation  (in order of 

occurrence)  

What changed SES (in 

order of occurrence) 

Mother  Father  Father  Mother  

Naana 30 urban  trader lecturer Uni Middle 

Sch. 

Socialisation (selling, chores);  

Education; 

Change of location;  

Social capital (male/ female 

friends’ motivation for HE). 

Education; 

Change of location.  

Koutuma 43 rural  trader peasant 

farmer 

none None Socialisation (chores); 

Education; 

Marriage,  

Change of location.  

Marriage; 

Education; 

Change of location.  

Maimuna  34 urban ward 

assistant 

retired 

teacher 

Trg 

College 

Middle 

Sch. 

Mother’s support for education;  

Socialisation/Up-bringing (older 

siblings doing almost all the 

chores);  

Marriage; 

Change of location. 

Education; 

Marriage; 

Change of location.   

Krambaa  46 urban trader prison 

officer 

none None Socialisation (chores); 

Education;  

Change of location 

Job; 

Business ventures; 

Social capital;  

Job; 

Private business; 

Change of location.  



 

Note: Parental level of education and type of occupation were used as indicators of participants’ socio-economic status (SES). Three 

job positions (i.e. lecturer, senior officer in a mining company and agricultural officer) were considered to be high income-earning; 

peasant farming is the only low income-earning job. The others were considered as average.   
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Appendix B: Summary of Life Histories Contd. 

 

 

 

Name  Age  Location  Parents’ occupation Parents’ education Identity formation  (in order of 

occurrence)  

What changed SES 

(in order of 

occurrence) 
Mother  Father  Father Mother 

Akua 40 rural  seamstress miner Middle 

Sch 

None  Socialisation (selling, chores); 

Education; 

Change of location  

Job; Marriage; Social capital 

 

Education;  

Job; 

Change of location.  

Maame  35 rural  Peasant 

farmer 

Peasant 

farmer 

Elem. 

Sch. 

None  Socialisation (farming, chores); 

Education; 

Change of location;   

Marriage; 

Social capital.  

Education;  

Marriage;  

Change of location.  

Fafa 

 

 

43 urban Baking/ 

sewing 

Snr. Agric. 

officer 

Master’s 

degree 

None Education;  

Unskilled work;  

Childbirth outside marriage; 

Teacher training through 

religious affiliation; 

Teaching;  

Marriage in a different culture; 

Change of location; 

Social capital. 

Education; 

Job; 

Marriage; 

Change of location; 

Religious affiliation. 

 

Adjoa 

Kom 

42 rural trader postmaster Sec. Sch Prim. 

Sch. 

Education, Socialisation    

(trading) 

Change of location 

Marriage   

Trading  

Education 

Marriage  

Change of location  
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