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Abstract

This research explores the engagement of mature students in higher education (HE)
in Oman, focusing on how structural and psychosocial influences shape their
academic experiences. While existing literature on student engagement primarily
reflects Western contexts, this research highlights the unique challenges and
opportunities faced by mature learners in Oman, where engagement is not just an
individual process but a socially negotiated experience involving family, employers,

and institutional structures.

Using a mixed-methods approach, this study combines survey data and semi-
structured interviews to examine cognitive, emotional, and behavioural engagement
in both academic tasks and extracurricular activities (ECAs). The findings reveal that
while mature undergraduate students in Oman exhibit high behavioural and
emotional engagement in academic tasks, their participation in ECAs is limited by
time constraints and institutional barriers. A key contribution of this research is the
identification of engagement as a three-way negotiation between students, their
families, and their employers. The finding challenges existing models that focus only

on the student-institution relationship.

In addition, this study attempts to examine the structural and psychosocial influences
impacting on mature undergraduate students in Omani HE. The findings indicate that
these influences are intertwined and closely connected, even though they seem to

be separated theoretically.

This research contributes to the global discourse on mature student engagement by
expanding it into a non-Western, Middle Eastern context with a unique culture and
distinctive values. It offers practical insights for policymakers, educators, and HE
institutions to better support diverse student populations. It also underscores the
need for more inclusive institutional policies that recognise the complex realities of

mature learners.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1. Introduction

The experiences of mature students in higher education (HE) have long interested
me, both as a teacher and a part-time PhD student. | have witnessed their ability to
balance work, family, and academic responsibilities with determination and focus.
These observations led me to explore what drives their engagement and the
challenges they face. While student engagement is widely studied (Finn & Zimmer,
2012; Gillen-O’Neel, 2021; Krause & Coates, 2008; Saeed & Zyngier, 2012a; Zepke
et al., 2010), research in Oman rarely focuses on mature learners, despite their
growing numbers. This study addresses that gap by examining how mature
undergraduate students engage in HE and what structural and psychosocial factors
shape their experience. This chapter outlines the study’s background, research
problem, objectives, questions, and personal motivation, and concludes with an

overview of the thesis’ structure.

1.2. Context of the Study

This study is conducted within the context of higher education (HE) in the Sultanate
of Oman, a country that has experienced major developments since 1970 (Al-Lamki,
2002; Bhandari & Mohite, 2024; Donn & Issan, 2007; Sujee et al., 2024). Oman is a
high-income country located on the southeastern coast of the Arabian Peninsula.
With a population of approximately 5.3 million people (NCSI, 2025), it is known for
its strong tribal structure, Islamic values, and a deeply rooted cultural emphasis on
family and community life (Al-Barwani & Albeely, 2007). Governed as an absolute
monarchy, Oman has experienced steady political stability and economic
development over the past five decades (Al-Ismaili, 2018). In recent years, the
government has launched long-term strategies to diversify its economy beyond oil,
guided by the national Vision 2040 framework (Bhandari & Mohite, 2024 ). One of the
central pillars of this vision is human capital development, viewed as essential to

national progress.



Since the early 1970s, the government has made education a national priority. A
significant milestone in this progress was the establishment of Sultan Qaboos
University (SQU) in 1986 (AI'Abri, 2019), which marked the beginning of formal HE
in the country (Al-Lamki, 2002). Since then, Oman has expanded its higher
education sector to include both public and private institutions, with the aim of
increasing access and supporting national development goals (Al'Abri, 2019;
Yarahmadi, 2019).

According to the National Centre for Statistics and Information (NCSI, 2022), Oman
had a total of 71 higher education institutions in 2022. These include 35 private
universities and colleges, Sultan Qaboos University (the national university), and
several specialised public institutions. In 2020, a major restructuring of public higher
education institutions was implemented through Royal Decree No. 76/2020, which
merged the six Colleges of Applied Sciences and seven Colleges of Technology into
a single public university: the University of Technology and Applied Sciences (UTAS)
which is now operating across 11 regional branches (Royal Decree No. 76/2020,
2020). Additional institutions include the Oman College of Health Sciences and the
Higher Institute of Health Specialisations (9 campuses), three military and security
institutions, the College of Shariah Sciences, the Military Technological College, and

eight vocational colleges, including the Vocational College for Marine Sciences.

As for the number of enrolled students in HEIs in Oman, a total of 126,030 students
were registered in the academic year 2022/2023, of whom 114,872 were studying
within the Sultanate and the remaining were enrolled abroad. Female students
constituted 57.5% of the total, reflecting their consistent and prominent presence in

higher education (Ministry of Higher Education, Research and Innovation, 2023).

The admission to HEIs in Oman is governed by a centralised Higher Education
Admission Centre (HEAC) (Al Kindi, 2016). All secondary school graduates apply
through this system, which matches students to HE programmes based on their
academic achievement (General Education Diploma scores), programme capacity,
and declared preferences. While this system promotes fairness and transparency, it

also reinforces competition for limited seats in high-demand disciplines, particularly
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in public universities where tuition is state-funded (Al-Lamki, 2002; Donn & Issan,
2007). To widen access, the government offers scholarships for studies at private
institutions and abroad, although private HEIs often rely on tuition fees, limiting
access for economically disadvantaged students (Al-Barwani, Chapman, & Ameen,
2009).

Despite these efforts, the HE system in Oman continues to prioritise younger, full-
time students who enter university immediately after completing their secondary
education. Mature students, defined here as individuals aged 25 and above who
start or return to education after a break, remain underrepresented in institutional
policy and national discourse. These learners often enter private HEIs, which offer
more flexible study formats (e.g. evening and weekend classes), making them more
accessible to working adults and family caregivers (Taderera, 2024; Chatty, 2000;
Al'Omairi & Amzat, 2012). Although mature students are increasingly present in
Omani higher education, national statistical reports do not provide specific data on
their enrolment, retention, or graduation rates. Most official datasets report on
student populations without distinguishing between traditional and mature learners,
making it difficult to assess the scale of their participation or the challenges they face.
This gap in data highlights the need for more targeted research and institutional

monitoring to inform policy development.

The need to support mature learners aligns with national development goals.
Oman’s Vision 2040 emphasises the importance of a skilled and adaptable
workforce to meet the demands of a knowledge-based economy (Bhandari & Mohite,
2024). Lifelong learning and professional development are positioned as strategic
priorities; however, institutional practices, such as rigid attendance policies, inflexible
assessment schedules, and conventional curriculum structures, are still primarily
tailored to traditional learners (Al-Barwani, Chapman, & Ameen, 2009; Kahu &
Nelson, 2018). As a result, mature students often struggle to maintain consistent

academic engagement while balancing employment and family obligations.

In addition to institutional barriers, mature learners, particularly women, often face

social and cultural constraints. Omani society is deeply rooted in Islamic and tribal



traditions, with the family as the central social unit (Al-Barwani & Albeely, 2007).
While education is highly valued and considered a path to social and economic
advancement, traditional gender roles continue to hold influence. Women are
expected to prioritise domestic responsibilities, and societal attitudes still tend to
favour male leadership in both public and private life (Chatty, 2000). A'Omairi and
Amzat (2012) highlight the paradox faced by educated Omani women: while they
are increasingly present in universities and the workforce, their authority in
leadership positions is often contested, and their educational aspirations must be

reconciled with expectations to fulfil familial roles.

These cultural dynamics are especially relevant for mature students, many of whom
are married and employed. Their academic engagement is shaped by intersecting
social, emotional, and logistical pressures that differ significantly from those of their
younger peers. Although HEIs increasingly acknowledge the importance of diversity
and inclusion, few offer targeted support services such as academic advising tailored

to adult learners, recognition of prior learning, or family-friendly policies.

Considering these challenges and demographic shifts, this study examines the
extent and nature of mature undergraduate students' engagement in Oman. By
focusing on structural and psychosocial influences within both public and private HE
sectors, | seek to inform institutional practices and national policy aimed at fostering
a more inclusive and equitable higher education environment. This contribution is
especially relevant because Oman is working to improve its education system and

develop its human capital.

1.3. Background and Research Problem

The HE landscape has undergone significant changes in recent decades (Schuetze
& Slowey, 2002a; Teichler, 2003). Universities and colleges are no longer exclusively
places for young students transitioning from secondary school. Increasingly, higher
education institutions (HEIs) are enrolling non-traditional students, including mature
students, part-time students, and working professionals. According to Kasworm

(2003), these students often have different life circumstances, such as full-time jobs,



family responsibilities, and financial obligations, which can impact on their

engagement with academic tasks.

In Oman, the HE system has expanded significantly in recent years (AI'Abri, 2019;
Al-Lamki, 2002; Carroll et al., 2009), with more universities and colleges offering a
variety of programmes to meet the needs of a diverse student population. The
government's focus on lifelong learning and the promotion of professional
development have encouraged more adults to return to education (Bhandari &
Mohite, 2024; Sujee et al., 2024). However, despite this growing trend, little is known
about how mature undergraduate students in Oman engage with their studies and
the challenges they face. Existing research on SE in Oman primarily focuses on
younger students or traditional engagement models, which do not fully capture the

complex realities of mature students' experiences.

International research shows that mature students are often highly motivated but
face unique barriers to engagement, such as time constraints, work-life balance
issues, and family commitments (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022; Hayes et al., 1997;
Heagney & Benson, 2017a; Kasworm, 2018; Leder & Forgasz, 2004; Mercer, 2007;
Norton et al., 1998; Shanahan, 2000; Sibson et al., 2011). These challenges can
affect their behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement, as well as their
participation in extracurricular activities (ECAs). However, most of this research is
conducted in Western countries, and so there is a need to explore these issues in
different cultural and educational contexts, such as Oman. This study seeks to
address this gap by examining how mature students in Oman engage with their

academic experiences and exploring the factors that impact on their engagement.

The problem that | attempt to address in this thesis is the lack of understanding of
mature undergraduate students' engagement in Oman’s HE system, viewed through
a sociocultural lens. While mature students make up a growing proportion of
university students in the country, little research has been conducted to explore their
experiences, motivations, and challenges. Most existing research on engagementin

Oman primarily focuses on traditional students (e.g., Gasmi & Thomas, 2017;



Sulaiman & Takhur, 2022), whose engagement patterns and influences may not

apply to mature learners, who have different priorities and responsibilities.

1.4.

Research Questions and Objectives

This study is guided by two main research questions:

1. To what extent are mature students in Oman engaged in higher

education activities? How is this related to their behavioural, emotional,

and cognitive engagement?

. What are the main factors that mature students in Oman perceive as

impacting on their engagement in higher education activities?

The obijectives of this study are to:

1.

1.5.

Explore the levels of engagement of mature students in Oman across

behavioural, emotional, cognitive, and extracurricular domains.

Identify the structural factors (e.g., institutional policies, student background)
and psychosocial factors (e.g., teaching, motivation) that shape mature

students' engagement.

Make practical recommendations for HEIs in Oman to improve policies and

practices that support mature learners.

Contribute to the global conversation on lifelong learning by offering context-

specific insights from Oman.

Personal Motivation

My interest in this research comes from my background as a teacher and a part-time

PhD student. Over the years, | have taught two different groups of learners: young

students who entered higher education directly after school, and mature students

who returned to study later in life. The difference in how these groups approached

learning made me want to understand more about what supports and motivates

mature students to stay engaged in their studies.
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| started teaching English in higher education in Oman in 2006. During that time, |
used to teach foundation-level English to 18- or 19-year-old students in the
mornings. In the afternoons, | had classes with mature learners, many of them in
their thirties or forties, who came straight from work. While the younger students
were sometimes less focused, the older ones came to class with strong motivation,
even when they were clearly tired. They were trying to manage family life, work, and

study at the same time, and | always admired their commitment.

These students decided to pursue their studies for different reasons. Some were
preparing for the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) exam
because they wanted to continue their education abroad. Others were hoping to get
better jobs or advance in their careers. A small proportion of them were studying just
because they wanted to learn more. | still remember one student, aged 58, who had
already achieved a lot in his career. He once said to me, “I want to learn!”. That

simple sentence left a strong impression on me.

Later, when | moved to a public university in 2010, | met fewer mature students. Still,
| often talked about my earlier experiences and shared stories of those learners with
my new students. Although | had been thinking about doing a PhD for some time, it
was not easy for me to take that step. Like many mature learners, | had to think about
things like funding and how to manage my responsibilities. But when | remembered
the determination of my former students, | felt encouraged to begin my own research

journey.

In many ways, this study is a way for me to show respect to mature learners who are
often not given much attention. Their challenges and strengths have remained in my
mind, and they continue to give me purpose in my work. My own experience as a
PhD student has not been easy. | have also faced the pressure of managing study,
work, and family. These personal experiences have helped me better understand the
mature students | interviewed and have made me more determined to share their
stories. With this research, | hope to support changes that can make higher
education more welcoming and flexible for mature learners, not only in Oman but

also in similar contexts.



1.6. Overview of the Thesis

This thesis comprises seven chapters, each representing a step in my quest to
explore the engagement of mature students in HE in Oman. Chapter 1 has
introduced the research by outlining the problem, questions, and objectives. | have
also explained my personal motivation, shaped by my teaching experience and
academic journey as a mature student. Chapter 2 conducts a critical literature
review, focusing on student engagement (SE), the factors influencing it, and the
particular needs of mature learners. | highlight gaps in the literature, especially in
non-Western contexts, and argue for the importance of exploring mature students’
experiences in Oman. Chapter 3 introduces the conceptual framework, adapted from
Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) model, which offers a sociocultural lens to examine
structural and psychosocial influences on engagement. Chapter 4 details my mixed-
methods design, including questionnaire development and interviews, as well as
ethical considerations and recruitment challenges. Chapter 5 presents the findings,
showing that while mature students demonstrate strong engagement, they still face
significant challenges. Chapter 6 discusses these findings in relation to the literature
and research questions, identifying institutional and personal factors shaping
engagement. Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by summarising key contributions,

making practical recommendations, and reflecting on the impact of this research.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

21. Introduction

In this chapter, | critically review the literature on student engagement (SE) and
mature students to build a solid foundation for my research. The review is organised
around three key themes: SE, the factors influencing it, and the experiences of
mature students. First, | explore how SE is defined, focusing on its behavioural,
emotional, and cognitive dimensions and the role of ECAs. Next, | examine structural
and psychosocial factors shaping SE through a sociocultural lens. Finally, | examine
mature students’ unique challenges, motivations, and life experiences. This review

helps to identify key gaps and informs subsequent chapters.
2.2. Student Engagement

2.2.1. Defining SE

SE is the subject of a large body of research in HE because of its essential role in
measuring the success of the mission of universities and colleges (Ashwin, 2014;
Ferrer et al., 2022; Kahu, 2013; Tight, 2020). Various scholars have consistently
recognised it as an important vehicle for the promotion of students’ learning and
attainment of course objectives (Leach & Zepke, 2011; Lowe, 2023; Trowler, 2010).
Sinatra et al. (2015) described SE as “the holy grail of learning” (p.1). Due to its
impact on all the functions of HEIs, many surveys have been conducted to collect
data on how engaged students are in academic and non-academic activities. By
analysing and studying these data, universities and colleges review their policies and

practices to meet the expectations of all stakeholders (Coates, 2005).

Author(s) and Year Definition of Student Engagement

Kuh (2009) The time and effort students devote to activities that are
empirically linked to desired college outcomes and what
institutions do to induce students to participate in these

activities.




Coates (2007)

A broad construct intended to encompass salient
academic as well as certain non-academic aspects of
the student experience, including active learning,
participation in challenging academic activities,
formative communication with academic staff,
involvement in enriching educational experiences, and
feeling legitimated and supported by university learning

communities.

Axelson and Flick (2010)

How involved or interested students appear to be in
their learning and how connected they are to their

classes, their institutions, and each other.

Fletcher (2015)

Any sustained connection a learner has towards any

aspect of learning, schools, or education.

Skinner and Belmont (1993)

Students who are engaged show sustained behavioural
involvement in learning activities accompanied by a
positive emotional tone. These students tend to select
challenging tasks, show initiative in learning,
demonstrate intense effort and concentration, and
express positive emotions, including enthusiasm,

optimism, curiosity, and interest during learning.

Barkley (2010)

A process and a product that is experienced on a
continuum and results from the synergistic interaction

between motivation and active learning.

Trowler (2010)

The investment of time, effort, and other relevant
resources by both students and their institutions
intended to optimise the student experience and
enhance the learning outcomes and development of
students and the performance and reputation of the

institution.

Table 2.1 Common Definitions of Student Engagement
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Despite the importance of SE, there is no clear consensus on what SE means
(Groccia, 2018). Table 2.1 above shows how different scholars and researchers have
defined the term. According to Sinatra et al. (2015), four main reasons might explain
this. First, SE is multidimensional. Engagement is often conceptualised in various
dimensions, including behavioural, cognitive, and emotional aspects (Axelson &
Flick, 2010; Groccia, 2018; Trowler, 2010). Researchers may prioritise different
dimensions based on their theoretical perspectives, leading to varied definitions and
understandings of engagement. Second, various theoretical frameworks influence
how engagement is defined and measured (Axelson & Flick, 2010; Groccia, 2018).
Researchers may select measures based on prior studies without critically
examining the assumptions underlying those frameworks, which can result in

inconsistent definitions across studies.

Third, the context in which engagement is studied (e.g., different subjects,
educational levels, or cultural settings) can also affect definitions (Groccia, 2018;
Sinatra et al., 2015). What constitutes engagement in a science classroom may differ
from engagement in a history class. These contextual differences further complicate
the task of arriving at a universal definition. Finally, the challenges associated with
measuring engagement, such as the grain size of measurement and individual
differences among students (e.g., age, race, gender), further contribute to the
ambiguity in defining engagement. Researchers may focus on different aspects of
engagement based on the measurement tools they choose, leading to varied

conceptualisations (Sinatra et al., 2015).

2.2.2. Characteristics of Student Engagement

According to reviews of academic engagement, two main characteristics are crucial
to understanding its complexity: its multidimensionality and malleability. First,
academic engagement is multidimensional, comprising three dimensions:
behavioural, cognitive, and emotional. These dimensions represent different
manifestations of students’ investment in their academic work (Coates, 2005;
Fredricks et al., 2004; Kahu, 2013; Trowler, 2010). This multidimensionality of SE is

discussed further in the following subsection.
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Second, SE is malleable rather than static (Bryson & Hand, 2007; Fredricks et al.,
2004; Wang & Degol, 2014). Hence, SE is subject to contextual influences and can
vary depending on their context. For example, Quinlan (2019) found that students’
engagement levels vary from one course to another depending on their interest in
the subject and their views of how enthusiastic and approachable their teachers are.
Therefore, it can be argued that SE is situated on a continuum (Bryson & Hand,
2007; Fredricks et al., 2004; Kahu, 2013), rather than there being a clear distinction
between complete engagement and full disengagement. Students may exhibit a
range of engagement levels in their studies. This engagement continuum includes
higher levels, where students dedicate significant amounts of time, effort, and energy
to their academic work, and lower levels, where students are less engaged or

disengaged.

Researchers (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Kahu, 2013; Wang & Degol, 2014) argue
that different contextual factors lead to varying levels of engagement, and changes
in these factors might impact on students’ engagement levels. Bryson and Hand
(2007) add that the same student might experience different degrees of academic
engagement on the continuum, depending on the contexts in which they are situated.
This suggests that it is important to understand how students perceive their

engagement in their studies and what factors contribute to it.

To summarise, understanding the multidimensionality and malleability of SE is
fundamental to this research. SE does not mean the same thing for all students, as
it encompasses how they approach their HE experiences behaviourally, cognitively,
and emotionally. In addition, different students are impacted by different influences,

be they social, economic, or personal.

2.2.3. Dimensions of SE

Many influential scholars agree that SE has several dimensions, as discussed in
2.2.2. These dimensions represent several interconnected aspects that account for
how students interact and respond to different factors in their educational
experiences (Lester, 2013). The main advantage of examining the dimensions of SE

is that it helps all stakeholders, including educators and institutions, to understand
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and address what drives students to be engaged, and what ultimately leads to
students’ success. Several researchers (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; Harper & Quaye,
2009; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Krause & Coates, 2008) have reached a consensus
that SE has three main dimensions: behavioural, cognitive, and affective. These

dimensions are interrelated, as shown in Figure 2.1, below.

Figure 2. 1 Dimensions of SE

2.2.3.1.  Behavioural Engagement

The first dimension of SE is behavioural engagement, which refers to the observable
academic performance and participatory actions of students (Appleton et al., 2008;
Schaufeli et al., 2002). It might be described as the “doing” aspect of engagement,
including students' visible, more straightforward actions that can be measured
(Appleton et al., 2008).

The literature on SE presents several indicators that determine behaviourally

engaged students. These indicators include attending classes.

Bowden et al. (2021) argue that behavioural engagement fosters students’ self-
esteem and self-efficacy. They add that the link between students’ behavioural

engagement and self-efficacy is significant for students, as they usually measure
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their self-efficacy based on how well they perform on their academic tasks. For
example, students who attend classes regularly and consistently review their studies
are more likely to develop confidence in their educational activities. It also increases
their willingness to interact with their peers and commitment to studying (Appleton
et al., 2008). This is significant for boosting their belief in their academic abilities and
enhancing their readiness for future careers. In addition, given that behavioural
engagement is the visible aspect of SE, understanding behavioural engagement
allows educators to identify at-risk students and implement targeted interventions
(Appleton et al., 2008). By focusing on enhancing participation and engagement,
HEIs can address issues of disengagement and improve educational outcomes for

all students

Although behavioural engagement is vital for SE, it cannot be the sole determinant
of engagement. Relying only on behavioural indicators to assess which students are
engaged and which are disengaged may provide a shallow understanding of their
overall engagement. For instance, a student might attend all classes on time but not

grasp the content of lessons or feel emotionally connected to them.

2.2.3.2. Cognitive Engagement

The second form of engagement recognised by scholars to shape students’ overall
engagement is cognitive engagement. Greene (2015) defines this as a construct
encompassing the type and degree of cognitive strategy use, self-regulatory
processes, and the degree of effort learners exert. It is influenced by early cognitive
research on memory, particularly the levels of processing theory proposed by Craik
and Lockhart (1972), who distinguish between deep and shallow engagement. Deep
engagement involves the active use of prior knowledge and the intentional creation
of complex knowledge structures, while rote processing and mechanical cognitive

actions, such as verbatim memorisation, characterise shallow engagement.

Another significant dimension of understanding cognitive engagement is investment
in the learning process, incorporating thoughtfulness and a willingness to try to grasp

complex ideas and master difficult skills (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). This definition aligns
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with the broader research on learning and motivation, emphasising the importance

of cognitive strategies and self-regulation in the learning process.

Different scholars, including Appleton et al. (2008) and Greene (2015), have noted
that cognitive engagement involves the least observable indicators compared to
other forms of engagement. This characteristic of cognitive engagement relates to
its involvement in mental processes that are not easily gauged, including problem-
solving skills and reflection on one’s own thinking and understanding. Therefore, it
can be argued that cognitive engagement is demonstrated by students who manifest
two main traits: striving for a deep understanding of course content by employing
cognitive strategies and using self-regulated learning techniques to oversee their
study habits, as shown in Figure 2.2 (Finn & Zimmer, 2012; Fredricks et al., 2004;
Wang & Degol, 2014).
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Figure 2.2 Cognitive Engagement Traits
A. Deep understanding of course content

The first trait that cognitively engaged students demonstrate is their ability to fully
understand their study materials and courses by going beyond the surface level
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(Fredricks et al., 2004). As Ramsden, (2003) explains, “surface approaches have
nothing to do with wisdom and everything to do with aimless accumulation. They
belong to an artificial world of learning, where faithfully reproducing fragments of
torpid knowledge to please teachers and pass examinations has replaced
understanding” (p. 59). To illustrate, when students are cognitively engaged in their
studies, they often utilise various cognitive strategies that enhance their learning
experience. For instance, they may relate learning materials to their own
experiences, which helps them to understand and internalise information more
effectively. In addition, they tend to make connections between new concepts and
what they already know, creating a richer framework for comprehension.
Furthermore, these students actively seek evidence and information to support their
conclusions. Doing this ensures that their understanding is grounded in solid
reasoning and thought. This multi-faceted approach not only promotes better
retention of information but also encourages critical thinking and analytical skills
(Ashwin, 2014; Fredricks et al., 2004). In contrast, students who approach learning
at a surface level usually seek to satisfy the course requirements with minimal effort.
They tend to reproduce the factual information found in course materials without

taking the time to understand its meaning (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004).
B. Self-regulation

The second trait of cognitive engagement is self-regulated learning (SRL), which has
received considerable attention. Based on the work of Winne and Perry (2000) and
Zimmerman (2008), SLR encompasses three main aspects: metacognition,
motivation, and strategic action. According to Brenner (2022), students with
metacognitive abilities know their personal learning strengths and challenges. They
know about learning strategies and are familiar with others’ needs and
interests. Students with high motivation are willing to put effort into difficult tasks.
They are persistent and believe that, with effort, they will succeed in learning tasks.
Finally, students who employ strategic actions have large ‘repertoires of learning
strategies’ (Brenner, 2022). They are adaptive and flexible in their use of strategies
and able to adapt them to meet the needs of various tasks. Greene (2015) suggests
that self-regulated students employ various processes, like goal-setting, planning,
16



and monitoring. These processes have been proven to be fundamental to fostering

deeper cognitive engagement among learners (Greene, 2015).

2.2.3.3. Emotional Engagement

The third dimension of SE discussed here is emotional engagement, which some
studies refer to as affective engagement. This complex construct includes students'
feelings about their learning, such as enthusiasm, enjoyment, interest, and
belonging. Many studies have highlighted emotional engagement's pivotal role in
producing good outcomes in educational settings by making students more
persistent, better achievers, and feeling positive (Fredricks et al., 2004). Emotional
engagement is fundamentally linked to self-determination theory, which emphasises
that intrinsic motivation and strong emotional connections are fostered by fulfilling
three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). Autonomy refers to the need for individuals to feel in control of their own
actions and decisions; competence pertains to being capable and effective in one's

activities; and relatedness involves forming meaningful connections with others.

Attachment to
study
materials

Attachment to
the study
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Environmental
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Emotional Engagement

Figure 2.3 Domains of Emotional Engagement
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The literature on SE identifies three different domains of emotional engagement, as
shown in Figure 2.3 above. The first one is students’ emotional attachment to the
study materials or course. In academic environments, experiencing a positive
emotional state, such as enthusiasm, curiosity, or genuine interest, can significantly
enhance students' engagement with the material (Pekrun, 2006). Learners who feel
excited about their studies are more likely to participate actively and put effort into
their learning. But negative emotions, particularly anxiety or stress, can raise barriers
to engagement. These adverse feelings may lead to avoidance behaviours and
decreased motivation, thus hindering the overall learning experience (Pekrun, 2006;
Skinner et al., 2009). Understanding the impact of emotions on learning can help
educators create supportive environments that nurture positive emotional

experiences and foster deeper engagement among students.

The second domain of emotional engagement discussed in the literature is students’
emotional attachment to educational settings. Studies have found that emotional
engagement is not confined to feeling excited about learning and academic activities;
students must also feel connected to their fellow students, teachers, and overall HEI
to become emotionally engaged (Gijn-Gosvenor & Huisman, 2020; Gillen-O’Neel,
2021). Studies have also noted that students who reported more interactions with
others, particularly their lecturers, were likely to experience positive emotions (e.g.
satisfaction, enjoyment, excitement), possibly resulting from knowledge acquisition
and encouragement from their lecturers. However, students who are not adequately
engaged tend not to be interested in the subject matter. They are more likely to report
negative emotions, such as boredom, disinterest, frustration, and anxiety, possibly

resulting in less effort spent on study (Skinner et al., 2009).

The third emotional engagement domain relates to students' environmental and
personal well-being. A recent study by Ahn and Davis (2020) expanded the concept
of emotional engagement by introducing two often-overlooked areas: “surroundings”
and “personal space”. They argue that emotional engagement and belonging go
beyond academic and social connections on the university campus, thus requiring
paying attention to these additional dimensions. Surroundings refer to students'
living environment and the cultural and geographical context of their education,
18



highlighting the influence of factors such as their living space's stability and cultural
alignment with their educational setting. For instance, students studying abroad may
face cultural challenges that affect their emotional engagement, despite positive
academic and social experiences. Personal space encompasses internal factors,
such as life satisfaction, attitude, identity, and personal interests. Students who
struggle with self-identity or feel disconnected from their interests may find it
challenging to invest emotionally in their education, even if they perform well
academically. By considering these domains, Ahn and Davis (2020) provide a more
holistic understanding of emotional engagement, emphasising that both external
conditions and internal well-being are crucial for fostering meaningful connections to

learning and belonging.

2.2.4. SE in ECAs

Students' experiences in HEIs are not and should not be confined to their activities
inside the classroom. While formal education provides students with foundational
knowledge and theoretical frameworks, effective participation in ECAs plays a vital
role in developing personal skills, enhancing the practical application of learned
concepts, and preparing students for their future professional lives (Corr, 2023; Diaz-
Iso et al., 2019; Stuart et al., 2011). These activities, which range from student
organisations and clubs to employability-focused initiatives, offer holistic
opportunities for student growth by bridging the gap between theory and practice.
Numerous studies have investigated the advantages of extracurricular activities,
highlighting their impact on academic success (Ginosyan et al., 2020; Seow & Pan,
2014), skills development (Fakhretdinova et al., 2021; Hancock et al., 2012), and
employability (Aliu & Aigbavboa, 2021; Jackson & Bridgstock, 2021; Pinto &
Ramalheira, 2017).

The importance of ECAs stems from Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), proposed
by Kolb (1984). ELT suggests that students learn best through active engagement
and experience, instead of passively acquiring knowledge from textbooks or
lectures. Experiential learning emphasises a hands-on approach to education,

whereby students engage with real-world scenarios and challenges. According to
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Kolb, learning is a continuous process grounded in experiences that include four
stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and
active experimentation. ECAs align perfectly with this framework, allowing students
to participate actively, reflect on their experiences, and apply theoretical concepts in

practical environments.

2.2.4.1. Benefits of ECAs

After reviewing several studies, it has been noted that engaging in ECAs benefits
students in three ways, as illustrated in Figure 2.4 below. One benefit usually linked
to participation in these activities is the development of personal and social skills.
ECAs help students build essential personal and social skills, such as teamwork,
leadership, communication, problem-solving, and time management (Corr, 2023;
Stuart et al., 2011). Participation in student organisations, sports teams, volunteer
work, and cultural clubs allows students to work collaboratively, often in diverse
groups, thereby fostering interpersonal skills critical for future employment. These
opportunities enable students to assume leadership roles, organise events, and

resolve conflicts, all contributing to their personal growth and confidence.

Benefits of
Extracurricular
Activities

Build essential , Boost students’
: Enhance students ;
personal and social Academic and

sense of belonging

skills Professional growth

Figure 2.4 Benefits of Extracurricular Activities
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Another often discussed advantage of taking part in ECAs is their ability to enhance
students’ sense of belonging to their academic institutions and community
integration (Hoang, 2024). Scholars such as Corr (2023) and Zepke (2015) argue
that these activities enhance social integration by creating inclusive spaces where
students can connect with peers, faculty, and administrators. A strong sense of
community and belonging contributes to students' retention and engagement in HE.
For instance, involvement in clubs and organisations where students work alongside
their friends mitigates feelings of isolation and exclusion (Stuart et al., 2011; Thomas,
2002). This is particularly crucial for non-traditional student groups struggling to

adapt to the HE environment.

The third widely claimed benefit accredited to ECAs by several studies (e.g., Eide &
Ronan, 2001; Mishra & Aithal, 2023) is their positive influence on students’ academic
and professional growth. While some critics say that participation in ECAs may
impact negatively on academic performance due to time constraints, existing
research contradicts this assumption. Studies (e.g., Corr, 2023; Stuart et al., 2011)
demonstrate that academic performance and ECA involvement contribute to
students’ overall experience and success. Students participating in ECAs often
exhibit better time-management skills, resilience, and focus, as they learn more
effectively how to balance academic and non-academic commitments. Moreover,
these activities provide platforms for students to apply classroom knowledge in real-

life contexts, thus reinforcing their learning and fostering critical thinking.

2.2.4.2. Employability-focused Extracurricular Activities

A notable trend in recent years has been the rise of employability-focused ECAs in
HE. Armellini et al. (2021) emphasise that these activities are essential for equipping
students with the skills and knowledge required to thrive in the workplace. The
demand for graduates with academic qualifications and practical experience has
made employability a central focus for HEls worldwide. Employability-focused
activities include internships, case studies, simulations, industry-led projects, and
work-based learning experiences. These initiatives enhance students' employability

and enable them to establish meaningful connections between theory and practice
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(Stuart et al., 2011). Employability-focused activities bridge the oft-cited gap between
education and employment, providing graduates with the tools to transition
successfully into the workforce (Jackson & Bridgstock, 2021; Jackson & Tomlinson,
2022).

2.2.4.3. Challenges and Misconceptions Surrounding Extracurricular Activities

Despite their numerous benefits, the debate regarding the impact of ECAs on
academic performance continues (Hoang, 2024). Critics suggest that excessive
involvement may hinder students' academic focus. However, this assumption tends
to overlook that effective time management and prioritisation, which students
develop through extracurricular participation, mitigate potential drawbacks.
Research by Corr (2023) highlights that engaged students participating in structured
ECAs often perform better academically than disengaged peers. Furthermore, well-
organised activities complement academic learning rather than hinder it, reinforcing

skills and knowledge learned in the classroom.

One concern vis-a-vis ECAs is that access to them is not always equitable, despite
the value of ECAs being widely recognised. Students from marginalised or low-
income backgrounds may face financial, time, or cultural barriers that limit their
participation. For instance, students working part-time to support themselves may
find engaging in unpaid EACs challenging. Stuart et al. (2011) argue that HEIs can
address these inequalities by offering accessible, inclusive opportunities that
accommodate diverse student needs. Scholarships, flexible schedules, and support

systems can help to ensure that all students benefit from extracurricular involvement.

Furthermore, institutions should actively promote ECAs and highlight their benefits
to students. Academic advisors, faculty, and administrators should collaborate to
create environments where extracurricular participation is encouraged, valued, and
integrated into students' learning journeys. Establishing clear connections between
ECAs, academic learning, and career readiness can motivate students to engage

meaningfully.
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2.2.5. Research Gaps in SE

Despite the numerous studies on SE, some research areas of this concept have still
to be fully explored. In reviewing the relationship between SE and curriculum, Ashwin
(2014) argues that despite being crucial, how students engage with the curriculum
and knowledge presented to them in HE is frequently overlooked. In this study, the
impact of curriculum on SE will determine what makes students engage or

disengage with the curriculum.

Not many studies have simultaneously examined the dimensions of SE and
explained the factors that affect it. According to Kahu (2013), there is a clear reliance
on surveys to measure engagement. Building on this gap, this research attempts to
simultaneously measure the engagement levels of mature students and explore the
influences that contribute to their levels of engagement using qualitative data. This
focus on mature students also addresses the issues surrounding this group’s
behavioural, cognitive, and emotional engagement, which are usually overlooked by

researchers primarily interested in the overall experiences of mature students in HE.

2.3. Factors Impacting on SE

Having explored the concept of SE and its dimensions, this section examines the
various factors that shape engagement, viewed through a sociocultural lens. SE
does not occur in isolation (Zepke, 2015); it is deeply influenced by the dynamic
interplay between individual characteristics and the social, cultural, and institutional
contexts in which students operate (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).

Adopting a sociocultural perspective allows us to examine how factors such as family
background, institutional policies, peer interactions, and cultural norms impact on
students' connections with their learning environment. By focusing on broader social
and cultural forces, this section strives for a comprehensive understanding of the

complex and interconnected influences that shape SE in educational settings.

2.3.1. Structural Influences

Kahu & Nelson (2018) explain structural influences as the external, institutional, and

contextual factors that shape the environment in which SE occurs. The framework
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differentiates between two categories of influences, as shown in Figure 2.5 below.
The first relates to the educational setting, including policies, culture, curriculum, and
discipline. The second one is related to the student's context, such as their

background, life load, family, and support.

Structural influences are not direct, that is, they are distal in nature, and their
interplay with psychosocial factors impacts on SE (Kahu, 2013). According to Zepke
et al. (2010), these external factors’ impact may not be continuous but only exert
influence in times of crisis. To illustrate, institutional funding policies determine class
sizes, which in turn influence teacher availability and individual attention for students.
Similarly, socio-economic differences among students limit access to educational
resources such as technology or transportation, thus indirectly shaping students’
capacity to engage fully in their studies. These factors set the conditions under which
more direct or proximal influences operate, and in doing so, they shape the

opportunities and restrictions that affect students' day-to-day engagement.
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Figure 2.5 Structural Influences of SE (Kahu & Nelson, 2018)
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2.3.1.1.  University-related Structural Influences

2.3.1.1.1. University policies

According to Porter (2006), research says little about the impact of HEI policies on
SE; he attributes this to the heavy dependence of research on surveys to measure
SE and their cross-sectional nature. However, studies that focus on universities’
policies and how inclusive they are, based on gender, age, and socio-economic
status, aim to widen student participation and, therefore, their engagement (Claire,
2011).

The impact of policies such as attendance policies (Buchele, 2021; Macfarlane,
2013; Moores et al., 2019), examination policies (French et al., 2024; Wang, 2010),
and admission policies (Greenbank, 2006; Hamilton et al.,, 2023) have been
indirectly linked to students’ experience in HE. For instance, Moores et al. (2019)
found that students required to attend a certain percentage of classes are more likely
to develop disciplined study habits and benefit from a structured learning
environment. However, Macfarlane (2013) argues that rigid attendance policies can
reduce autonomy, potentially leading to dissatisfaction among mature students, who
must balance multiple responsibilities. He argues that “if students are to be able to
develop their own capabilities as independent learners and thinkers, they need to be
provided with the choices, opportunities, encouragement and conducive
environment in which to do so” (p. 26). According to Picton and Kahu (2022),
universities that have policies and systems for academic advising, career guidance,

and well-being can better foster SE.
2.3.1.1.2. University Culture

Each university develops its own culture to maintain specific shared values, beliefs,
and norms. Depending on this, students might be encouraged or discouraged from
engaging in their universities’ activities. University culture is a very significant
component of student academic life as it provides students with opportunities to
interact with their peers and teachers (Amerstorfer & Freiin von Munster-Kistner,
2021) and become part of the academic community. At this stage, the student usually

transforms to HE, where they have more autonomy than in their school years; and
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being welcomed and supported shapes their experience. A number of studies (e.g.,
Kelly & Moogan, 2012; Swallow & Tomalin, 2022; Zhou et al., 2008) have highlighted
how students might experience a culture shock, which can hinder their engagement

if support is not made available to cope with the changes they face.

Universities' cultures and norms, referred to as “Institutional habitus” by Thomas
(2002), might be shaped by the most dominant student groups, and thus lead to an
inherent social bias and poor retention rates among non-traditional students. Several
scholars have echoed this idea (e.g., Fragoso et al., 2013; Mallman & Lee, 2017;
Read et al., 2003; Reay et al., 2010), highlighting the struggles of less advantaged
students to fit in. These students often feel isolated or marginalised, making
integration into the campus community difficult. The discrepancies in experiences
between dominant and non-traditional groups can result in a lack of engagement
among these students, highlighting the need for universities to adopt more inclusive

practices that support a culture that welcomes a more diverse student body.
2.3.1.1.3. Curriculum

Curriculum design and delivery have been shown to impact on SE. In their
comprehensive study about the role of curriculums in SE, McGarry et al. (2015)
argue that a curriculum fosters positive engagement if it prioritises students' needs
and interests, promotes collaboration, has a flexible design, and provides
opportunities for interaction with teachers and peers. In addition, how the curriculum
is organised, including the sequencing of courses and the integration of
interdisciplinary studies, can facilitate or impede engagement (Kahu, 2013). The
impact of the curriculum on SE was also recognised by Kassab et al. (2024), who
calls for integrating curricula that boost students’ academic self-perceptions to make
them feel confident about their academic success and the application of active
learning strategies. They argue that this might strengthen cognitive and behavioural

engagement, in turn helping students achieve their goals.

Kahu (2013) highlights that the nature of assessments within the curriculum can also
influence engagement. Culturally responsive assessments that take into account

students’ diverse backgrounds and learning styles (Slee, 2010; Walker et al., 2023),
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and formative assessments that provide constructive feedback (Morris et al., 2021),
can encourage students to engage more deeply with learning materials (Kahu, 2013;
Vaughan, 2014). But high stakes testing that is summative in nature (French et al.,
2024) may create anxiety and disengagement (Kahu, 2013). This type of testing
often puts significant pressure on students to perform well, potentially
overshadowing the learning process itself. As a result, many students may become
more focused on the outcome rather than the value of acquiring knowledge, which

can impact negatively on their overall motivation and engagement with learning.
2.3.1.1.4. Discipline (Specialisation)

Discipline is another structural influence identified by Kahu and Nelson (2018) in
their revised SE framework. Several studies have explored the strong relationship
between SE and disciplines (Braxton et al., 1998; Isaeva et al., 2024; Ramsden,
2003). A study by Brint et al. (2008) suggests that students' discipline significantly
influences their culture of academic engagement. The study identifies two distinct
cultures. The first is humanities/ social sciences (HUMSOC) culture, where students
are more likely to engage in discussions, debates, and collaborative learning that
fosters critical thinking and creativity. Their engagement is closely related to
aspirations for graduate degrees in law and doctoral programmes, as they often seek
to explore and apply ideas beyond classroom requirements. The second discipline-
related culture of engagement identified by Brint et al. (2008) is natural sciences/
engineering (SCIENG) culture. In this, students taking these majors tend to focus on
hard work and technical competence, often with a clear connection to career
outcomes, such as graduate business or medical degrees. Their engagement is less

about class participation and more about achieving proficiency in demanding fields.

2.3.1.2. Student-related Structural Influences

2.3.1.2.1. Students’ Background

Students come from diverse backgrounds, which shape their perspectives and
experiences and impact on their engagement. Factors such as socio-economic
status (Pike, 1991; Zepke & Leach, 2007), cultural identity (Buchmann & DiPrete,

2006), and previous educational experiences (Timmis et al., 2024 ) can influence how
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they engage with the education system. For instance, students from poorer socio-
economic backgrounds may face additional challenges that affect their access to
resources, support systems, and learning opportunities. Likewise, cultural identity
can impact on communication styles, learning preferences, and classroom
dynamics, leading to varying levels of comfort and participation in academic settings.
Furthermore, students' past education experiences, whether positive or negative,
can inform their attitudes towards learning, their expectations of educators, and their
willingness to seek help. Understanding these details is essential for creating an
inclusive and effective educational environment where all learners feel valued and

engaged.
2.3.1.2.2. Family

The support from students' families can significantly affect their engagement levels.
Positive family involvement in education, including encouragement and
communication about academic progress, can enhance student motivation and
participation. Studies have highlighted that families play a more significant role in
supporting non-traditional students and argue that students' relationships with their
families and friends, also known as “social capital”, are a key factor in their success
and engagement with their studies (Daza, 2016; Fuller, 2014; Mishra, 2020). A study
from Ghana by Asare et al. (2017) found that although there is a widespread
consensus that HE students are responsible for their own learning, families can do
much to help them succeed. The study highlights that students usually perform better
when their families set high expectations, monitor their academic progress, and

support them both emotionally and financially.
23.1.23. Life Load

Students often juggle multiple responsibilities outside the university, such as part-
time jobs, family, and obligations. The demands of their personal lives can impact on
their ability to engage fully in their education. The literature discusses the struggle of
non-traditional students, particularly concerning their life load. Studies have
investigated how single-parent students (Burns et al., 1993; Freeman, 2020), mature

students (Heagney & Benson, 2017a; Mercer, 2007), and young students taking care
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of siblings or family members (Caplan, 2011; Lun, 2022), thus having other
responsibilities while studying, usually risk their academic involvement, as these

responsibilities consume their time and energy.

Students' life load can affect their HE experiences positively and negatively. For
example, a study by Greenberg & Shenaar-Golan (2020) suggests that single
mothers who pursue HE usually become role models for their children, showing more
understanding and admiration for them. Another study found that doing a part-time
job might enrich students’ academic experience as they build up skills and a social
network that aids them in their learning. However, it also damages their familial
relationships and might deprive them of the emotional support usually provided by
families (Wang et al., 2010).

2.3.1.24. Support

Although Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework cites support as one of the student-
related structural influences, they do not specify what support they mean. The
literature usually refers to family support (discussed in subsection 2.3.1.2.2) and
academic support (which should be classified as a university-related influence).
However, researchers usually overlook support from other social circles, such as
friends (outside the educational context) and work. One unique longitudinal study by
DelLuca Bishop et al. (2023) confirmed the positive impact of the support received
from ‘close others’, including close friends, on mature students' engagement in their
studies and achieving high Grade Point Average (GPAs). Similar findings were
obtained by Heagney and Benson (2017) in their study on reasons why mature
students succeed in HE in Australia. Another study from Ghana, by Kuuyelleh et al.
(2014), looked at study leave and how it impacts on teachers seeking further
education. It found that study leave usually has benefits, including paying university
fees and purchasing course materials. Another study by Busher and James (2019)
reported that some mature students were hesitant to pursue their HE studies for

different reasons, among these being the lack of empathy from their employers.

Although limited, these three studies imply that close friends from one’s social circle

and support from work can significantly facilitate or hinder the learning journey of
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students, particularly that of mature students or other non-traditional students who

attempt to balance different responsibilities in addition to their studies.

2.3.2. Psychosocial Influences

Based on the original framework developed by Kahu (2013), psychosocial influences
refer to the “immediate” factors that affect SE, which encompass both personal and
relational aspects. These influences include students’ characteristics (such as their
motivations, identities, personality), the relationships they form with peers and
faculty, and their academic workload. The psychosocial perspective emphasises that
engagement is not just an internal state but is significantly shaped by interactions
and relationships within the educational context. Similar to structural influences,
psychosocial influences are divided into two main groups: university-related and

student-related, as illustrated in Figure 2.6 below.

Psychosocial
Influences
]
I |
University-related Student-related
Influences Influences

Teaching

Motivation
Relation with
Peers .
Skills
Workload
Identity

Personality

Figure 2.6 Psychosocial Influences on SE (Kahu & Nelson, 2018)
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2.3.2.1.  University-related Psychosocial influences

2.3.21.1. Teaching

The role of teaching in keeping students engaged has been discussed in several
studies (Almarghani & Mijatovic, 2017; Kahu & Picton, 2019; Leenknecht et al.,
2023). Teaching style and strategies (Pedler et al., 2020), teachers’ constructive
feedback (Parkin et al., 2012; Zhang, 2022; Zhang & Hyland, 2022) and teachers’
empathy (Aldrup et al., 2022; Kianinezhad, 2023) have all been linked to an increase
in SE. Research by Fredricks et al. (2004) highlights that engaging teaching involves
integrating behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions of engagement. This
ensures that students are not only participating but are also emotionally invested and
cognitively challenged. Teachers who employ strategies such as collaborative
learning, problem-based approaches, and active learning techniques foster a sense

of involvement and motivation among students, particularly in HE (Prince, 2004).

The role of teachers becomes increasingly significant in fostering engagement
among non-traditional students (Van Rhijn et al., 2015), who often face unique
challenges and demands compared to traditional learners. These students, who are
usually older, employed full-time, or managing family commitments, bring diverse life
experiences and perspectives to their studies. However, these students often
struggle to balance their multiple roles, making engagement in academic activities
more complex. Kasworm (2018) explains that teachers play a crucial role in
mitigating these challenges by employing inclusive and flexible teaching approaches
tailored to the needs of non-traditional students. For instance, a teacher with mature
students can encourage them to share their experiences so as to enrich class
discussions and give other younger students an opportunity to see how knowledge

presented to them in class is applied in the real world.
2.3.2.1.2. Students

The second university-related psychological influence identified in the framework is
students' relations with their peers. Extensive research has examined how students'
peer relationships influence their engagement in academic settings. Positive peer

interactions can enhance engagement by fostering a sense of belonging, increasing
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motivation, and providing academic support (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018;
Zepke & Leach, 2007). For instance, Shao et al. (2024) found that strong peer
relationships positively affect academic achievement through increased learning
motivation and engagement. Conversely, negative peer interactions, such as
bullying or exclusion, can diminish engagement by causing stress and reducing self-
esteem. In particular, non-traditional students, including mature students, might
experience exclusion due to their age difference, and other students might show
reluctance to collaborate with them in the classroom (Mallman & Lee, 2017; Van
Rhijn et al., 2015). This echoes a study by Kahu et al. (2022) that suggested that
students at university level usually tend to form relations with their peers based on a
‘people like me’ criterion. Another study by Knifsend et al. (2022) highlighted that not
all peer relationships promote academic engagement; some peer groups of
disengaged students can have detrimental effects. These show the importance of

fostering positive peer dynamics to enhance SE.
2.3.2.1.3. Student Workload

The significance of academic workload that includes homework, assignments,
projects, assigned readings, etc. is also recognised by Kahu and Nelson’s (2018)
framework of engagement. Studies have extensively explored how students'
workload impacts on their wellbeing (Smith, 2019), attitude to learning (Kember,
2004), and interest in their studies (Kyndt et al., 2014) all of which influence how
students engage with their studies. These studies have shown that an optimal
workload can enhance engagement by promoting effective time management and
deep learning. However, excessive academic demands often lead to stress and
burnout, thus diminishing engagement and overall well-being. To illustrate, a study
by Yangdon et al. (2021) observed that students experiencing high academic
workloads reported dissatisfaction with college life and struggled with negative
emotions, adversely affecting their well-being. Similarly, Kyndt et al. (2014) highlight
that educators should consider time, quality, and students' ability to spark interest in
their workload. These findings underscore the importance of balancing academic
demands to maintain SE that is highly influenced by their well-being and how they
perceive their assigned workload.
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2.3.2.2. Student-related Psychosocial influences

2.3.2.2.1. Motivation

Student motivation is at the centre of a large body of research in HE. Its impact on
SE is undeniable for all groups of students (Azila-Gbettor et al., 2021; Parks et al.,
2013; Saeed & Zyngier, 2012; Skinner et al., 2009; Swain & Hammond, 2011). A
popular classification of motivation in education settings is presented by Ryan & Deci
(2000) in their popular Self-Determination Theory (SDT). According to this, students
are driven by internal factors (intrinsic motivation) with no external pressure and
external factors (extrinsic motivation) to achieve external rewards or avoid negative

consequences.

Underrepresented groups of students, including mature students, are usually
influenced by intrinsic motivation, which shapes their overall engagement with their
learning experience. For example, in a study of first-generation college students,
Gibbons & Shoffner (2004) found that students' intrinsic motivation to succeed
academically was driven by their desire to serve as role models for their communities
or families. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that this intrinsic drive does not
operate in isolation. Institutional support, inclusive teaching practices, and peer
relationships also play pivotal roles in sustaining engagement (Lin et al., 2003).
Without these supports, even intrinsically motivated students may struggle to

maintain engagement when faced with systemic challenges.
23.2.2.2. Skills

Students' skills are another significant influencer of engagement among student-
related psychosocial influences in Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework of SE in the
educational interface. Several scholars have demonstrated their significance for
enhancing students’ experience and boosting their engagement (Kahu, 2013;
Trowler, 2010; Trowler et al., 2022; Zepke, 2015).

The literature has argued that students must be equipped with different skills to fully
engage in their HE experience. A set of skills advocated to impact on SE positively

across various disciplines is self-regulation skills (Banihashem et al., 2022; Sun &

33



Rueda, 2012; Yang & Zhang, 2023). These skills involve setting goals, monitoring
progress, and adjusting behaviours to achieve academic objectives, which are
crucial for sustained engagement. Students with strong self-regulatory abilities tend
to manage their time efficiently and maintain motivation, leading to deeper
involvement in their studies. For instance, a literature review by Trowler (2010)
emphasises that individual learning structures and processes, including self-

regulation, are integral to SE.

Critical thinking skills also play a pivotal role in fostering engagement. The ability to
analyse, evaluate, and synthesise information encourages active participation in
learning activities. Students who engage in critical thinking are more likely to involve
themselves in discussions, seek more profound understanding, and apply
knowledge in practical contexts, all contributing to heightened engagement. Areview
by Lester (2013) suggests that academic interest and enquiry, closely related to

critical thinking, are associated with increased SE.

Collaborative skills, including communication and teamwork, enhance engagement
by facilitating meaningful interactions with peers and instructors. Participation in
group projects and discussions allows students to share diverse perspectives, build
knowledge collectively, and develop a sense of belonging within the academic
community. Various studies have highlighted that this sense of belonging is a key

engagement component.

It should be noted here that the skills required for students to be engaged in HE keep
changing for different reasons, including the rapid progress in science and
technology, the overwhelming increase in accessible information, heightened
competition, challenges in securing employment, shifts in demographics, emerging
types of literacy and illiteracy, new patterns of exclusion, and intensified pressures
(Stanescu et al., 2015). This implies that students, including non-traditional students,
have to equip themselves with new skills and tools to address these issues (Baptista,
2015).

2.3.2.2.3. Identity
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Students’ identities, or how they see and act to present themselves in response to
societal views and expectations, also influence their engagement in HE (Scanlon et
al., 2007). Identity is usually dynamic, shifting, constructed, and reconstructed
according to Tomlinson (2010). Students who feel their identities, whether cultural,
racial, gender, or socioeconomic, are recognised and valued by their HEls and tend
to demonstrate a strong sense of belonging and, therefore, maximise their emotional

engagement.

The subject of identity in HE is particularly significant for non-traditional and mature
students. Research has examined the effect of these groups of students, who usually
negotiate different identities besides their student identity, such as professional,
social, and familial identities (Baxter & Britton, 2001; Howard & Davies, 2013;
O’Boyle, 2015). For example, a nurse pursuing her studies and having a family and
children may struggle with balancing her work and responsibilities and the demands
of her university, leading to tensions between her different roles. At the same time,
this nurse might bring rich, real-world perspectives to her academic work and be
better at coping with pressure based on her work experience (Baxter & Britton,
2001). Recognising these identities and bridging the gap between them might create

a more inclusive educational environment and increase SE.
2.3.2.24. Personality

Researchers have long associated student personality with SE (Brandt et al., 2020;
Lechner et al., 2017; Meyer et al., 2019; Ramirez-Arellano, 2024). Unlike identity,
personality is about how students behave in specific situations. Studies in education
have relied on the Big Five Personality Model (see Figure 2.7, below) to describe
practical students’ traits that help them in their learning experiences (Komarraju et
al., 2009, 2011; Patrick, 2011; Vedel, 2016). The model categorises human
personality into five broad traits: Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness,
Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism (often remembered as OCEAN).
These traits describe stable patterns of thought, emotion, and behaviour, with

individuals varying along a continuum for each dimension.
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Figure 2.7 Big-five Model of Personality Traits

While positive personality traits are good indicators of academic performance
(Brandt et al., 2020; Lechner et al., 2017; Y. Zhang & Wang, 2023), they might not
always indicate that a student is fully engaged behaviourally, emotionally, and
cognitively. From anecdotal experience, some students who might be shy in class
and usually do not like to work in groups might perform better in exams because of
their grasp of the content and study skills. This implies that personality alone cannot
account for the overall engagement of students, and educators should not predict a
‘fixed’ relationship between students’ personality and their engagement (Meyer et
al., 2019).

2.4. Mature Students

Building on the earlier discussion about SE and the factors that influence it, this
section focuses on a specific group of learners: mature students. These individuals
start HE later in life and bring unique life experiences, roles, and challenges that

shape how they engage with their studies.

While the previous sections explained the general ideas of engagement and factors
like institutional support, personal motivation, and social interactions, it is important
to explore how these factors affect mature students differently. Their engagement is

influenced by their multiple responsibilities, such as work, family, and academic
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commitments, along with the support or challenges they face in their learning

environment.

Since mature students often have non-traditional characteristics, understanding their
engagement means looking at their unique perspectives, motivations, and
challenges. This section will explore the key traits of mature students and how these

traits influence their engagement and interaction with the factors discussed earlier.

2.4.1. Defining Mature Students

The literature on mature students varies in the criteria specified for who should be
considered mature depending on the study context. Age is one essential criterion by
which many HEIs define mature students. For instance, HE policies consider
students to be mature if they are 21 years old or above upon admission to a
university or college in the UK (Shanahan, 2000). For instance, in Ireland and
Portugal, the age threshold is 23 years and above, while in Australia, it is 25 years
and above (Trueman & Hartley, 1996). These variations in age criteria reflect the
different social and educational contexts in these countries, and understanding these
differences is crucial for a comprehensive definition of mature students in HE
(Fragoso et al., 2013; Sibson et al., 2011). Some researchers consider that the age
of a mature student should be higher. Sutherland (1998) suggests that students
under the age of 30 years and classified as mature might have similar experiences
and characteristics to students considered young or traditional students (Howard &
Davies, 2013).

Despite the varying age criteria for mature students, studies consistently link this
group with unique social, employment, and financial responsibilities and challenges.
This understanding can help the audience empathise with the difficulties these
students face, fostering a sense of understanding and support (Baxter & Britton,
2001; Fragoso et al., 2013; Phillips, 1986; Trueman & Hartley, 1996). Therefore, it is
crucial to define mature students not just based on age but also considering their
other identities and unique challenges while studying. A detailed discussion of these

issues will be conducted later in Section 2.1.12.
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In the context of Oman, a clear and concise classification of whom a mature student
is needs to be improved due to the paucity of studies that tackle the issues
concerning mature students up until the time of writing this research. Looking at the
different admission documents available in some of the HEIs in Oman, students’ age
upon entry into an undergraduate programme is determinantal for their enrolment
(Sultan Qaboos University, 2022; National University of Oman, n.d.). This
observation applies to both public and private universities and colleges. A reference
is always made to the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research
guidelines, the regulating governing body in Oman, and overall issues concerning
HE in the country. According to this guideline, students must be between 16 and 25
years old when applying to Omani HEls, and those above 25 should log into the adult

learning system (Higher Education Admission Centre, 2020).

Following this discussion, a definition of mature students is developed based on age
and social or work commitments to provide a clear and concise understanding
tailored to the objectives of this research project. For the purposes of this study,
mature students are defined as individuals who are 25 years or older upon entering
or returning to HE and who have work and/or social obligations. This definition aligns
with several considerations that justify these criteria. It also echoes several studies
(Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022; O’'Boyle, 2015; O’Shea & Stone, 2011; Stevenson &
Clegg, 2013) that called for a definition of mature students that does not rely on age
alone. According to O’Boyle (2015), being a mature student is an identity that
students can “inhabit and perform and identify with to a greater or lesser degree on
an ongoing basis” (p. 94). The reasons considered when defining mature students

for this study are as follows.

First, traditional-entry students typically commence their HE journey immediately
after completing secondary school, typically at the age of 18 or 19 years (Trueman
& Hartley, 1996). The undergraduate programmes in most HEIls around the world
are designed to last for approximately three or four years (Alfonso, 2006). As a result,
these students are expected to graduate before reaching the age of 25 years.
Defining mature students as those aged 25 and above minimises the likelihood of
characteristics overlapping with traditional-entry students. This age threshold is
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significant as it represents a stage in life where individuals often possess more
extensive life experience, have taken on social responsibilities, or experienced a
notable break from formal education—factors that can substantially influence their

learning experiences in HE.

Second, students who begin HE at 21 are only marginally older than their traditional
classmates, which implies that their perspectives and social responsibilities might
not differ significantly. Moreover, traditional-entry students sometimes defer their
studies for one or two years, which means they are only slightly older than their peers
upon returning. Defining mature students based solely on being two or three years
older than traditional students would, therefore, fail to capture the distinct

characteristics associated with this group.

Furthermore, students aged 25 years and above typically have more life experience
and are likely to have significant commitments, such as family responsibilities or
employment (Kasworm, 2003). These factors often distinguish mature students and
align with the criteria used in other studies to define this category (Baxter & Britton,
2001). The inclusion of such responsibilities as part of the criteria is crucial as it

highlights the unique challenges and perspectives these students bring to HE.

It is also important to consider that research varies in how it determines the age
threshold for mature students. Many studies focus specifically on students aged 25
years and above (e.g., Baxter & Britton, 2001; Howard & Davies, 2013), as these
students typically exemplify the identities and experiences of mature learners in HE.
In the Omani context, where this study is situated, HE bodies generally expect
traditional-entry students to be between the ages of 16 and 25 years. Consequently,
25 years and above is the most appropriate age threshold for defining the mature

student demographic in this context.

Finally, while age is a key factor, it is essential to acknowledge that some younger
students also face substantial social commitments that influence their learning in HE.
For instance, research highlights the experiences of students with single-parent
responsibilities (Hinton-Smith, 2016) and those who undertake part-time jobs to
support their studies (e.g., H. Wang et al., 2010; Y.-C. Wang & Chen, 2017;
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Zampetakis, 2022). Therefore, incorporating both age and social or work obligations
as criteria allows for a more detailed and focused understanding of mature students
as a group with distinct characteristics and challenges. This dual criterion enhances
the depth of this research and provides a more comprehensive framework for

analysis.

To sum up, defining students in context, including the Omani context, based on an
age threshold might be misleading. Studies reporting mature students' experiences
in HE have always discussed other characteristics that impact on this group of
students more than the age range they represent. Life circumstances, motivations
for pursuing studies, learning approaches, and barriers faced are some of the

aspects that define this group more than their age.

2.4.2. Mature Students vs Other Groups of Students

To operationalise the term “mature students” and gain a more concrete
understanding of whom mature students are, it is reasonable to compare them with
other HE student groups frequently mentioned in the literature. These comparisons
with traditional and other non-traditional student groups, such as part-time or
returning students, help to contextualise mature students’ engagement and the
factors that influence their engagement as a distinct group navigating their HE

experiences, with their unique characteristics and challenges.

A clear and straightforward comparison between mature and traditional students can
be made. According to Kaswon (2003), mature students who are among non-
traditional students differ from more traditional students in several ways. First, the
two groups have an age difference (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022), with mature
students generally being 25 years old and above and traditional students between
18 and 24 years old. In addition, mature students usually opt for a part-time study
mode (Kasworm et al., 2002). This reflects the responsibilities mature students
struggle to balance compared to their younger counterparts. Other differences
include the reasons for studying, with most mature students motivated to advance in
their careers; and the source of funding, with most mature students financially

responsible for their studies (Kasworm et al., 2002).
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When compared with other non-traditional students, the differences become
narrower. To start with, we have returning students who are described as students
who attended college, but left college for at least one semester, and decided to return
after that to complete their unfinished degree requirements (Kinser & Deitchman,
2007; Mishra & Aithal, 2023; Parks et al., 2013). Some mature and returning students
share certain similarities, such as returning to studies after a break and leaving
college for personal, social, or financial reasons. However, it should be noted that
the two groups are different. One of the key differences is that all returning students
have previous academic experience. At the same time, some mature students might
have attended college before, and some might be enrolling in HE for the first time.
Therefore, returning students have the advantage of being more familiar with the
academic system and establishing relationships with professors. Another critical
difference is age. As discussed before, many studies state that students who are 21
years old upon entry into college are usually considered mature students. However,
the age criterion is not mentioned in the literature regarding returning students whose
main criterion is suspending studies temporarily for at least one academic semester.
Therefore, we can conclude, with some caution, that some characteristics of
returning students overlap with those of mature students, but significant differences

distinguish these two groups.

Another term frequently used in the literature is part-time students, which refers to
students who pursue their education by taking fewer credit hours in an academic
semester due to their employment, social, or personal commitments (Swain &
Hammond, 2011). These students are usually older than traditional students; some
can be categorised as mature students. Several studies indicate that, typically, it is
mature students who opt for part-time study due to their various obligations (Claire,
2011; Swain & Hammond, 2011). This explains the usual strong connection between
mature and part-time students when the issues around these two groups are

investigated.

Based on two observations, determining the main characteristics and challenges of

part-time students as a distinctive group is challenging. First, research does not

usually separate part-time students from mature students at the undergraduate level,
41



as explained above. Moreover, it appears that research conducted at the
undergraduate level concentrates on the experiences of students who work part-time
while studying full-time (e.g., Callender, 2008; Carney et al., 2005; Hall, 2010;
Hovdhaugen, 2013). In contrast, postgraduate research focuses more on students
who work full-time while studying part-time. However, reviewing the characteristics
of part-time students in the literature available at the first-degree level demonstrates
that they face challenges similar to those documented for mature students. These
challenges include balancing studies and other responsibilities (Deris et al., 2012),
financial issues (Claire, 2011), sustaining motivation (Deris et al., 2012; Swain &

Hammond, 2011), and building relationships with other students and teachers.

In contrast to these similarities, mature and part-time students exhibit numerous
differences. For one, mature students are usually defined by their age, while part-
time students, as stated earlier, are determined by the number of credit hours they
study per semester. Therefore, they might be older or younger than mature students.
Second, some mature students might take full-time programmes and be granted
study leave from their employment (Leder & Forgasz, 2004; Norton et al., 1998;
Phillips, 1986). These students are more likely to face fewer challenges in balancing
their studies and other commitments. Based on all the above similarities and
differences, it can be argued that mature students are not necessarily part-time
students, and part-time students are not necessarily mature students. It all depends
on how the different contexts define the two groups and how the student's age is

considered in these contexts.

Different models have been developed to show what a good student is in HE without
referring to a group of students. One of these is the “ideal student in HE”, developed
by Wong & Chiu (2020, 2021), which has recently gained popularity in determining
the desired characteristics of students in HE. The concept reflects nine factors:
diligence and engagement, organisation and discipline, reflection and innovation, a
positive and confident outlook, support of others, academic skills, employability

skills, intelligence, and a strategic approach.
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Wong and Chiu's (2020, 2021) concept of the 'ideal student in HE' explicitly avoids
confining its characteristics to traditional-aged students, making it applicable across
diverse demographics, including mature learners. This neutrality broadens its
relevance, including students who, despite being in differing life stages, can
exemplify the desired traits, such as diligence, organisation, and a strategic
approach to learning. However, applying this concept to mature students requires
carefully considering how their unique experiences and challenges align with or differ
from these qualities. For example, mature students often display exceptional
diligence and employability skills due to their professional backgrounds (Heagney &
Benson, 2017), but may face barriers in academic skills if returning after a long
break. Furthermore, while the framework’s positive and confident outlook resonates
with mature students driven by clear goals, external factors such as balancing work
and family responsibilities may impact on their ability to maintain these traits
regularly. These observations suggest that while the framework is inclusive in theory,
its application in practice should account for the complex ways in which mature
students embody and navigate these characteristics, particularly within specific

cultural and institutional contexts like Oman.

2.4.3. Reasons for Mature Students to Pursue HE

The educational landscape keeps expanding, and new groups of students keep
joining HE, including mature students (Baptista, 2014; Stanescu et al., 2015). Similar
to the differences highlighted between mature students and other groups of students,
exploring the reasons and what motivates MS to pursue HE helps to provide context
for their engagement and the factors influencing their engagement levels. By
understanding these reasons, we can understand how their challenges, aspirations,

and prior experiences play a role in their HE endeavours.
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Mature Students' Motivations for
Pursuing Higher Education

External Motivations Internal Motivations

Figure 2.8 Classification of Mature Students’ Motivations for Pursuing HE
Studies on mature students in HE reveal different reasons for pursuing HE. In their
research on why mature students decide to pursue an education degree, Swain and
Hammond (2011) divided these reasons into two main categories: external and
internal, as shown in Figure 2.8 above. Looking at external motivations, studies show
that many mature students are motivated by clear and practical goals. For example,
some want to gain a recognised qualification that demonstrates their skills and helps
them feel confident in their professional lives (Cross, 1981). Others see HE as a way
to increase their job opportunities or improve their current job. Bean and Metzner
(1985) explain that many adults return to study for better job security or to start a
new career. Some students want to continue their education to gain advanced
qualifications or specific skills needed for their jobs (Kasworm, 2018; O’Shea &
Stone, 2011; Tight, 2020). Others might even use HE as a chance to move abroad,

combining their studies with new life experiences (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002).

At the same time, other studies have highlighted that many mature students are
motivated by personal goals. Some are curious about a subject they love and want
to learn more about it for their own satisfaction (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). Deci
and Ryan (1985) explain that people are often motivated by a desire to feel
competent and in control of their own learning. Others see HE as a chance to do
something new and break away from their usual routines (Boshier, 1971). Some
students want to prove to themselves or others that they can succeed (Bandura,
1997). Many also enjoy stimulating environments where they can think, learn, and
grow (Tight, 2019; llleris, 2003).

44



Mature students often balance these practical and personal motivations. They aim
to improve their lives in meaningful ways, both professionally and personally.
Kasworm (2003) argues that understanding these motivations is important for
universities to provide the right support. Mature students face challenges that differ
from younger students and need help that suits their needs (Schuetze & Slowey,
2002).

It should be noted also that some of the reasons that motivate mature students
should be examined cautiously, because they might be the exact same reasons for
these students to drop out of their programmes (Scott et al., 1998). For example, a
mature student who decides to study to escape the hardships of a social
commitment, such as marriage, might experience more problems due to insufficient
family support. These students might aspire to change their lives by doing something
new; however, without access to support that would see them through their life
transitions, they might only increase their worries and tension. This is not always the
case. According to two reviewed studies (Stevenson & Clegg, 2013), mature
students might also benefit from their struggles in previous experiences, turning
them into motivating power to help them overcome the challenges they face while

studying.

In conclusion, mature students have many reasons for returning to HE, including
external goals like improving their employability, and internal goals like personal
growth. Their determination shows their resilience and dedication. Universities
should understand these motivations in order to create a better learning environment

that will help them succeed.

2.4.4. Benefits of Having Mature Students in HE

With their wealth of knowledge and experience, mature students bring several
benefits to their universities and colleges. Various studies have stressed that their
diverse perspectives, shaped by years of professional and personal experiences,
contribute to richer classroom discussions and more meaningful learning outcomes
for all students (Baxter & Britton, 2001; Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022; Heagney &
Benson, 2017a; Mercer, 2007; O’Shea & Stone, 2011; Shanahan, 2000). Moreover,
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their commitment and focus often serve as a source of inspiration for their peers and
even for educators. Understanding these benefits is essential as it highlights mature
students' value in academic settings and emphasises the importance of creating

supportive and inclusive policies and practices that increase their engagement.

2.4.5. Challenges Experienced by Mature Students

Studies on mature students' experiences have presented fresh perspectives on the
challenges faced in their HE journeys. These students, who often balance academic
responsibilities alongside work and familial commitments, may encounter unique
challenges that can significantly influence their engagement and success.
Discussing these challenges is vital to understanding the barriers to mature students’

engagement and what actions should be taken to address these challenges.

Negotiating identities is one of the most cited challenges experienced by mature
students (Baxter & Britton, 2001). This group always attempt to balance their
different roles and might, therefore, experience tensions in different contexts (Baxter
& Britton, 2001; Howard & Davies, 2013; O’'Boyle, 2015). Wong and Chiuto (2021)
argue that mature students may feel pressured to conform to traditional ideals of
what it means to be a university student, which often emphasises social engagement
and participation in extracurricular activities. The need for mature students to
conform and be part of the university community might influence their old identities.
For example, an interesting finding in this regard by O’Boyle (2015) suggests that
mature students might experience this conflict of identities because of the language
of academia they acquire. “Student talk”, according to this study, might impact on
this group of students while having conversations off-campus with friends and family,
who might perceive a change in the language they use and feel they are being

“pretentious” or showing off.

Another challenge reported in the literature is mature students' feelings of isolation.
While mature students may attempt to integrate into the university community, they
might be rejected by their younger peers (Read et al., 2003). Several studies state
that age differences and familial commitments make other traditional students feel

that mature students are not really “ideal students”. These same factors might also
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make mature students develop a feeling of being “outsiders” (Read et al., 2003).
Some traditional students might view studying as a “prerogative” of young individuals
(Romaioli & Contarello, 2021); therefore, they feel mature students are not part of
this community. In their study on how isolated mature students feel on university
campuses, Mallman and Lee (2016) reported that some mature students felt rejected
by traditional-aged students because of their strong motivation to participate and
their tendency to ask more questions in class. These mature students thought they
were not conforming to the norms of younger students, who tend to be more passive

in class.

2.4.6. Mature Students in Oman

Due to the limited research focusing on mature students in Oman, a significant gap
exists in understanding their experiences in HE. A literature review has revealed very
few studies addressing the progression of mature students. Existing research in
English often compares different groups of students concerning specific phenomena
without having a substantial focus on mature students as a distinct group. One
notable study by Boggu and Sundarsingh (2014) explored the language learning
strategies employed by undergraduate students, defining "older adults" as those
above the age of 25 years. This study found that the prior work experience of these
students positively influenced their effective language-learning strategies, compared
to their younger counterparts. Moreover, the study reported that mature students
tended to use memory and affective strategies more than younger students. The
study explained that this tendency resulted from older learners relying on different
cognitive approaches and attributed this to their life experiences and the need to
connect new information with prior knowledge. Furthermore, it highlighted that these
mature students could utilise these strategies while balancing full-time jobs and

having limited study time.

Another study in English that referred in passing to mature students in Oman was
carried out to explore the potential of having alternative education systems that
address the needs of different groups of students (Al-Ani, 2017). While the study

focused on adult learners and other groups of students, it recommended that
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teachers in Omani pre-university settings should develop unique programmes for
adult learners to prepare them for the transition to HE. This recommendation
recognises the unique challenges of these students, who might be admitted to

universities and colleges at an older age.

Publications in Arabic addressing issues related to mature students in Oman are also
scarce. When searching for relevant papers, two Omani newspapers reported an
unpublished study by Al Siyabi (2021) entitled "A Study on the Efficiency of the E-
Learning System Implemented in HE Institutions in the Sultanate of Oman during the
COVID-19 Pandemic". The study aimed to identify challenges, obstacles, and
potential solutions related to the e-learning system implemented in educational
institutions in Oman during the COVID-19 pandemic. One main finding of the study
was related to mature students who, according to this study, were more effective in
e-learning during COVID-19 and showed higher levels of alertness and

concentration levels compared to younger students.

The three studies discussed above, which shed light on mature students in Oman,
show similar characteristics and themes usually attributed to other mature students
in different contexts. First is the value of knowledge and experience of Omani mature
students and their contribution to using complex cognitive processes in learning.
Second, similar to other mature students, mature students face unique challenges
related to balancing their studies and other commitments. Third, mature students in

Oman possess a high level of intrinsic motivation.

2.4.7. Gaps in the Existing Literature on Mature Students

The literature review | carried out on mature students seems to have two main gaps.
First, there is a methodology gap (Adu & Miles, 2023). Studies have used either
qualitative or quantitative data to explore different aspects of mature students’
experiences in HE, with more studies using qualitative data to shed light on these
students’ challenges and experiences (e.g., Jones & McConnell, 2023; Mallman &
Lee, 2016, 2017; Saddler & Sundin, 2020). The absence of mixed-methods research
in the field limits the ability to triangulate findings and understand the complex,

multifaceted nature of mature students’ engagement. Therefore, mixed-methods
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research like this thesis can help to bridge this gap and explain the reasons behind

mature students' engagement levels.

The second gap concerns a population gap (Adu & Miles, 2023), in that studies on
mature students focusing on Oman or neighbouring contexts are limited. Most
studies tackling issues related to mature students have focused on Western contexts
(e.g., Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022; Hayman et al., 2024; Swain & Hammond, 2011),
where familial obligations and cultural norms differ from those in Oman. A study
focusing on a different region, like Oman, might yield different results and call for
various types of interventions and support that can be given to this distinct group of
students. This aligns with calls in the existing literature to study non-traditional
students in different parts of the globe (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022; Schuetze &
Slowey, 2002). Understanding what factors influence mature students’ engagement
in the context of Oman is critical for creating inclusive policies and practices that can

support their academic success.

2.5. Conclusion

In this chapter, | have explored three key strands that shaped my understanding of
student engagement in HE: the concept of engagement, the factors that influence it,
and the experiences of mature students. Drawing on Kahu and Nelson’s (2018)
sociocultural framework, | came to see engagement as a dynamic, multidimensional
process shaped by personal, social, and institutional factors. | now realise how
critical belonging, confidence, and support are to sustaining engagement. As |
focused on mature students, | recognised their resilience and the challenges they
face. This review reinforced my decision to adopt a holistic, context-sensitive

approach in my research.
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Chapter 3: The Conceptual Framework

3.1. Introduction

In this chapter, | will present a detailed overview of the conceptual framework that
guided my investigation into the engagement levels of mature undergraduate

students in Oman, and the various factors that influence these engagement levels.

First, | will thoroughly explain Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) Conceptual Framework of
SE in the Educational Interface, which laid the foundation for the framework used for
this research. With its unique sociocultural perspective, this framework is a
foundational structure for understanding the complexities of mature students’
engagement. | will discuss its key components and how they relate to the specific
demographics of mature students, including their unique experiences and

challenges in an academic environment.

Next, | will elaborate on my reasons for choosing this framework, highlighting its
relevance to the context of my research. | will compare this framework with two other
frameworks that address SE in HE and demonstrate how it effectively addresses the

research questions posed.

Finally, | will present an adapted version of the framework tailored to provide a more
explicit focus and scope for my research. This adaptation will help to pinpoint specific
areas of interest, thus facilitating a more targeted analysis of the factors impacting
on the engagement levels of mature students. By the end of this chapter, | aim to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the conceptual framework that informs
my research, setting the stage for the succeeding Methodology, Findings and

Discussion chapters.
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The conceptual framework adopted for this research (illustrated in Figure 3.1 above)
was adapted from Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) Framework of Student Engagement in
the Educational Interface. The framework explores SE from a sociocultural
viewpoint, pointing out structural and psychosocial influences and how they interplay
to impact on the educational interface through four mechanisms: self-efficacy,
emotions, belonging, and well-being. In addition, the framework shows outcomes of

engagement, which are divided into immediate and long-term consequences.

In my review of the literature in Sections 2.2.3 and 2.3, | explained structural and
psychosocial influences and identified three SE dimensions: behavioural, emotional
and cognitive. These two themes form the basis of this research, which attempts to
explore the engagement levels of mature students and what impact they have. Two
other ideas, not examined in the literature review, are the educational interface and
engagement outcomes. Kahu and Nelson (2018) revised Kahu’s (2013) work to
refine the framework further by introducing the educational interface in which
psychological mechanisms and the dimensions of engagement interact. In a way,
these mechanisms link the influences of engagement in three dimensions. The
second idea not explored in the previous chapter is the outcomes of SE. The
framework explains that SE yields and is impacted by immediate and long-term
outcomes. Both outcome groups are divided further into two domains: academic and
social. As shown in the framework (Fig. 3.1), immediate outcomes feed back into
engagement and might, therefore, impact on it positively. The framework goes
beyond the educational setting by presenting influences and outcomes from a

broader social context.

The framework has received criticism from different influential scholars. For
example, Trowler et al. (2022) argue that the framework relies on a standard
classification of engagement dimensions (behavioural, emotional, cognitive) that
does not capture SE in HE. Hence, they propose three other dimensions: critical,
political, and sociocultural. In addition, Ashwin and McVitty (2015) noted that the
framework does not discuss what students engage with. They explain that what SE
means usually changes depending on what students engage with. Although this
point was raised in relation to Kahu's (2013) original framework, the refined
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framework still does not address this issue. Despite these concerns about the
framework, it is still a valuable tool for research that explores engagement factors
among students, particularly non-traditional students. These concerns were
considered in the adapted framework used by this research, as will be discussed in
Section 3.4.

3.3. Justification for Adopting the Original Framework

Before deciding on the conceptual framework, | researched models and frameworks
that would sufficiently address the objectives of the current research. | narrowed
down my selection to three frameworks: the Conceptual Model of the Four Pillars of
SE (Bowden et al., 2021), the Bioecological Model of SE (Bond, 2020), and the
Conceptual Framework of SE in the Educational Interface (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). |
then compared the three frameworks, as shown in Table 3.1 below, to determine
their suitability for research on mature students' engagement levels and the
influences driving them. The criteria | used to select the framework were derived
from my research questions and objectives. | aimed to employ a framework that
captures the dimensions of engagement of mature undergraduate students in Oman

and recognises the factors shaping them.

Criterion

Conceptual Model of
the Four Pillars of
Student
Engagement (J. L. H.
Bowden et al., 2021)

Bioecological Model
of Student
Engagement (Bond,
2020)

Conceptual
Framework of
Student
Engagement in the
Educational
Interface (Kahu &
Nelson, 2018)

Representation of
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Detailed
categorisation into
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cognitive, and social

Limited detailed
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Limits the influences
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which are divided into
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specific to adult

learner

It is the best among
the three to address
the influences that
impact on mature

students.

Table 3.1 Comparison of the three frameworks
Based on Table 3.1, the framework proposed by Kahu and Nelson (2018) is
particularly well-suited for studying mature students in Oman due to its unique
approach to understanding SE. Unlike the other frameworks, Kahu and Nelson’s
framework emphasises the educational interface as a dynamic space where these
two elements interact. This concept is especially valuable in the context of mature
students, as their engagement is shaped by their personal attributes and

circumstances and how they interact with institutional policies, teaching practices,

54



and learning environments. For mature students in Oman, who must often juggle
academic responsibilities with family and work commitments, the educational
interface provides a lens to analyse these interactions and their impact on

engagement.

One of the framework’s standout features is its focus on psychosocial constructs,
including self-efficacy, emotions, belonging, and well-being. These constructs are
critical mediating mechanisms influencing engagement, making the framework
particularly applicable to mature students. Mature students often face emotional and
psychological challenges, such as managing stress, overcoming feelings of isolation,
and developing a sense of belonging in an academic environment dominated by
younger peers. By explicitly addressing these dimensions, the framework allows a
deeper understanding of how psychosocial factors influence mature students’
engagement. This focus is often underrepresented in other engagement
frameworks, which tend to overlook the emotional and psychological aspects of the

student experience.

Furthermore, the framework's recognition of non-traditional students sets it apart. In
their review of the framework, Kahu and Nelson (2018) clearly acknowledge non-
traditional students' unique challenges, such as balancing work, family, and
academic responsibilities. This recognition is crucial for studying mature students in
Oman, as many are employed professionals or caregivers who must manage
conflicting demands. The framework’s ability to explain these complexities ensures
that it captures the full range of factors influencing their engagement, from structural
issues like institutional support systems to personal factors such as time

management and motivation.

The framework also incorporates a sociocultural lens (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson,
2018), making it particularly relevant to the Omani context. It acknowledges that SE
is not simply a product of individual and institutional factors but is also shaped by
broader social and cultural contexts. This perspective is invaluable in Oman, where
strong cultural values such as family obligations and societal expectations

significantly shape individuals' lives and beliefs (Wilkinson & Al Hajry, 2007;
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Yarahmadi, 2019). The framework’s cultural sensitivity enables a more
comprehensive understanding of how societal influences, such as gender roles and

community support, impact on mature students' ability to engage with their studies.

Moreover, the framework emphasises a partnership between students and
institutions. It recognises students as active participants in the educational process.
This perspective aligns well with the experiences of mature students, who often bring
a wealth of professional and life experiences to their academic pursuits (Fragoso et
al., 2013; Heagney & Benson, 2017a; Kasworm, 2003; Mercer, 2007). By portraying
engagement as a collaborative effort, the framework encourages institutions to
create environments that support mature students and value their contributions,

fostering a sense of shared ownership in the learning process.

Finally, Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework views engagement as a dynamic and
complex process, evolving over time and influenced by various factors. This dynamic
perspective is particularly relevant for mature students, whose levels of engagement
may fluctuate due to changing personal or professional circumstances. By capturing
this complexity, the framework paints a more accurate and holistic picture of how
engagement evolves, offering valuable insights for designing interventions that

address the unique and shifting needs of mature students in Oman.

To summarise, Kahu and Nelson’s framework’s holistic, integrated, and culturally
aware approach makes it ideal for this research, which aims to study mature students
in Oman. Its emphasis on the educational interface, psychosocial constructs, cultural
context, and the dynamic nature of engagement provides a comprehensive lens for
understanding and addressing the multifaceted challenges faced by this population.
By adopting this framework, researchers and educators can gain actionable insights

to foster meaningful engagement and support the success of mature students in HE.

3.4. The Adapted Framework

While the original framework outlines a comprehensive pathway from influences to

long-term academic and social outcomes, | have adapted the conceptual framework

by Kahu and Nelson (2018) to focus specifically on structural and psychosocial

influences and the dimensions of engagement (behavioural, emotional, cognitive).
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This decision aligns with the primary aim of my study, which is to explore how these
influences shape SE. By narrowing the scope to these elements, | ensure that my
research remains focused and manageable, while directly addressing my objectives.
The literature also supports this targeted approach, highlighting the critical role of

influences and dimensions in understanding and enhancing SE.

| adapted the student engagement framework shown in Figure 3.2, below, to suit my
research objectives vis-a-vis mature students in Oman. It uses a sociocultural lens
to focus on how different factors affect SE. This framework shows how structural and
psychosocial influences (defined and explained in 2.2.1 & 2.2.2, respectively),
related to both the university and the students themselves, work together to shape
the behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions of engagement. By focusing
only on these areas, the adapted framework makes the research more focused and
easier to manage while still addressing the crucial factors influencing the

engagement of mature students in Oman.
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Figure 3.2 Adapted framework of student engagement focusing on influences and
engagement dimensions (Kahu & Nelson, 2018)
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One of my critical adaptations shows the direct influence of structural and
psychosocial factors on mature student engagement. This is in recognition of the
impact of structural influences, particularly those related to students, such as their
family and life load, on the daily life of a mature student. This is supported by a large
body of literature on mature students and their efforts to balance different
responsibilities while being committed to their studies (Busher & James, 2019;
DelLuca Bishop et al., 2023; Gill et al., 2015; Heagney & Benson, 2017b; Javed et
al., 2022; Stone & O’'Shea, 2019; Tones et al., 2009; Van Rhijn et al., 2015). These
studies and many others stress how these factors are instrumental to mature

students’ success or failure on their educational journey.

As shown in Figure 3.2, structural influences directly impact on mature students’
engagement. University-related structural influences, like institutional policies,
cultural norms, curriculum, and academic disciplines (specialisations), define the
educational environment where students study. For mature students in Oman,
flexible policies or culturally sensitive curricula may help them participate more, while
strict rules or a lack of support may create difficulties. At the same time, student-
related structural influences, like their background, family responsibilities, life load
(balancing studies and personal life), and available support from friends and work,
also play a significant role. For example, a mature student with good family support
or access to flexible university policies may handle academic pressures better. Yet,
others with heavy family or work duties may face more challenges. To recognise the
significance of support from work and friends from non-educational settings for
mature undergraduate students, | put them between two brackets after the influence
of “Support”. Most mature students have jobs and have built a network of friends

whose impact on their education cannot be overlooked.

The psychosocial influences shown on the right of the framework focus on the

emotional and social aspects of the student experience while they are closely

engaging in university activities. | have refined the “students” presented in Kahu and

Nelson’s (2018) framework as a psychosocial university factor as “relationships with

peers” to clarify this factor further and make it more meaningful. For mature students,

factors like the quality of teaching, relationships with peers, and workload can affect
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how they feel about their education and how they participate. These factors shape
how students view their learning environment and respond to academic challenges.
Student-related psychosocial influences, like motivation, personality, skills, and
identity, are also significant. In Oman (and usually elsewhere, as discussed in
Chapter 2), mature students often have unique motivations, such as wanting to
advance in their careers or improve their personal lives. These motivations and skills
help us to understand how they manage their studies while dealing with other

responsibilities.

This framework's core is SE, divided into three dimensions, as discussed in Section
2.2.3.: behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement. These three dimensions
are applicable to this research on mature students. Behavioural engagement is
about students' time and effort on their studies, like attending classes or completing
assignments. Emotional engagement involves their interest, enthusiasm, and sense
of belonging, which can be difficult for mature students who may feel detached from
younger classmates. Cognitive engagement focuses on how students approach
learning, using strategies like critical thinking and self-regulation, which are
especially important for mature students balancing many responsibilities. The
structural and psychosocial factors around these students influence these three
dimensions of engagement. | have also specified what students engage with by
adding “academic tasks” and “ECAs” to address the concern raised by Ashwin and
McVitty (2015), regarding Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework’s lack of clarity on

what students engage in.

The arrows | have included in the framework are also crucial because they show
how the factors and engagement are connected. Structural and psychosocial
influences directly impact on engagement dimensions: behaviours, emotions, and
cognition. For example, a good teaching style or a supportive curriculum can help
students feel more motivated and focused. At the same time, the arrows show
feedback loops, where engaged students can give feedback to improve the learning
environment, such as changes to teaching or policies. This dynamic relationship
benefits how mature students study, as their engagement with their personal and
professional lives changes over time.
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In conclusion, this adapted framework is conducive to studying mature students in
Oman because it focuses on the key factors influencing engagement. The framework
makes the research more manageable by narrowing the scope to structural and
psychosocial influences and their relationship with engagement. It also clarifies how
universities and educators can support mature students and improve their

engagement, thus helping them succeed in HE.

3.5. Conclusion

In this chapter, | have presented the conceptual framework guiding my investigation
into mature undergraduate students’ engagement in Oman. | adopted Kahu and
Nelson’s (2018) Conceptual Framework of Student Engagement in the Educational
Interface, as its emphasis on sociocultural dynamics aligns well with the experiences
of mature students. This framework effectively captures the shared relationship
between students and institutions, making it suitable for the Omani context. | justified
this choice by comparing it with two other prominent SE models, highlighting how
Kahu and Nelson’s framework better addresses both structural and psychosocial
influences on engagement. | also adapted the original framework to align more
closely with my research focus and participant demographics, enabling a more
targeted exploration of factors influencing mature students’ academic experiences.
Overall, this chapter outlines my rationale and process in selecting and refining the
framework, laying a strong theoretical foundation for the Methodology, Findings, and

Discussion chapters that follow.
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Chapter 4: Methodology

4.1. Introduction

Building on Chapter 2, which identified key themes and gaps in the literature, and
Chapter 3, which outlined the conceptual framework, this chapter presents the
methodological approach of my study. | begin by explaining my choice of pragmatism
as the research paradigm and how it supports integrating quantitative and qualitative
methods to address both the "what" and the "why" of mature students’ engagement.
| then describe the mixed-methods design, including developing, piloting, and
distributing a questionnaire to 107 students, and semi-structured interviews with 15
mature students. | also discuss ethical considerations, data analysis procedures, and
the steps taken to ensure research rigour. Before detailing these methods, | restate
the two research questions to reinforce their central role and clarify how the

methodology was designed to address them:

1. To what extent are mature students in Oman engaged in higher education
activities? How is this related to their behavioural, emotional, and cognitive

engagement?

2. What are the main factors that mature students in Oman perceive as

impacting on their engagement in higher education activities?

4.2. Research Paradigm

To explore the behavioural, emotional, and cognitive levels of mature undergraduate
students in Oman and the factors impacting on them, | carefully considered the
research paradigms that would best guide me through the different stages of this
project. Research paradigms refer to a set of fundamental beliefs or assumptions
that guide researchers in their enquiries (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Paradigms help
researchers identify what can be considered a legitimate enquiry by defining
acceptable parameters within the research process. In addition, these paradigms
are human constructions shaped by the responses to three fundamental types of
questions: ontological, epistemological, and methodological questions, which

influence how researchers approach their work. Essentially, a paradigm acts as a
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framework that guides the methodology and understanding of research outcomes
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Considering the importance of research paradigms and their vital role in collecting
and analysing data, | adopted pragmatism as the primary research paradigm. This

paradigm is heavily influenced by constructivism, reflecting the study's nature.

4.2.1. Pragmatism, the Primary Paradigm

Pragmatism is a common research paradigm that prioritises the outcomes of findings
over adherence to a single methodological approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
According to Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004), pragmatism supports a flexible and
problem-centred approach, where research methods are chosen based on their
suitability to answer specific research questions and attain objectives. This
adaptability makes pragmatism particularly appealing for studies dealing with
complex and multifaceted phenomena, such as SE, as it allows for integrating
different perspectives and methodological tools. The characteristics of pragmatism
align with my personal understanding of the world as a researcher and provide a
complementary perspective on how to approach a research problem. For me,
problems can be understood with whatever resources and tools are available. |
believe that research should be guided by its objectives and questions, and
decisions as to what methodology should be adopted should be made after

formulating the research questions.

Furthermore, Morgan (2014) suggests that pragmatism enables researchers to
consider the historical, cultural, and political contexts that shape their research. This
focus on context helps to clarify the reasons behind research choices and their
potential impacts. This emphasis on context is critical for this research. In recent
decades, Oman has expanded access to education to different student populations,
including mature students. However, traditional roles and expectations still shape
how they engage with their studies. Furthermore, cultural norms, such as prioritising
family responsibilities, can both support and limit their academic involvement,
making it essential for institutions to provide support like flexible schedules and

childcare. With regard to policies, HEIs should consider how resources are
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distributed, which also plays a significant role in shaping these students’ access and
engagement. By considering these contextual factors, pragmatism helps me, as a
researcher, choose methods that reflect the realities of students’ lives and address
the larger systems affecting them. This approach ensures that the research adds to

knowledge and helps to meaningfully improve educational policies and practices.

Pragmatism shapes the interpretation of this study's findings by emphasising
actionable and context-sensitive solutions tailored to the real-world challenges faced
by mature students in Omani HE. Pragmatism prioritises practical outcomes, guiding
this study to go beyond describing engagement levels or identifying influencing
factors. Instead, it seeks to translate these insights into recommendations that
address the specific needs of mature students within their cultural and institutional
context. This pragmatic lens ensures that findings are directly relevant to improving
institutional practices, such as implementing flexible scheduling, providing family-
friendly support services, or adopting culturally responsive teaching strategies. By
aligning research objectives with practical applications, pragmatism ensures that the
study does not merely inform but also actively contributes to enhancing the lived

experiences of mature students in Omani HE (Hammond, 2013).

4.2.2. Constructivist Elements

As explained above, while pragmatism, the central paradigm guiding this research,
offers flexibility in the choice of methodology, constructivism lends to this study some
elements that shape its methodology and support the design and adoption of data

and analysis methods.

Constructivism is a paradigm known for emphasising understanding individuals'
subjective experiences (Cobern, 1993; Fosnot, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). It has

been beneficial to this research in three different ways:

First, constructivism as a paradigm stresses the significance of context (Fosnot,

2013). It acknowledges the significance of understanding the specific social, cultural,

and historical context in which individuals live. This is particularly relevant to the

current study on mature undergraduate students in Oman. The Omani context

presents a unique context with unique cultural and social dynamics, and
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constructivism allows for an in-depth exploration of how structural and psychosocial
factors shape mature students’ engagement. Moreover, this contextual approach
ensures that the findings of this research are relevant to the Omani context and

reflect the unique challenges experienced by this group of students.

Second, constructivism emphasises that knowledge is not objective but is shaped
by individuals' experiences and interactions with their environment (Creswell &
Creswell, 2017). This perspective is critical to my study because it explores the
unique experiences of mature students in terms of balancing their familial,
professional, and educational roles. A constructivist approach allows me to focus on
how these students construct meaning from their lived experiences, providing
insights into the challenges faced and strategies adopted in navigating these roles.
This principle directly informs my methodology, mainly semi-structured interviews,
which enable participants to share their perspectives in their own words. By
designing open-ended questions that invite reflection on their realities, | can capture
the complex ways in which these students perceive and manage their commitments.
Moreover, constructivism emphasises the role of context and interaction in shaping
individuals’ realities (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), so my analysis will focus on interpreting
how structural and psychosocial factors influence their engagement. This approach
ensures that the findings reflect the richness and diversity of participants’
experiences, aligning with constructivism’s goal of representing the complexity of

human perspectives.

In summary, to achieve the objectives of this study, | adopted pragmatism as the
primary paradigm guiding the methodology of this research. It offers me flexibility in
selecting a research design and data collection methods that align with the nature of
the study. In addition, some elements of constructivism inform the methodology
adopted by emphasising the role of context and the individual experiences of mature

students in shaping their perceptions of their engagement in HE.

4.3. Research Design

Following the adoption of a paradigm, adopting a research design is one of the

significant decisions researchers should make. Research design refers to the
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comprehensive framework adopted to guide researchers in conducting their studies
(Kumar, 2011). It involves making critical decisions regarding collection methods
(e.g., surveys, interviews, observations), sampling strategies, and analysis
techniques (Bryman, 2012). A research design aims to ensure that the study is
methodologically sound and the findings are valid, reliable, and relevant to the
research problem. For this study, a mixed-methods research design allowed me to
explore the different ways in which | can capture the complexity of mature students'
experiences and perceptions of their engagement. It was also significant because it
determined how effectively | would address the research questions and ensure the

findings were valid, reliable, and meaningful.

Pragmatism, with its focus on practical outcomes and methodological flexibility,
naturally leads to the adoption of a mixed-methods research design (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morgan, 2014). A mixed-methods approach involves combining
elements from quantitative and qualitative methods in one study to arrive at a more
complex understanding of the research problem, rather than adopting one approach
alone (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2012). Integrating
these two approaches works well for this research. It attempts to quantify the extent
to which mature students are engaged in Omani HE, which requires using
quantitative methods. It also explores the structural and psychosocial factors that

impact on their engagement, requiring qualitative methods.

My choice to employ a mixed-methods design was also influenced by the complexity
of the research problem (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014). Understanding the
engagement of mature undergraduate students in HE in Oman is inherently complex.
It involves both measurable behaviours and subjective experiences. Mature
undergraduate students in Oman face unique challenges, including balancing
academic demands with family responsibilities, cultural expectations, and personal
aspirations. These challenges are best understood through a combination of
quantitative measures of engagement and qualitative exploration of the factors that
influence it. This combination aligns with the pragmatic philosophy of this research,
which emphasises using the most effective tools to address the research questions
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
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Different advocates of mixed-methods design in research argue that this approach
helps to mitigate some of the limitations associated with using only one approach
(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; McMillan & Schumacher, 2014; Teddlie &
Tashakkori, 2012). For instance, while quantitative data provide generalisable
results, they may need more depth to understand the reasons underlying behind
certain behaviours and attitudes. Qualitative data, while rich in detail, may need to
be more generalisable to a larger population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014). By
combining both methods, this study benefits from each method's strengths and limits
the impact of their weaknesses, leading to more robust and comprehensive findings.
The two methods should work well to answer the two research questions guiding this

research.

In this research, a questionnaire provided results that helped to establish patterns
and trends across a large sample of mature undergraduate students. It could
measure the extent of behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement, and
whether it varies among mature students based on age, gender, or marital status.
These results offer a broad perspective on engagement levels, making them
valuable for identifying areas requiring policy or programmatic intervention. However,
the questionnaire could not explain the reasons underlying behind observed trends.
For instance, while a survey might reveal low participation in extracurricular
activities, it cannot uncover whether time constraints, institutional policies, or

personal disinterest drive this behaviour.

To address this limitation and develop a more comprehensive understanding of
mature students’ engagement, | adopted a concurrent form of mixed-method design
where | simultaneously collected and analysed the quantitative data and the
qualitative data to integrate the findings (J. Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Leech &
Onwuegbuzie, 2009). The concurrent mixed method offered several advantages. For
one, using both methods in parallel to collect data enabled me to explore
engagement as both a measurable construct and a lived experience, a strategy
endorsed by scholars such as Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007), who
argue that complex social phenomena require a layered approach to capture their
full richness. In addition, the concurrent form of mixed methods design allowed me
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to pay equal value to both quantitative and qualitative data (Teddlie & Tashakkori,
2012). This gave me a balanced analysis without prioritising one data set over the
other (McBride et al., 2019), which aligns with the pragmatism paradigm outlined in

the previous section.

4.4. Methods of Data Collection

Following the decision to adopt a mixed-methods research design that reflects the
nature of the two research questions leading this study, | decided to use a
quantitative data collection method, in the form of a questionnaire, to address RQ1
about the extent to which mature undergraduate students are engaged in HE
activities in Oman. Moreover, | decided to conduct semi-structured interviews, a
qualitative data collection method, with several mature students to explore the

factors that impact on their engagement.

4.4.1. Questionnaire

Based on the defined objectives, research questions and research design, | started
preparing my quantitative data method of collection: a questionnaire. Bryman (2012)
recommends using questionnaires to measure behaviours and attitudes, which
corresponds to the nature of this research's first research question: the extent to
which mature undergraduate students in Oman are engaged behaviourally,
cognitively, and emotionally. | started formulating questionnaire items while
reviewing the literature for this study. Several studies have presented indicators of
what it means to be engaged behaviourally, cognitively, and emotionally (e.g. Barlow
et al., 2020; Bond et al., 2020; Bond & Bedenlier, 2019; Zhao et al., 2023). These
studies were the basis for the questionnaire items. | also referred to the National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), a well-established instrument for measuring
SE, particularly in HE (Kuh, 2009) .

| divided the questionnaire into three main sections. Section One was dedicated to
obtaining demographic information about the participants, including age, gender,
nationality, marital status, and the reasons for study. The aim of this section was to
understand the participants' characteristics and whether these demographic

variables impacted on their engagement. It also aimed to help tailor the
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recommendations by understanding the challenges that mature students experience
and whether these challenges are age-specific and/or influenced by marital status.
The participants were asked to identify different details, such as their age group,
marital status, and gender. They were also asked to arrange six goals for pursuing
HE based on their importance to them. These six goals were developed from the
literature (Murphy & Roopchand, 2003; Parks et al., 2013; Scott et al., 1998; Swain
& Hammond, 2011).

Section Two, which had 30 items, focused on academic engagement. In this section,
the participants read statements about their cognitive, behavioural, and emotional
engagement and rated, on a Likert scale (rarely to always), how much they agreed
with each statement. This section aimed to paint a comprehensive picture of how
mature undergraduate students interact with their academic environment, attitudes
towards learning, and emotional investment in their studies. The items were
developed from existing literature (Barlow et al., 2020b; Bond et al., 2020; Bond &
Bedenlier, 2019; Zhao et al., 2023).

The third section of the questionnaire concerned engagement in extracurricular
activities. It aimed to measure the participants' behavioural, emotional, and cognitive
involvement in these activities based on ten items. In this section, | attempted to
obtain an overview of how often the participants take part in these activities, what
they feel about them, and how emotionally connected they are to the significance of

these activities in their university experience.

| prepared two versions of the questionnaire (see Appendix 3), one in Arabic, the
other in English, to ensure accessibility and inclusivity for all participants (Richard &
Toffoli, 2009). The research targeted mature undergraduate students in Oman who
may feel more comfortable expressing themselves in their native language (Moradi
et al., 2010). Providing an Arabic version was important to ensure they could fully
understand and respond to the questions (Cormier, 2018). At the same time, the
English version was made available for participants who preferred or were more

proficient in English, reflecting the bilingual context of HE in Oman. My knowledge
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of both languages allowed me to carry out this task. | also consulted a bilingual

dictionary for the accuracy of my translation of the questionnaire items.

4.4.1.1. Piloting the Questionnaire

Before administering the questionnaire, | piloted it with 23 traditional students to
ensure its clarity and effectiveness (Bell & Waters, 2014; Kumar, 2011). Piloting the
questionnaire with mature students and obtaining their instant feedback was
challenging due to their various commitments and being in different institutions.
Therefore, traditional students from one of my classes were asked to participate and
give feedback. The 23 students were in their final year of the advanced diploma
programme at the university where | work. The questionnaire was piloted online to
resemble the actual online questionnaire. Both versions of the questionnaire were
provided to the students, and all of them opted to complete the Arabic version. At the
end of the pilot questionnaire, | asked the 23 students to answer seven questions
that | adopted from Bell & Waters (2014):

1. How long did it take you to complete it?

2. Were the instructions clear?

3. Were any of the questions unclear or ambiguous? If so, which ones and why?
4. Did you object to answering any of the questions?

5. In your opinion, have any significant topics been omitted?

6. Was the layout of the questionnaire clear/attractive?

7. Any further comments?

The group's feedback helped to refine the questionnaire and gave valuable insights
into its length, clarity of instructions, flow, structure, and wording of the items. In
addition, their feedback confirmed the quality of the questionnaire's digital format,
ease of navigation, loading time, and compatibility with different devices. This
feedback was recorded during the discussion. An example of revised survey items

is presented in Table 4.1, below.
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Item Initial item Changed to Reason

Part II: | Academic tasks are | Academic tasks (e.g., | Feedback received that
A-1 challenging for me assignments, activities, | examples of academic

projects) are challenging for | tasks would help better

me understand the item
Part 1l: | | apply the skills learned | | apply the skills learned from | Feedback received that
B-20 from academic tasks academic tasks in other | it was not clear where

contexts this application of skills

is.

Table 4.1 Examples of revised questionnaire items after piloting.
A further revision | made after receiving feedback from piloting was changing the
Likert scale responses, from strongly disagree to strongly agree, to never to always.
This change was significant because the questionnaire aimed to measure the
frequency of statements more than the opinions of the participants about those

statements.

After incorporating these changes and refining the final version of the questionnaire,
| considered ethical guidelines (discussed in Section 4.5). The questionnaire was
then uploaded to Qualtrics, a popular platform for creating, distributing, and

analysing questionnaires. (see Appendix 3 for the complete questionnaire).

4.4.1.2. Questionnaire Procedure

In this section, | will outline the procedure used to distribute the questionnaire to the
target population. | used two approaches to ensure the questionnaire reached more

mature undergraduate students in Oman.

The first approach | took was to contact several HEIs in Oman with a request to
distribute the questionnaire among their mature students. | emailed seven colleges
for their cooperation and assistance in facilitating my access to their mature student
populations. In these emails, | detailed the purpose of the study, the target
population, and the expected time commitment for completing the questionnaire. The

approval of these colleges varied from smooth to challenging.

The process was easy for one college. After | emailed the dean, he referred me to

his assistant, who called to get more details about my target population. Within two
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days, the questionnaire link was shared with their students, and | was informed by
email. The process was challenging for other colleges, as | had to visit and make
several follow-up calls. Only two additional colleges approved my request and
shared the online questionnaire with their mature students. The other colleges did
not respond to my request, despite assuring me that their response was on the way
and that they valued research in different fields. This created significant delays in the

data collection process and limited the reach of the study to some extent.

Selecting the Considering
Qualitative Piloting the Ethical
Instrument Questionnaire Guidelines
Formulating Refining the Administering
the Questionnaire the
Questionnaire items Questionnaire

Items

Figure 4.1 Questionnaire process

4.4.2. Semi-structured Interviews

To address RQ2 in-depth, | used semi-structured interviews to explore the structural
and psychosocial influences impacting on the participants’ engagement in HE in
Oman. The choice of semi-structured interviews can be attributed to their flexibility
and focused exploration of critical themes, while providing an opportunity for the
interviewees to share their insights in-depth (Kallio et al., 2016). Although semi-
structured interviews follow pre-determined questions, they allow researchers to ask
follow-up questions depending on the participants’ responses (Bell & Waters, 2014;
Kumar, 2011).

Interview preparation started after defining the research questions and adopting the
conceptual framework guiding this study. The conceptual framework identified key
themes related to the structural and psychosocial influences impacting on students'
engagement. These formed the basis of the interview questions. For example, the

framework identified culture as one university-related structural factor, and |
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formulated an interview question that prompted the students to express how
welcoming their universities are. Overall, | prepared 14 questions, each
corresponding to one influence stated in the conceptual framework. In addition, |
created one question about the students’ daily routines to break the ice before

exploring the factors impacting on their engagement.

Similar to the questionnaire, | prepared an Arabic version of the interview questions
(see Appendix 5). Since interviews would be more conversational, | needed to switch
from standard Arabic to the Omani dialect of Arabic. Standard Arabic is not used for
day-to-day communication among Omanis. Therefore, | wanted the participants to
feel relaxed and to express their ideas comfortably and authentically by using the
local dialect. Using standard Arabic would make the interviews more formal, and the
participants would not be as open in expressing their thoughts as they would be with

interviews conducted in their dialect.

4.4.2.1. Piloting the interviews

Piloting the interviews was crucial before interviewing participating mature
undergraduate students. Like the experience | had with the questionnaire, | decided
to test the interview format with five of my traditional students due to the difficulty of
reaching out to mature students who were in different geographical locations and
had busy schedules. The five pilot interviews were conducted in person on the
university campus. They lasted from 40 minutes to around one hour. All students

involved in the pilot interviews chose to be asked in Arabic.

The pilot interviews were very significant in providing tips about clarifying and refining
the questions (Examples of refined questions are provided in Table 4.2 below). They
also improved my interviewing skills and boosted my confidence in carrying out these
tasks, which helped me conduct the final interviews (Malmqvist et al., 2019). For
example, | noted that some students in the pilot interviews were hesitant or uncertain
about how to answer. In this case, | developed the skill of asking follow-up questions
and encouraging the interviewees. | also noted that students took longer to respond
to the question about the impact of their background on their engagement. One

possible reason for this is that the word “background” might have different meanings
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in Arabic. Therefore, | considered this for the actual interviews and was ready with
some follow-up questions that clarified the meaning of background to them.
Moreover, the pilot interviews allowed me to check the reliability of the recording

device | used and how clear the recordings were (Nordstrom, 2015).

Item | Question Possible Follow-up questions

7 Can you describe your background as a | - Tell me about your previous education.
person? How does it influence your How does it impact on your current
experience as a student? experience?

- Tell me about any languages you speak

and how they impact on your education.

- Tell me about your family. How do they view

education?
15 Besides being a student, you are a father/ | - Do you feel there are changes in your
mother and an employee. How do these behaviour after becoming a student, an
different roles that you have interfere with employee, and a father/ mother?

ior complement each other? How do they )
_ _ . - Do you feel you are different at home, work,
influence your identity as a student? ) )
or university?

Table 4.2 Examples of follow-up interview questions prepared after the pilot interviews.

4.4.2.2. Interview Procedure

| conducted my first interview in a public library on 12 November 2023, and the last
on 15 January 2024. This three-month period allowed sufficient time to
accommodate participants’ schedules and ensure the collection of in-depth data

about the structural and psychosocial factors influencing their engagement.

To respect participants’ availability and preferences, | arranged the interviews at
mutually convenient times and locations to ensure comfort and foster open and
honest discussion (Herzog, 2005). Several participants preferred neutral, casual
environments, and so | interviewed them in coffee shops. One participant requested
to be interviewed at her workplace, while another chose a quiet and professional

setting in a public library. Two interviews took place on college campuses, offering
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participants a familiar and convenient environment. Furthermore, two participants
were interviewed virtually via MS Teams, allowing them to participate without
disrupting their personal or professional commitments. There were times when | had
to reschedule some interviews because of participants’ commitments, which caused

some delays in the interview process.

The interviews were recorded using a recording device (Al-Yateem, 2012). | tested
the efficacy of this device during the pilot interviews, and it proved to be clear and
reliable. Immediately after each interview, | uploaded the recording to OneDrive for
secure storage and easy access during transcription. | also deleted the recordings
from the device to ensure security. Later, | labelled each recording with the
participant's pseudonym to ensure proper organisation and tracking. Moreover, |
documented the date, time, and location of each interview in a Microsoft Excel file to
provide context for the recordings. These measures ensured that | managed those
data properly and allowed me to track the interviews. They also facilitated efficient

transcription and analysis (Berazneva, 2014; Rutakumwa et al., 2020).

4.5. Recruitment

The participants in this study were mature students pursuing undergraduate degrees
at various HEIls in Oman. To select participants, | focused on two main criteria. First,
they had to be at least 25 years old when they started their undergraduate studies.
This age group was chosen to represent individuals who returned to education later
in life, bringing unique life and professional experiences. Second, they needed to be
currently enrolled in an undergraduate programme at an Omani institution at the time

they participated in the study.

To ensure these criteria were met, | included them in the consent form, which
participants reviewed before taking part. They were asked to confirm their eligibility
by verifying that they met both requirements. This approach helped to create a
sample group that was specifically aligned with the study’s focus on mature students’
experiences and engagement in HE. The following is a detailed description of the

sampling procedure and the sample.
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4.5.1. Sampling Procedure

One significant decision | had to make concerned the sampling procedure needed
to achieve the objectives of this mixed-methods research and maintain integrity
(Abrams, 2010). This was in part due to the adoption of a mixed-methods approach
to collecting the necessary data and the nature of each collection method tool
utilised. In this section, | will outline the sampling procedure used for a quantitative
approach and follow that with a description of the procedure | used to reach the

target sample for a qualitative approach.

4.5.1.1.  Sampling Procedure for the Questionnaire

For quantitative data collection, | utilised purposive sampling to identify and recruit
mature students, the target population for this study. Purposive sampling involves
selecting participants based on specific characteristics that align with the research
objectives, ensuring that the sample is relevant to the study (Campbell et al., 2020).
In this case, | contacted several universities and colleges in Oman and sought their
approval to distribute the questionnaire among their mature students. This approach
allowed me to focus on individuals who met the study criteria—students balancing
HE with additional roles such as employment or family responsibilities. Purposive
sampling was particularly suitable for this research because mature students
represent a subgroup within the broader student population and accessing them
required targeted efforts that were only possible by collaborating with universities
and colleges. In this way, | ensured that the participants represented this general
mature student population. It also facilitated the inclusion of mature students from
diverse educational and professional backgrounds, adding depth and richness to the

data set collected.

Two colleges approved my request to contact their mature students. One college
appointed one of their academic staff as a gatekeeper, who later contacted me. |
provided him with a link to the survey. He informed me once he had sent an email to
all their students. As for the other college, | met the person in charge of scientific
research, who requested details by email. | sent him an email with more information

and a link to the questionnaire. After a fortnight, he sent me a copy of an email
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forwarded to their students. Both these colleges clarified that they did not have a

specific list for mature students and so the email would be sent to all their students.

In addition to purposive sampling, | employed snowball sampling to expand the
sample size further. Snowball sampling is a technique in which initial participants
recruit additional participants by sharing the study with others who meet the criteria
(Johnson, 2014; Spreen & Zwaagstra, 1994). | implemented this method by asking
mature undergraduate students who agreed to participate in the study to share the
questionnaire link with other mature students they studied with or knew, who were
studying in different institutions. This approach effectively reached individuals who
might not have been accessible through formal institutional channels. Snowball
sampling was justified in this research. It benefited from mature student networks,
which are often well-connected due to their dual roles as students and employees.
It also allowed me to recruit participants more efficiently, particularly in cases where
institutional access was limited or formal approval processes were time-consuming,
as explained above. | believe this method encouraged mature students to participate
more because they were motivated by their peers who saw merit in this study.
Combining this method with purposive sampling ensured a more comprehensive and
diverse sample and eventually increased the overall representativeness of the study

findings.

It is worth acknowledging here that despite my efforts to locate official data, there is
currently no publicly available statistic from national bodies such as the Ministry of
Higher Education, Research and Innovation (MoHERI) or the National Centre for
Statistics and Information (NCSI) specifying the number of mature undergraduate
students in Oman. As a result, | was unable to establish a sampling frame or

calculate a response rate.

However, the questionnaire yielded 107 valid responses, which | consider adequate
and meaningful for an exploratory mixed-methods study in a context where this
population is both under-recognised and under-researched. In such cases, sample
adequacy is based on data relevance and richness, rather than statistical

representativeness (Mason, 2010; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). This approach
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aligns with the adopted pragmatic paradigm, which values usefulness and contextual
insight over generalisability (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009; Patton, 2015).

4.5.1.2. Sampling Procedure for Semi-structured Interviews

For the qualitative part of the data collection method, | relied on snowball sampling
alone. This decision was influenced by the success | experienced in recruiting
mature students for the quantitative part and the challenges of accessing mature
students through other methods or their institutions. Before that, | had to make an
important decision on how many mature students would be sufficient to obtain the
necessary data. An estimated number of participants helps in planning as it
determines how long the project will take or what resources will be needed (Guest
et al., 2006; Robinson, 2013). Considering the practical aspect of recruiting mature
students and their busy schedules, | decided that interviewing 15 mature
undergraduate students would be sufficient to capture a general overview of their
engagement and the factors that impact on it. This number is consistent with different
studies on how many interviews suffice to achieve the objectives of a research
project and achieve data saturation (Bekele & Ago, 2022; Burmeister & Aitken, 2012;
Creswell, 2007; Guest et al., 2006).

After deciding on the number of participants, the process of recruiting mature
students for semi-structured interviews started when a colleague referred the first
interviewee to me. This student welcomed the idea and discussed the study's
objectives over the phone. This student was very keen to help me find other mature
students to participate in the study. She also encouraged one of her acquaintances
to share her thoughts about her experience in an interview. The same process was

repeated, whether by mature students | knew personally or referred to me by others.

4.6. Sample

This study involved two groups of participants: those who completed a questionnaire
and those who participated in a semi-structured interview. Both groups were mature
students enrolled in HEIs in Oman, selected to explore their engagement in HE and

the factors influencing it. The sample was chosen to ensure a diverse representation
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of demographic and educational backgrounds, reflecting the complexity of the target

population.

4.6.1. Questionnaire Sample

The questionnaire was completed by 107 mature undergraduate students aged 25
years or above, representing a diverse range of educational institutions across
Oman. Of the participants, around 46% were female and a little below 45% male,
with varying marital statuses and employment conditions. The other 9% preferred
not to disclose their gender. Approximately 60% of the respondents were employed,
and 52% were full-time students. This diversity allowed me to explore how factors
such as employment, age, and family responsibilities impact on engagement in HE.
Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling, ensuring the
inclusion of individuals with varied experiences and perspectives. More details on
the demographics of the respondents to the questionnaire are provided in Chapter
4.

4.6.2. Interview Sample

Name Age Gender Employment | Mode of Study Sponsor
(years)

1 Ahlam 43 Female Employed Part-time Self-funded
2 Ahmed 38 Male Employed Part-time Self-funded
3 Dalal 37 Female Employed Part-time Self-funded
4 Hamad 37 Male Employed On study leave Work

5 Hanan 34 Female Employed Part-time Self-funded
6 Ibrahim 38 Male Employed On study leave Work

7 Khadeeja 38 Female Employed Part-time Self-funded
8 Khalid 26 male Unemployed Part-time Self-funded
9 Khamis 26 Male Employed Part-time Self-funded
10 | Majid 30 Male Employed Part-time Self-funded
11 Munthir 27 Male Employed Part-time Self-funded
12 | Saida 35 Female Employed On study leave Self-funded
13 | Salama 37 Female Employed On study leave 50% self-funded
14 | Shaheera 41 Female Employed Part-time Work

15 | Siham 35 Female Employed On study leave Self-funded

Table 4.3 Details of interviewed mature students
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Following qualitative research guidelines that prioritise data saturation and depth of
enquiry (Creswell, 2007; Guest et al., 2006; Mason, 2010), | interviewed 15 mature
undergraduate students. This sample size proved adequate for capturing diverse
perspectives, while allowing for in-depth analysis. These individuals, aged 26 to 43
years, represented a broad spectrum of life circumstances, academic pursuits, and
professional commitments. With eight females and seven males, the gender
distribution was balanced, ensuring a range of voices to explore mature

undergraduate students in HE.

A significant proportion of the participants were married (10 out of 15), and most had
children, reflecting the dual roles they navigated as students and caregivers. These
responsibilities often added complexity to their academic journeys, particularly for
those balancing family life and employment. Interestingly, the sample also included
a divorced participant who had recently graduated after returning to studies during a
transitional phase. In contrast, two participants were single without children, offering

insights into students' experiences without familial obligations.

The group majored in three main specialisations: Business, Nursing, and
Engineering, with Business being the most common field (9 participants). One
reason for this similarity in specialisation is that they were recruited through snowball
sampling. Three were pursuing a first degree, while the remaining 12 were returning
students, individuals with prior academic exposure, such as diploma-holders or
those resuming unfinished degrees. Some participants had shifted to entirely
different programmes, demonstrating mature students' varied pathways to re-enter
HE.

Employment was a key feature of their profiles, with all but one participant holding a
job alongside their studies. Most were employed part-time, while a few had opted for
study leave to focus on their education. Funding for their studies was primarily self-
sourced, with only one participant receiving partial support. These patterns
underscore the financial and professional commitments that often intersect with

academic responsibilities.
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Individual stories within the sample added depth to the research. For example, one
participant resumed studies after a significant transition in her life. Another juggled
academic demands while managing a family farm, highlighting the intricate balance
between personal and professional roles. One student exemplified resilience by
returning to her programme just two weeks after giving birth to twins. Furthermore,
a few participants described the challenges of transferring between institutions or
shifting to different programmes. This illustrates the flexibility and adaptability of

mature students in navigating educational systems.

4.7. Ethical Considerations

Conducting research with human participants involves several ethical considerations
to protect their identities and maintain integrity throughout the research. These
ethical considerations are essential to the research to protect the participants' rights,
privacy, and welfare. | received ethical approval from Lancaster University
Department of Education Research Ethics Committee prior to data collection. All
procedures complied with the university’s guidelines (See Appendix 1). To achieve

the objectives of this research, there were several ethical considerations.

4.7.1. Informed Consent

Obtaining the participants' consent was a critical requirement of this study. Each
participant was informed about the purpose of the study, its objectives, and the
nature of their involvement. Before participation, a detailed information sheet was
provided to every respondent, outlining the study's purpose, their role, and the
expected time commitment (Klykken, 2022; Ogloff & Otto, 1991). The consent form
emphasised that participation was voluntary and that participants could withdraw

without consequences at any point.

To obtain the participants' consent, the online questionnaire started with a mandatory
consent page, where participants had to explicitly confirm their agreement to take
part in the study by selecting an "I agree" option before proceeding to the
questionnaire items (Varnhagen et al.,, 2005). This ensured that participants
understood the research's purpose, their role in the study, and their right to withdraw

without consequences before continuing to the next section. After giving consent,
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they were directed to subsequent pages containing the questionnaire items.
According to Holtz et al. (2024), this process followed ethical guidelines for obtaining
informed consent in online research, ensuring that participants' participation was

both voluntary and informed.

As for the interviews, | asked the participants to sign a written consent form (see
Appendix 4) before the interviews, confirming their understanding of the research
purpose, procedure, and their rights as participants. Furthermore, verbal consent
was obtained at the beginning of each interview to reaffirm their willingness to
participate and ensure they were comfortable with proceeding. This step was taken
to ensure ethical transparency and provide participants with another opportunity to
ask questions or express concerns before the interview began. This dual consent
process adhered to ethical standards, reinforcing voluntary participation and

informed consent (Klykken, 2022).

4.7.2. Confidentiality and Anonymity

Another ethical issue | observed throughout this study was maintaining
confidentiality and protecting the anonymity of participants. According to Novak
(2014), the anonymity of research subjects can be maintained by hiding several
pieces of “identity knowledge”, including subjects’ legal names and traceable details
about their locations or pseudonyms that can be linked to a person or a specific
place. Confidentiality, on the other hand, refers to ensuring that the information
shared by the research subjects is used only for the purpose to which the participants
consented (Wiles et al., 2008).

In following these guidelines, | took strict measures to ensure that participants’
identities were protected at all stages of the research. Any identifying information
that might reveal participants' information was kept confidential while collecting and
analysing the data and when presenting the findings. | also used pseudonyms to

refer to the participants in my presentation of the findings.
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4.7.3. Cultural Sensitivity

Researchers need to consider the values, traditions, beliefs, and norms of their
target population when designing and conducting their research (Lie-A-Ling et al.,
2023). In this study, | have observed cultural sensitivity by adapting the research
design and data collection methods. In particular, | considered the participants’
gender, age, and work experience in a conservative society like Oman. Being an
Omani helped me approach the participants in a way that did not create any cultural

gaps between me as a researcher and the research subjects.

In addition, the research location and interview mode were chosen according to
cultural norms. Participants were allowed to select where they felt most comfortable.
For example, most mature female students preferred meeting at their educational
institution during work hours. In contrast, mature male students were more
comfortable being interviewed off-campus at different times of day. This flexibility in
the data collection method allowed these students to participate in the study without
experiencing any undue pressure or discomfort related to gender or cultural norms.
Moreover, the wish of two female students to have their interviews online was
respected as they explained that they would feel more comfortable speaking to me
virtually.

4.7.4. Data Protection and Data Collection Approval

The quantitative and qualitative data obtained from the participants were protected
according to the University of Lancaster’s guidelines. | used OneDrive to save all
documents and files related to this study. Participants were informed prior to
participation how their data would be handled and were assured that no third parties
would have access to their information or their statements except me (the

researcher).

In addition, the National Centre for Statistics and Information in Oman approved my
distribution of the questionnaire to mature students at the request of some
universities (see Appendix 6). The centre’s approval added further strength to this
research: they scrutinised the study’s research plan, including its methods for

obtaining consent, ensuring confidentiality, and mitigating potential harm. This
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approval encouraged some universities to help me by sending the questionnaire to
the target population, as they trusted that the Centre’s approval meant the research

was valid and would avoid any controversies.

4.8. My Positionality

In qualitative research, particularly when exploring participants’ experiences and
perspectives, it is essential to acknowledge the researcher's positionality.
Positionality refers to the researcher’s identity, background, and relationship to the
research context and participants, as well as how these factors influence the
research process, including data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Berger,
2015; Darwin Holmes, 2020). Given that this study adopts a mixed-methods design,
the importance of positionality is particularly relevant to the qualitative phase, where
my role as the researcher was more directly involved in interacting with the

participants and interpreting their accounts.

As an Omani academic and doctoral student myself, | occupy a dual role in this
research: both insider and researcher. My professional background in HE, coupled
with my personal experiences as a mature student balancing work, family
responsibilities, and academic commitments, naturally shaped my understanding of
the topic under investigation. This insider positionality offered several advantages.
For instance, it allowed me to establish an immediate rapport with the participants,
as they recognised that | shared many of their challenges and could relate to their
struggles and aspirations. This sense of a shared understanding fostered open
communication, encouraging participants to speak openly about sensitive topics,

including the cultural and familial pressures they experienced.

At the same time, this insider position carried certain risks. As someone embedded
in the same cultural and professional environment, | was aware of the potential for
my own experiences and assumptions influencing my interpretation of participants’
responses. To mitigate this risk, | employed several reflexive strategies throughout
the research process (Gabriel, 2015; Olmos-Vega et al., 2023). | maintained a
reflexive journal after each interview, documenting my thoughts, observations, and

any assumptions | may have made. This allowed me to remain critically aware of my
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influence and ensured that the data analysis was grounded in the participants’
narratives rather than my own preconceptions that | formed during my experience

teaching mature undergraduate students.

Moreover, my position as a faculty member in an Omani institution may have
influenced how some participants responded to my questions. While | clarified at the
outset that my role in this study was purely that of a researcher, some participants
may have perceived me as representing the HE sector, which could have subtly
shaped their responses, particularly in discussions related to institutional policies. To
counter this, | consistently emphasised that my goal was to understand their
personal experiences and views rather than evaluate their institutions. To gain their
trust, | told them prior to recording the interviews that they could avoid explicitly

saying the names of their institutions, because this was not the focus of my research.

In summary, acknowledging and critically reflecting on my positionality not only
enhances the transparency of this study but also strengthens its credibility and
trustworthiness (Gabriel, 2015). By recognising the benefits and potential limitations
associated with my positionality, | ensure that the research process remains as
balanced and participant-driven as possible (Berger, 2015). This reflexive approach
allows me to use my insider knowledge to enhance a contextual understanding while
maintaining the analytical distance necessary for rigorous academic research
(Darwin Holmes, 2020).

4.9. Methods of Data Analysis

As mentioned earlier, this research utilised both quantitative and qualitative methods
to collect the necessary data. Quantitative data were collected via a questionnaire
completed by 107 participants. Once this data collection was complete, | used SPSS
to analyse the responses to the questionnaire descriptively. This analysis focused
on measuring the extent to which mature undergraduate students in Oman are
engaged cognitively, behaviourally, and emotionally in their academic and

extracurricular activities.

Qualitative data were gathered through 15 interviews. | employed abductive thematic
analysis to analyse these data (Thompson, 2022; van Hulst & Visser, 2024),
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combining inductive and deductive reasoning. This approach allowed for both the
emergence of themes directly from the data and the application of pre-existing
theoretical frameworks to interpret those themes. In the following subsections, | will
provide an overview of these methods, the rationale behind their selection, and the

steps taken in each process.

4.9.1. Questionnaire Analysis

Analysis of the questionnaire responses involved two primary stages: data
preparation and statistical analysis using SPSS, as illustrated in Figure 4.2 below. In
the data preparation stage, | focused on organising the raw data, addressing
inconsistencies, coding responses, and defining variables to ensure a structured and
accurate dataset. Once the data were prepared, | conducted a statistical analysis
using SPSS to reveal response patterns and trends. This stage involved applying
descriptive statistics to summarise key findings and interpret the engagement levels
of 107 participants. The following sections outline the steps | took in each stage to

ensure accurate and reliable analysis.

The

Data Statistical . .
questionnaire

Analysis

Preparation Analysis

Figure 4. 2 Stages of Questionnaire Analysis

4.9.1.1. Data Preparation

Before importing quantitative data into SPSS, it was essential to prepare them

carefully. This included making decisions about incomplete responses. Qualtrics
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showed that 161 respondents attempted to complete the questionnaire in both Arabic

and English and about one-third of the responses were incomplete.

The challenges of incomplete responses to questionnaires have long been
discussed in the literature, and different solutions have been offered to address this
issue (Berchtold, 2019). Reporting how incomplete responses are handled is
significant to avoid bias and maintain integrity (Gorard, 2020). After carefully
examining incomplete responses, it was clear that they followed different patterns
and that several participants did not complete some sections. It was also evident that
the last section of the questionnaire was the most incomplete in many of these
responses. Having received more than 100 complete responses, which exceeded
the initial target sample size, | decided to delete incomplete responses using listwise
deletion (Twala, 2009). This technique refers to the omission of incomplete

responses and performing analysis on the remaining complete responses.

After conducting listwise deletion, complete responses from the Arabic and English
versions of the questionnaire were merged into one Excel file. After that, | coded the
responses to facilitate statistical computation (Harpe, 2015). | assigned numerical
values for each questionnaire item based on a 5-point Likert scale. For instance,
responses such as "Never", "Rarely", "Sometimes", "Often", and "Always" were
coded as 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, respectively. This coding system simplified the data and
enabled the use of advanced statistical techniques in SPSS. By doing this, it was
possible to calculate means, standard deviations, and other statistical measures. |
reviewed the coding process carefully to ensure consistency and accuracy across

all questionnaire items and to reduce the risk of errors during analysis.

4.9.1.2. Statistical Techniques

Once the data were ready, | ran descriptive analysis (Kemp et al., 2018; Sidel et al.,
2018) to provide an overview of the target population characteristics and the
distribution of engagement levels. | then generated the mean and standard deviation
to summarise how the participants engaged behaviourally, emotionally, and

cognitively in their HEIs’ academic and extracurricular activities. These descriptive
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statistics helped to establish a baseline understanding of SE across different

dimensions.

Ensuring validity and reliability of the questionnaire data was crucial. Cronbach’s
alpha was calculated to assess the internal consistency of the scales measuring
behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement (Vaske et al., 2017). Following
several studies' suggestions, an alpha value of 0.70 or higher was considered
acceptable (Taber, 2018; Ursachi et al., 2015). The quantitative data met this criterion

and indicated a high level of reliability, as shown in Table 4.4, below.

Dimension No. of items Cronbach’s alpha
Cognitive engagement 10 0.808
Behavioural Engagement 10 0.851
Emotional Engagement 10 0.907
Engagement in extracurricular activities 10 0.941

Table 4.4 Cronbach's alpha for quantitative data

Another test | carried out using SPSS was a MANOVA test (Multivariate Analysis of
Variance), which tests whether groups differ across multiple dependent variables
(see Appendix 7). | used this test to determine whether the participating mature
students differed in their behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement based
on several variables, including age, gender, prior educational experience, marital
status, and employment status. The results of this test are reported later in Section
5.2.4.

4.9.2. Semi-structured Interview Analysis

To analyse the interviews, | used predefined themes based on the conceptual
framework (deductive analysis), highlighted subthemes that emerged from reading,
and reviewed the interviews (inductive analysis). This section clearly outlines the
careful steps | followed at every stage to guarantee a thorough and trustworthy

analysis.
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4.9.2.1. Data Preparation

The first step in preparing the data was transcribing the interviews, which involved
converting the audio recordings into written text (Wellard & McKenna, 2001). This
was a thorough process, as | needed to capture every word, pause, and note exactly
as the participants expressed them. To ensure accuracy, | listened to each recording
multiple times, pausing frequently to transcribe complex sentences and emotions
carefully (Poland, 2003).

Since the interviews were in Arabic, | paid special attention to dialectal differences,
as words or phrases can have varied meanings depending on the context or region.
For example, some male students use the Arabic word "<\", which literally means
“the house”. However, they were referring to their families. This was considered in
other similar instances when the interviewees used a word with a different literal
meaning than the intended one. Being familiar with the culture and the dialect helped
me observe these differences. | noted when participants used colloquial expressions
to preserve their cultural significance and meaning. There were moments when
overlapping speech or unclear parts required closer attention, and | flagged these
for clarification later, where possible. This level of care was vital to ensure that the

transcripts reflected the participants’ voices authentically.

Once the interviews were transcribed, | started translating those parts of the
interviews that | could potentially use to support my findings from Arabic into English.
While doing this, | focused on converting words from Arabic into English and carrying
over the depth of meaning, cultural context, and emotional tones that the participants

attempted to convey in Arabic (Filep, 2009; Inhetveen, 2012).

| started with an initial translation, working line by line to provide an accurate and
faithful rendition of the text. It was important to keep the translation as close to the
original as possible without losing the essence of what the participants intended to

say.

This two-step process allowed me to maintain the authenticity of the participants’
voices (Filep, 2009; Inhetveen, 2012), while adapting their narratives to a new

linguistic framework. The goal was to ensure that their ideas were heard just as they

88



had shared them, regardless of the language they used and the language in which

these ideas were written in this study.

4.9.2.2. Abductive Thematic Analysis

To analyse the 15 interviews with mature students exploring the structural and
psychosocial influences impacting on their engagement, | adopted abductive
thematic analysis, drawing on the frameworks proposed by Thompson (2022) and
van Hulst and Visser (2024). This hybrid approach began with deductive analysis,
guided by predefined themes from my conceptual framework, followed by inductive
analysis to allow new patterns to emerge from the data. This combination ensured
that the analysis remained grounded in existing theoretical constructs, while
remaining open to new insights revealed by the interviews. The following explains
the steps (see Figure 4.3 below) | took in analysing the semi-structured interviews,

they are adapted from Thompson (2022):

Familiarization Deductive Inductive Inte;&;ﬁ:itlon Supporting
with the Data Coding Coding themes
Framework

Figure 4. 3 Process of Abductive Thematic Analysis

Step 1: Familiarisation with the Data

The first step involved immersing myself in the interview transcripts to understand
the participants’ perspectives thoroughly. | carefully read and re-read the transcripts
while taking notes on recurring phrases, concepts, and ideas aligned with the study’s
focus on engagement. This step also allowed me to identify initial impressions that
might not directly relate to the predefined themes but seemed significant for further

exploration.
Step 2: Deductive Coding
Using the conceptual framework as a guide, | developed a set of predefined themes

to structure the initial analysis. These themes included:
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e Structural Influences: University-related influences (policies, curriculums,
culture, specialisations) and student-related influences (background, family, life
load, support)

e Psychosocial Influences: University-related influences (teachers, students,

workload) and student-related influences (motivation, skills, personality, identity)

Each transcript was systematically reviewed, and relevant data segments were
coded into these predefined categories. This process ensured that the analysis
remained anchored in the study's theoretical constructs. For example, comments
about the impact of policies were coded under "university-related structural
influences”. In contrast, discussions about emotional support from family were coded

under "student-related structural influences”.
Step 3: Inductive Coding

Once deductive coding was complete, | conducted a second round of coding to
identify patterns or sub-themes not specified by predefined categories. This inductive
analysis allowed the data to guide the identification of new codes, such as
“admission policies” or “exam policies”. Examples of the development of these
themes are provided in Table 4.5 below. By comparing these emergent codes across
participants, | could identify specific influences that were not explicitly addressed in

the conceptual framework.

Main Influence Predefined themes | Identification of sub-themes
(deductive analysis) (inductive analysis)
Policies e Admission Policies
e Exam policies
University-Related e Attendance Policies
Structural Influences | Culture e Students
e Teachers
Curriculums e Specialisation courses
e General Courses
o Work-related courses

Table 4. 5 Example of theme identification using abductive thematic analysis
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Step 4: Interpretation within the Conceptual Framework

Finally, the themes were interpreted in light of the study's conceptual framework.
Deductive insights provided a structured understanding of predefined influences,
while inductive findings enriched the analysis by highlighting additional factors
impacting on engagement. For instance, the interplay between structural constraints
and psychosocial resilience revealed how institutional barriers could be mitigated

through strong family support networks and adaptive strategies.
Stage 5: Supporting Themes

At this stage, | extracted relevant quotations from the texts to support each theme
and provide evidence of its existence. These quotations were carefully selected to
provide direct evidence of the themes and ensure they were firmly grounded in the
participants' narratives. This process involved revisiting coded segments within each
theme and identifying statements that clearly illustrated the participants'
experiences, perspectives, and emotions. | attempted to support each theme with

different views from the participants to capture their diversity.

In summary, adopting an abductive thematic analysis approach allowed me to better
understand the factors influencing the engagement of mature students. | bridged
theoretical constructs with empirical observations, while remaining open to the

complexity and richness of the participants’ experiences.

4.10. Conclusion

In this chapter, | have explained the methodology used in my study, starting with the
rationale for adopting pragmatism and constructivism, which align with my goal to
explore both the quantitative ‘what’ and the qualitative ‘why’ of mature students’
engagement. | outlined the mixed-methods approach, combining questionnaire data
with semi-structured interviews to provide both breadth and depth. | detailed the
sampling strategy to ensure diverse representation and addressed ethical
considerations such as consent and confidentiality. | also explained the data analysis
methods and reflected on limitations, concluding that this approach effectively

answered my research questions.
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Chapter 5: Findings

5.1. Introduction

Building on the previous chapter, which detailed the study’s methodology, this
chapter presents the quantitative and qualitative data findings. The study

addresses two main questions:

1. To what extent are mature students in Oman engaged in higher education
activities? How is this related to their behavioural, emotional, and
cognitive engagement?

2. What are the main factors that mature students in Oman perceive as

impacting on their engagement in higher education activities?

The chapter is divided into two sections. The first presents questionnaire findings
from 107 mature students, highlighting levels of academic and extracurricular
engagement. The second presents interview findings, exploring structural and

psychosocial influences using the adapted framework discussed in Chapter 3.

5.2. Quantitative analysis

| will start this chapter by introducing the demographics of the participants. Then, |
will present descriptive statistics on mature students' engagement in academic
activities, divided into three dimensions: cognitive, behavioural, and emotional.
Moving on, | will present a descriptive analysis of the results obtained from the
responses of = participating mature students on their engagement in extracurricular

activities.

5.2.1. Demographic Information

Due to the uniqueness of the current study on mature students in the context of
Oman and the scarcity of information available on their characteristics, the
questionnaire attempted to collect demographic information to assess their impact
on different aspects of engagement. Based on this demographic information, future

studies can use the data obtained from this study.
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Examining the demographics of 107 participants reveals that more than half are
female students, and just under 45% are male students. Ten per cent of the
participants preferred not to specify their gender, which might indicate that some
wanted more anonymity. All 107 participants indicated that they were citizens of

Oman.

Regarding age, the mature student participants in this questionnaire were distributed
across four age categories. Fifty-one participants fall within the age group of 25 to
30 years, accounting for nearly 48% of total participants. Mature students aged 31
to 35 years constituted almost 19%, and those aged 36—40 years represented nearly
22% of the total. The smallest age group that completed the quantitative part of the
study was those over 40 years, with only 12 participants constituting 11% of the study

sample.

Looking at the marital status of the mature students contributing to the study, 64
specified that they were in a marital relationship, while those who indicated that they
did not have a marital commitment numbered 43. Of the 64 married participants, 58
had children, and six said they were not parents yet. Three of those not in a marital
relationship specified that they had children under their care. This brings the number
of participants with children to 61, and the number of participants without children to
46.

Regarding the respondents' employment, Table 5.1 below shows that 56 mature
students indicated they were committed to a full-time job, while 43 (65% of them
were female), stated they were seeking new professional opportunities. In addition,
four mature students said that they had a part-time work commitment, and a similar

number specified that they were managing self-established businesses.
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Full-time Job  Part-time job Self- Unemployed Total
employed
Male 33 2 2 11 48
Female 19 2 0 28 49
Undisclosed 4 0 2 4 10
Total 56 4 4 43 107

Table 5. 1 Employment status of mature students by gender
Most respondents (almost 61%) said they used their own budgets to finance their
studies. Other respondents specified that they were funded by family and/or work,
accounting for 16% and 13%, respectively. An additional 10% of the respondents

stated that their education fees were paid by other means.

Students pursuing their studies on a part-time basis represented around 48%, while
those enrolled in full-time education comprised 52%, as indicated in Table 5.2. A
statistically significant relationship was found between work status and mode of
study, as confirmed by a Fisher’s Exact Test (p = 0.003). The results indicate that
nearly two-thirds of participants in full-time employment opted for a part-time studies
route, while most unemployed participants chose full-time education. This suggests
that employment status plays a critical role in determining students' choices

regarding their mode of study.

Part-time students Full-time students Total
Employed 34 22 56
Unemployed 12 31 43
Part-time employed 3 1 4
Self-employed 2 2 4
Total 51 56 107

Table 5. 2 Mode of studies distribution based on employment status
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More than half of the mature students who completed the survey indicated that they
had experienced HE before their current enrolment, and over 40% revealed that they
had no prior experience in HE. As for the reasons for pursuing their studies at 25
years and above, around 36% of the students clarified that they aimed to get a
degree in a different specialisation than the one they studied before. Moreover, 35%
of the students explained that they were pursuing their first degree in HE. In
comparison, the remaining 29% reported that their reason for returning to college
was to complete a degree they had previously started, but they had dropped out of

college for different reasons.

To understand the factors motivating the target students in their pursuit of HE, the
participants were asked to arrange six personal goals they aimed to achieve by the
end of their studies (see Figure 5.1). The six goals under consideration were to
advance in their current career, change their existing career, a new achievement,
return to a deferred dream, make their family happy, and update their skills and
knowledge. The data analysis revealed intriguing patterns in their prioritisation.
Notably, a significant plurality of respondents, constituting 27%, emphasised their
desire to return to a deferred dream as the most critical factor influencing their
decision to pursue their studies. Following closely, the goals of a new achievement
and updating skills and knowledge shared second position, with each goal garnering
18% of respondents' prioritisation. The goal of making their family happy emerged
as the least chosen factor, with only 6% of participants indicating it as their primary
consideration. Advancing and changing careers, while a priority for 17% and 15% of

respondents, respectively, were placed in the middle tier of priorities.
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Mature Students Goals for Pursuing HE

B Advance in your current career
m Change your current career

W Make a new achievement

B Return to a deferred dream

B Make your family happy

B Update your skills and
knowledge

Figure 5.1 Personal Goals of participating mature students for pursuing their
undergraduate studies

5.2.2. Engagement in Academic Activities

As discussed in the preceding chapter, the participating mature students were asked
to evaluate their academic engagement using 30 items developed from relevant
literature. The evaluation used a Likert scale ranging from “Never” to “Always.” The
Likert scale was transformed to numerical data for easy analysis through SPSS. This
section of the questionnaire focused on the three dimensions of engagement:
cognitive, behavioural, and emotional. The following is a descriptive analysis of each

dimension of engagement.
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5.2.2.1. Cognitive Engagement

Cognitive Engagement
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Figure 5.2 Extent to which mature students cognitively engage in academic activities
The results obtained for cognitive engagement, as illustrated in Figure 5.2, show that
participants exhibited high levels of cognitive involvement in their academic tasks,
particularly in areas requiring effort, critical thinking, and real-world application.
Notably, 43.9% of students reported that academic tasks "Always" require intense
effort and concentration (Item 5), with an additional 31.8% selecting "Usually".
Similarly, 33.6% of students indicated that academic tasks "Always" make them think
about different perspectives and viewpoints (Iltem 6), reflecting the depth of their

engagement with academic material.

Tasks that challenge students' understanding and existing knowledge also show

consistent engagement, with 34.6% choosing "Usually" and 23.4% selecting

97



"Always" for Item 7. However, tasks that involve creativity and imagination (ltem 4)
show more mixed responses, with 25.2% of students selecting "Always" and 28.0%
selecting "Usually", indicating that while students may engage creatively, this is not

as frequent as other forms of cognitive engagement.

Students are also motivated to invest mental effort in completing academic tasks
(Item 10), with 30.8% selecting "Always" and 35.5% selecting "Usually", showing a
strong intrinsic motivation to succeed. However, engagement in critical analysis
(Item 3) and logical thinking (Item 8) is slightly less consistent, with 16.8% and 18.7%

selecting "Always", respectively.

Overall, the quantitative data for cognitive engagement show that the respondents
are generally engaged in tasks requiring effort, critical thinking, and real-world
application. However, there is some variability in tasks that require sustained
creativity and complex reasoning, suggesting potential areas for improvement in

fostering consistent cognitive engagement across all tasks.

5.2.2.2. Behavioural Engagement

Behavioural Engagement
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Figure 5.3 Extent to which mature students engage in academic activities behaviourally
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The analysis of behavioural engagement, as shown in Figure 5.3, above, reveals
that the participating mature undergraduate students demonstrate strong
commitment and active participation in their studies. The most notable finding is their
solid class attendance, with 59.8% of students reporting that they "Always" attend
classes and 30.8% indicating they "Usually" attend. This shows that most students

prioritise being present in class, a critical component of behavioural engagement.

In addition to attendance, students show a high level of timely task completion, with
41.1% selecting "Always" and 43.9% choosing "Usually" for completing all required
tasks on time (Item 14). This suggests that students are highly responsible and

manage their time effectively to meet academic deadlines.

Another key finding is students' proactive approach to seeking clarification when
faced with challenges. For the item "l ask questions and seek clarification during
academic tasks" (Iltem 13), 34.6% of students responded "Always", while 31.8%
selected "Usually". This indicates that many students take the initiative to resolve

academic difficulties by actively engaging with their instructors and peers.

However, seeking additional resources to enhance understanding (Item 16) showed
more balanced responses, with around 29.9% selecting both "Always" and "Usually",
while 29.9% chose "Sometimes". This suggests that while many students
demonstrate self-directed learning behaviours, there is still room for improvement in

consistently accessing additional materials to deepen their understanding.

In summary, the key findings highlight that mature students are highly engaged in
behaviours that directly contribute to their academic success, such as class
attendance, timely task completion, and seeking clarification. However, their use of
additional resources varies, suggesting opportunities to further enhance self-

directed learning practices.
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5.2.2.3. Emotional Engagement

Emotional Engagement
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Figure 5.4 Extent to which mature students engage in academic activities emotionally

Figure 5.4, on emotional engagement, highlights the extent to which mature
undergraduate students feel emotionally connected and motivated by their academic
tasks. The key findings indicate a generally positive emotional response to scholarly

work, with notable trends in pride, accomplishment, and curiosity.

One of the most significant findings is that 48.6% of students reported "Always"
experiencing pride and accomplishment when working on academic tasks (ltem 4),
and another 31.8% indicating "Usually". This shows that academic tasks provide a
strong sense of achievement, which is crucial for sustaining motivation and

engagement.

Another key result is that academic tasks motivate students to explore new ideas

and perspectives (Item 8), with 32.7% of students selecting "Always" and 47.7%
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choosing "Usually". This indicates that academic tasks are seen as opportunities to

expand knowledge and think creatively.

Students also feel emotionally satisfied with their engagement in academic tasks
(Item 9), with 31.8% choosing "Always" and 40.2% selecting "Usually". This suggests
that their academic work aligns with their personal interests and goals, thus fostering
deeper emotional connection. The figure also reveals a strong emotional connection
to learning outcomes, as 44.9% of students are "Always" excited about the outcomes
of required academic tasks (Item 7), showing that achieving academic milestones is

an essential motivator for mature students.

Lastly, curiosity and enthusiasm are evident in their responses. For instance, 35.5%
of students reported "Always" wanting to learn more because of their academic tasks
(Item 10), and another 35.5% indicating "Usually". Similarly, 35.5% of students
"Usually" feel curious and excited about their academic tasks (Item 3), while 22.4%

selected "Always".

In summary, the key findings reveal that mature students derive a strong sense of
pride, accomplishment, and curiosity from their academic tasks, and these tasks
motivate them to explore new ideas and achieve their educational goals. However,
while most students feel emotionally connected to their scholarly work, there is still
some variability in how consistently they experience enthusiasm and emotional
satisfaction. Overall, the high percentages in the "Usually" and "Always" categories

reflect a positive emotional engagement with academic tasks.
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5.2.3. Engagement in Extracurricular Activities

Engagement in Extracurricular Activities
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Figure 5.5 Extent to which mature students engage in extracurricular activities

Figure 5.5 shows the findings for extracurricular activity engagement, which highlight
key insights into how mature undergraduate students perceive and participate in
activities outside their academic curriculum. The most notable finding is that students
generally view extracurricular engagement as valuable for their personal growth and

learning experience.

Among the students, 41.1% reported that ECAs enhance their learning experience
(Item 5), 37.4% indicated that these activities improve their skills and knowledge
(Item 6), and an additional 23.4% selected "Always". This suggests that students
recognise the significant educational benefits of participating in extracurricular

activities, seeing them as opportunities to build practical skills.
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Students also feel that these activities boost their sense of belonging and connection
to the university. For example, 34.6% of students reported "Usually" feeling that
engaging in ECAs boosts their sense of belonging to the university (Item 7), with
21.5% selecting "Always". Similarly, 31.8% of students selected "Usually", and
22.4% chose "Always" for the item about feeling more connected to the university
through extracurricular engagement (ltem 8). These findings suggest that
participating in ECAs fosters a sense of community and attachment to their

institution.

However, participation in planning and organising these activities (Iltem 2) is lower,
with only 9.3% of students selecting "Always" and 20.6% choosing "Usually". This
suggests that while students benefit from participation, fewer are involved in
leadership or organisational roles. Similarly, participation rates in ECAs overall (ltem
1) are moderate, with 33.6% selecting "Sometimes" and 28.0% choosing "Usually".

This indicates that not all students are regularly engaged in extracurricular activities.

Overall, the key findings highlight that mature students perceive ECAs as valuable
for personal growth, skills development, and fostering a sense of belonging.
However, their participation focuses more on benefiting from these activities rather
than organising or leading them. To further enhance engagement, institutions could
encourage more leadership opportunities and highlight the value of active

participation in planning extracurricular events.

5.2.4. Effects of Background Variables on Student Engagement Dimensions

This section presents the results of a Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA)
conducted to examine the effects of five background characteristics: age, gender,
work status, marital status, and prior study experience, on four dimensions of student

engagement: cognitive, behavioural, emotional, and extra-curricular engagement.

In line with established practice in social science research, a p-value below .05 was
considered statistically significant (Sullivan & Feinn, 2012). P-values between .05
and .10 were interpreted as marginally significant, indicating a potential trend worth

interpreting with caution (Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). The significance values
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obtained for each background variable across the four engagement dimensions are

summarised in Table 5.3.

Variable Cognitive (p) Behavioural (p)  Emotional (p) ECAs (p)
Age .568 .989 .989 .098
Gender .090 .606 .606 .261
Work Status .053 .763 .763 189
Marital Status 579 .726 726 .844
Prior Study Experience .001 .281 .281 .052

Table 5. 3 Summary of MANOVA Significance Values for Engagement Dimensions

Age

As shown in Table 5.3, age was not significantly associated with any of the
engagement outcomes. The p-values for cognitive, behavioural, and emotional
engagement were well above the significance threshold. A marginal trend was
observed for extra-curricular engagement (p = .098), suggesting a possible weak
association between age and students' involvement in non-academic university

activities.
Gender

Gender did not have a statistically significant effect on any engagement dimension.
The effect on cognitive engagement approached marginal significance (p = .090), as
shown in Table 5.3. This may indicate a subtle gender-related variation in cognitive
engagement. Behavioural, emotional, and extra-curricular engagement were not

significantly associated with gender.
Work Status

Work status showed a marginally significant effect on cognitive engagement (p =
.053). This implies that students’ employment responsibilities may influence their
cognitive involvement in learning. Other dimensions of engagement were not
significantly related to work status, as indicated by the respective p-values in Table
5.3.
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Marital Status

No statistically significant effects of marital status were observed across the four
engagement dimensions. All p-values exceeded the .05 threshold, suggesting that

marital status was not a differentiating factor in students’ engagement levels.
Prior Study Experience

Prior study experience emerged as the most influential background variable. As
reported in Table 5.3, it had a statistically significant effect on cognitive engagement
(p = .001), indicating that students with previous academic experience were more
cognitively engaged in their current studies. A marginal effect was also observed for
extra-curricular engagement (p = .052), suggesting that such students might also be
more active in university life beyond the classroom. No significant relationships were

found for behavioural or emotional engagement.
Model Fit

The model’s explanatory power was further assessed using R? and adjusted R?

values (see Appendix 5):

= Cognitive engagement: R? = .570; Adjusted R? = .228

= Behavioural engagement: R? = .432; Adjusted R* = —.021

= Emotional engagement: R? = .518; Adjusted R* = .133

= Extra-curricular engagement: R? = .518; Adjusted R = .133

These values indicate that the model explains a moderate proportion of the variance
in cognitive and emotional engagement. In contrast, the included variables poorly

explain behavioural engagement, as evidenced by the negative adjusted R2.

5.2.5. Summary of Quantitative Findings

The overall engagement findings from the four tables reveal that mature
undergraduate students display high levels of engagement across cognitive,
behavioural, emotional, and extracurricular domains. They are generally motivated,
committed, and actively involved in their academic experiences, although the degree

of engagement varies depending on the nature of the tasks and activities. Students
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demonstrate strong cognitive engagement, particularly in tasks requiring critical
thinking, logical reasoning, and applying knowledge to real-world situations.
However, their engagement is less consistent regarding tasks involving creativity and
sustained mental effort, suggesting that more opportunities to promote open-ended,

innovative thinking could be beneficial.

The respondents to the questionnaire indicated a strong behavioural engagement.
Most of them reported attending classes regularly, completing tasks on time, and
seeking clarification when needed. They also suggested that they are taking the
initiative in their learning, often collaborating with peers and interacting with teachers.
However, there is some variability in their use of additional resources for independent
learning. Encouraging more self-directed learning could further enhance this
dimension of engagement. Emotionally, students report feeling pride,
accomplishment, and excitement from their academic tasks, and many find these
tasks relevant and meaningful. This emotional connection motivates them to explore
new ideas and continue learning. However, some students show less emotional
connection to the academic content itself, indicating room for improvement in

fostering deeper emotional engagement.

Moving to engagement in ECAs, the participants engage moderately in these
activities, with students recognising the value of these activities for personal growth,
skills development, and building a sense of belonging to the university. Many
students feel that participating in ECAs enhances their learning experience and
strengthens their connection to the institution. However, fewer students are involved
in the planning and organisation of these activities, suggesting that participation is
focused more on benefiting from these activities rather than taking on leadership
roles. Encouraging greater involvement in organising these activities could enhance

students' engagement further.

The MANOVA results in Table 5.3 indicate that prior study experience significantly
predicts cognitive engagement, with a marginal effect on extra-curricular
engagement. Additionally, work status and gender exhibited marginal associations

with cognitive engagement, while age displayed a marginal trend regarding extra-
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curricular engagement. No statistically significant effects were noted for marital
status across any engagement type. These findings underscore the importance of
students’ academic and professional backgrounds in shaping their engagement in

higher education.

In short, the findings obtained from the questionnaire analysis suggest that mature
students are highly engaged in their academic experiences, particularly in areas
involving practical application, critical thinking, and proactive behaviour. They are
motivated by a sense of achievement and belonging and are committed to their
studies. However, opportunities do exist to boost engagement by fostering creativity,
promoting self-directed learning, and encouraging leadership in extracurricular
activities. This would help to create a more holistic academic experience and further

support mature undergraduate students.

5.3. Qualitative Analysis

After presenting the findings obtained from quantitative analysis, | will reveal the
results of the qualitative data analysis in this section. As explained in Chapter 4, |
used semi-structured interviews to examine how structural and psychosocial factors
shape the engagement of a sample of mature undergraduate students in Oman.
Presentation of the following themes in this section of the findings is based on the
adapted framework. Under each theme, sub-themes are provided to highlight

specific themes the participants shared and how they influenced their engagement.

5.3.1. University-related Structural Influences

The first group of influences discussed with participating mature students was
structural influences that impact on their engagement in their HEIS’ activities. As per
the conceptual framework adopted for this study, the interviewees commented on

four main influences, as shown in Figure 5.6.
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Figure 5.6 University-related Structural Influences

5.3.1.1. Policy

The participants reported different feelings about some of the policies implemented
in their universities and how they help them persist in their studies. It is worth noting
that while some of these policies might not directly impact on their day-to-day

engagement in the classroom, they might increase their level of engagement.
5.3.1.1.1. Examination Policies

One of the policies frequently discussed by most of the mature students in this study
was examination policies and their effect on the flow of their studies. Examination
policies can be challenging for some mature students returning to complete an
undergraduate degree. They do not consider the time gap between their first
education experience and their current one. Dalal and Shaheera, for instance,
despite their professional experience, felt that mature nursing students need some

self-study programmes to review what they studied in their first undergraduate
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experience. According to the students, examination policies ignore the time interval,

and mature students must do the same exams as traditional students.

Khamis, another returning student, has an opinion on examination policies that
differs from Dalal and Shaheera. He explained that taking exams at his current
college is more manageable than at his previous one.

They are excellent. Compared to the examination policies | experienced in

my previous college, exams now help me get more marks. For example,
they give me a choice to answer any two questions out of three.

5.3.1.1.2. Admission and Registration Policies

In addition to examination policies, some students commented on admission and
registration policies. Mature students such as Ahlam believe that, as a mature
student, she did not encounter any issues when applying to start her HE studies.
Majid echoed a similar experience with the admission process and clarified that it

was easier because he had previously studied at the same institution.

Although the students interviewed for this study described the process of admission
and registration in HEIs in Oman as straightforward, some expressed that their main
concern was the reason behind requesting mature students to bring a no-objection
letter from their workplace. This letter is required by HEIls in Oman from mature
students' employers to confirm their support for the student’s decision to pursue
further studies and that it will not conflict with their work duties. Ahmed shed light on
this experience:
Admission policies there are somewhat complex, as the university requires
certain documents from you, such as a no-objection letter from your
employer, and this letter must be well-written. For example, it should not be
mentioned that you can only attend in the evening. | encountered an issue

when | submitted a no-objection letter, and it took two more weeks for my
workplace to fix the letter.

Other students, such as Ibrahim, Dalal, and Shaheera, reported that they started or
returned to complete their undergraduate degrees because of their work. However,
they were ready to work and study simultaneously. In addition, they were the ones
paying the tuition fees. Ahmed explained that this was a frustrating experience and
asked the following:
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Why should we be treated like new students? We are mature enough and
can take full responsibility for our decisions. We understand and know the
requirements of studying, so they [universities] should not require us to
provide some documents that might hinder our admission.

5.3.1.1.3. Attendance Policies

Some participants also discussed attendance policies and how they impact on their
engagement in the classroom. Most participants expressed satisfaction with the
consideration mature students receive regarding attendance. Majid reported the
following about his late attendance:

| usually come late to some classes due to work. When | explain this to my

teachers, they always show understanding and empathy.
Hanan made a similar remark and explained that teachers have always tolerated her
late attendance. She described this as “respect” for her different personal and
professional commitments as a mature student. It should be noted here that it is
unclear whether this tolerance with mature students' attendance is a policy
implemented by their respective universities and colleges, or if it is left to teachers’
discretion. However, those mature students who raised attendance as a policy that
impacts on their engagement found this easiness helpful and a sign of empathy that

they appreciated.

5.3.1.2. Culture

A section of the interviews was dedicated to exploring the extent to which mature
students feel welcomed by HEIls in Oman. The participants explored this topic
through attitudes of when and how their teachers and classmates treat them. In
particular, the interviews attempted to shed light on how these mature students
perceive the support, respect and inclusiveness they receive from their faculty

members and fellow students.

Regarding academic faculty, most respondents expressed gratitude for how their
teachers support and respect them. Ahlam, for example, clarified that having
teachers who helped her with her unique challenges as a mature student contributed

to her feeling valued at the university in which she is pursuing her studies:
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We could always turn to our professors for help whenever we faced
difficulties. One particular professor was very supportive; if you had any
issues, you could go to her, and she would tell you what to do. They were
very helpful once they knew we were also working. There are services
available to us.

Concerning how welcomed mature students are by their peers, the participants'
responses clearly showed that there were contrasting differences in their
experiences, particularly from younger traditional students. These experiences vary
depending on how common mature students are at a particular institution and
whether mature students are grouped together or mixed in with younger students in
the classroom. Building relationships with all students, including younger students,
was significant for a group of interviewed mature students. Ahmed, for instance,
noticed from the beginning that younger students tended to distance themselves
from him. He explained:

Since they are younger than me, | try to build relationships with them

because they naturally don't take the initiative to get to know someone older.

| make friendships with them and try to be on their level so that there is

understanding between us, and they include me just like they include their
other classmates.

Ibrahim had a similar positive approach towards his younger classmates. He
suggested it was a challenge for him but, later, he learned to be like them, despite
their different ways of thinking. Similarly, Hana stated that her younger peers showed
great respect towards her and felt they valued her because of her professional

experience.

In contrast to the above, some of the mature students interviewed expressed some
concerns regarding how other, more traditional, students viewed them. Siham, for
example, commented on some of the younger students’ perception of her as one of
the few mature students in her institution.

Although there were students who showed me support, there were students

who bullied me. They referred to me as “the old one”. | heard them often say,
“The old one came, the old one left.” | think they lacked understanding.

Dalal, Salma and Shaheera, who are doing nursing programmes with other

traditional students, reported that they are officially known as “bridging students”.
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The term is not discriminatory, and nursing students interviewed used it to refer to
themselves. However, from the interviews, younger students seemed to associate it
with being “old”. The three nursing students explained that most female “regular
students” distance themselves from them and they do not understand why. Dala
stated the following, regarding her experience:
The regular students were somewhat distant from us. They made us feel we
were older than them and did not mix with us much. However, a small group

of them considered us to be a reference and a role model. They would
consult us for explanations and examples of some topics.

Interestingly, despite experiencing exclusion from other students, Siham reported
that she had never taken this seriously and attempts to understand and get closer to
more traditional young students. She commented that this helps her as a mother:
It never affected me. My desire to interact with students is my need to
understand their generation and their needs. As a mother with children,
including a daughter in ninth grade, | anticipate that she will be close to
university age in a year or two. By interacting with university students and

understanding their mindset, | gain insights info how to help my daughter
navigate the university environment when the time comes.

Another way of understanding to what extent HEIs in Oman have a welcoming
culture towards mature students is through the participation of these students in
ECAs that foster students' sense of belonging. Strikingly, most of the mature
students interviewed showed a positive attitude towards these activities and their
significance to their personal HE experience. Some explained that they are regularly
invited to participate in these activities but, for various reasons, they do not. More
about these reasons and more details about mature students’ participation in extra-

curricular activities will be discussed later, in Section 5.2.5.

5.3.1.3. Curriculum

The third university-related structural influence discussed with the mature students
interviewed was the impact of the curriculum on their engagement with their studies.
The analysis shows that mature students have more focused goals and tend to study

courses that align directly with their specialisation and work.
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One theme that arises from the interviews is the relevance of the curriculum to
mature students' professional work. The analysis shows that the more that courses
are relevant to the students’ work, the more their engagement in those courses.
Dalal, for instance, emphasised that she engaged with 90 per cent of the courses
because they were relevant to her job. Both Munthir and Ahlam shared this attitude
and suggested that courses aligning with their professional work increased their

perceived value of pursuing HE while still working.

A second theme interpreted from the interviews concerning the impact of the
curriculum on the engagement of mature students is the value of taking general
university courses. Students who shared their thoughts on these courses expressed
some discontent about taking courses not relevant to their professional work.
Ibrahim, for instance, talked about the difficulties he experienced when taking such
mandatory university courses. He explained that he disengaged from their content
and had no option but to do his best. Saida voiced a similar concern and noted:
As employees with 15 years of experience of dealing with people in the
hospital, we shouldn't have to take specific courses. For example,
communication courses are essential for regular students starting their
studies. But we have already dealt with patients and gained a lot of
experience, so | feel we don't need a communication course, yet it is
mandatory. Similarly, we have to do a sociology course; we work in a hospital

and already understand the background and culture of people, so why take
this course?

A third theme revealed by the interviews about the impact of the curriculum on
mature students is the language of the curriculum. One mature student, Majid,
suggested that his engagement with the curriculum was negatively impacted by
English and believed that if Arabic were used, it would be much easier for him to
grasp the content of courses and enhance his learning experience. Ibrahim shared
this sentiment and added:

There was a big challenge with English. Arabic is my mother language, and

l use it daily outside the university. | use English only in my studies, but |
overcame this challenge by trying to focus more in the classroom.

In contrast to Majid and Ibrahim, other students found that using English was

appropriate to their level. Khadeeja commented that using English was OK with her
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as she knows the language well. She uses it daily at work and has mastered it during
her studies abroad. Saida supported this view and added that the mandatory Arabic
course they are studying adds no value to her professional work, because all her
communication is in English in the workplace. This shows that mature students vary
in their attitude towards the English-medium curriculum in Omani HEIs. This mainly

hinges on their use of English in their workplaces and their mastery of the language.

5.3.1.4. Discipline (Academic Specialisation)

The sample of mature students also shared their thoughts on how their specialisation
impacts on their engagement with their studies. Generally, mature students engage
more with their studies if their specialisation is designed to match their work
experience, match their interests, or meet their future expectations about what it

might offer.

Many of the interviewed students said they engaged in their studies because their
specialisation is tied to their current jobs. One of these students, Hana, clarified that
her specialisation aligns with what she does at work, making it relevant to her, and
so she benefits from it. Similarly, Khadeeja is studying Human Resources while
working in Human Resources (HR) in her company. According to her, this has
increased her engagement. She noted:

Yes, | have benefited from this specialisation. | saw how human resources

work with other departments and found it helpful. | gained an understanding

of accounting, increased my knowledge of IT, and learned about their

procedures. Human Resources interact with all departments, and to

succeed and provide good service to the company, we must understand
other jobs.

Another theme emerging from the interviews about the impact of specialisation on
mature students' engagement is the relation between specialisation and students’
interests. Some students explained that their interest in the field of their study comes
from both their professional experience and their interest in the field. For example,
Shaheera suggested that her engagement with her studies is fuelled by her love for
medicine and her professional work. She never thought of taking any administrative

position or changing her field.
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Other students expressed that their positive engagement with their studies is related
only to their passion for the field and that their specialisation is unrelated to their
work. Maijid's words confirm this about the reasons for choosing the specialisation
he is studying:

| chose the specialisation because I love it. There is no connection between

my job and the specialisation | am in.
Other students echoed similar feelings, such as Siham, who changed her
specialisation at the beginning of her return to studies after completing a course in
economics.

| finished my diploma in Information Technology years ago. When | started

studying again, | enjoyed the economics courses, so | chose a specialisation

I loved. Because | loved the specialisation and enjoyed learning about
economics, | decided to pursue it and get a bachelor’s degree.

The themes above highlight the need to align mature students’ fields of study with
their professions or interests to maximise their engagement. Missing the opportunity
to do so might raise some challenges that vary in the extent of their impact on
engagement. Salma, for instance, reported issues with recalling what she studied in
her diploma years, unlike her peers, because she has assumed an administrative
role for the past four years, which kept her away from day-to-day practical nursing.
She explained that this added extra pressure on her, unlike Dalal, who is doing the

same programme but had been practising nursing until she was granted study leave.

Another specialisation-related challenge revealed by the interviews was students’
disinterest in the specialisation and their profession. Saida expressed this opinion
clearly, explaining that she is pursuing her HE studies because it is the only way to
get promoted.
| don't like this specialisation, which affects my engagement. If | could go
back in time, | would change it and my profession. | currently work shifts,

which affects me, and | hope to advance professionally through these
studies.

Hamad also shed light on another challenge he has experienced: the skills expected
in some specialisation. He explained that as a Human Resources student, he is

expected to be a good speaker, which is a skill he lacks.
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5.3.2. Student-related Structural Influences

The second section of the interviews with mature students focused on student-
related structural influences, shown in Figure 5.7 below. Following the conceptual
framework adopted for this study, interview questions targeted four main factors:

students' backgrounds, students’ families, students’ life loads, and support given to

students.
Student-related
Structural
influence
| |
[ | | |
Background Family Lifeload Support

Figure 5.7 Student-related Structural Influences

5.3.2.1. Background
The interviews reveal that mature students’ extensive backgrounds significantly
enrich their educational experience. The analysis of the findings focuses on two main

backgrounds: professional and educational.

First, the analysis clearly shows that mature students’ professional backgrounds
positively impact on their engagement. Students whose work resembles their fields
of study are better prepared and more open to advancement. Ibrahim, for instance,
who has no previous experience in education and started his studies at the age of

38, explained that the connection between his professional background and his
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studies had helped him a lot in overcoming the challenges he encountered. This
professional background also gave him insights into the value of education, which
he might not have gained at an early age.
| started working straight after school. After years of work, | discovered that
education is a fundamental pillar for advancing knowledge in every person
and progressing in both one’s professional and social life. Therefore, |
decided to continue my studies, despite the challenges | faced. No education

exists without challenges and difficulties, but a person overcomes them to
achieve a desired goal.

Similarly, Dalal suggested that her work has kept her updated in her field of study
and that when she returned to complete her undergraduate degree, she noticed the
difference this made.
| excelled in them because my work experience covered them. | would revisit
these subjects, and my work experience helped me immensely. Even among

my peers in the bridging programme, | generally surpassed them because
of my work experience.

In addition to the above, the analysis indicates that mature students with previous
experience in HE are more prepared to overcome the challenges they face during
their current undergraduate studies. Some of these students noted increasing levels
of engagement because of the skills and knowledge they acquired in their previous
undergraduate studies. Khalid, for example, made the following remarks:
Perhaps | am more engaged today because | have vast knowledge and have
become more mature. | now have information that allows me to overcome
many barriers | couldn't overcome before. Previously, we were in the same
age group, but today, the age group is somewhat different. | feel that | need

to distinguish myself from them, and this is what drives me to engage more
with them.

Khalid’s words also underscore the significance of previous education experience in
building mature students' knowledge of overcoming challenges they have failed to
address appropriately. Hamad, who regarded his first experiences as a failure,
shared this perspective, and he is now determined to change his attitude towards

the value of studying and persist in getting his first-ever undergraduate degree.
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5.3.2.2. Family

The topic of family and how it impacts on the mature students interviewed is one of
the topics that the students talked about extensively. A critical takeaway from the
interview analysis is that their families' support heavily influences mature students’

engagement.

Most respondents highlighted the importance of the psychological and emotional
support they receive from their families. Khamis explained that his family are very
supportive, and they are one of the reasons behind his decision to return to his
studies. Equally, Salama also reported how happy her husband was when she told

him that she was returning to HE studies.

In addition to emotional support, the students interviewed stressed the support they
receive from their families in accomplishing their responsibilities. Childcare was one
of the responsibilities that most female married mature students discussed. Ahlam
and Saida explained how indebted they are to their mothers for caring for their
children while they are at work or college. Khadeeja also clarified how she got help
from other family members when her children miss her.

I got support from my sister and brother, who would come to teach my

children when | wasn't there. When | feel that my children need me more, |

call their aunt or uncle, and they spend time with them, which somewhat
alleviates the burden.

Moreover, the interviews reveal that the educational background of the mature
students' family members and how they perceive education can influence their
aspirations and commitment. Coming from a family where education is valued and
where family members have attained educational degrees might fuel mature
students’ motivation to pursue their studies at a later age, and with different
commitments. Siham valued this about her family.

My mother encouraged me and my other siblings to pursue our studies. |

have an older sister who is doing her postgraduate studies despite her

different responsibilities. Everyone in my family encouraged me and

promised to help me financially if necessary. This is all because they value
education.
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For Hamad, it is the other way round. He explained that none of his siblings had any
educational degrees, which made them support him in returning to HE studies. He

said his decision to return to studies made everyone in his family proud.

5.3.2.3. Life Load

The pressure of the different commitments of the participants was another theme
discussed in the interviews. The interviewees, as will be addressed in Section 4.3.3.,
assume various roles in their everyday lives, making it challenging to balance their
different responsibilities without feeling that they are negligent in one responsibility
at the expense of another. Saida, for instance, thinks that the pressure of her studies
has made her less committed to her children, which makes her feel uncomfortable.
After | started studying, | had to focus on my courses. Sometimes, | had to

focus on myself more than on my studies. | sometimes don’t see my children
for three days when | have exams.

Contrary to Saida, Hamad expressed his discomfort about not being able to study at
home because of his other responsibilities. He explained that the courses he is taking
need to be reviewed constantly, and he is unable to do that, which makes him worry
about his academic performance. Saida’s and Hamad’s feelings highlight the
emotional struggles these mature students continuously undergo and the sense of
guilt they sometimes feel because of their inability to balance their various

responsibilities.

Other participants, including Khalid, Dalal, Siham, and Hanan, shared these
sentiments. However, most of the participants who expressed how overwhelmed
they were with the pressure of their responsibilities also expressed their gratitude for
the support they receive at different levels, as discussed in previous points, and will

be further discussed in the following point.

5.3.2.4. Support

As the support from interviewed mature students' families has been thoroughly
discussed in the previous points, this point will be limited to the support they receive
from their friends and work, which helps them engage more in their undergraduate

studies.
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Similar to family members, mature students’ friends can provide valuable emotional
and psychological support. Munthir, for example, appreciates the support he
receives from his friends and points out that their encouragement has always
inspired him.
When | talk to my friends from the previous educational institution where |
studied, they say it's excellent. They make me feel the value of the steps |

have taken, showing that they are important both on a personal level and for
my future benefit.

Siham echoed the same feeling about the support she received from one of her
friends. She explained:
| was scared because when | went to enrol, | was pregnant, and | told her
[my friend] how | would do it when | had a child. She told me, “This fear is in
your mind, and as the child ages, they need you more. When they are
younger, you can manage.” She was a strong support, encouraging me from

the very beginning and then informing me about the university system. When
a problem arose, | would go to her.

In addition, friends can also support mature students by understanding their
commitments as students and refraining from putting any undue pressure on them.
Dalal pointed out that her friends recognise her responsibilities and always show
understanding if she cannot answer their calls or go out with them. She also clarified
that she consults some friends working in the same field to share their knowledge

and expertise on her studies.

Another type of support that mature students receive comes from work. As 14 out of
the 15 mature students interviewed were employed, their employers’ perspectives
and attitudes about their studies might facilitate or impede their persistence and

engagement.

One form of support provided by work to the mature students interviewed is study
leave. Five of the respondents were on study leave at the time of the interviews.
Dalal explained that it would be impossible for her to continue studying while working.
She added that she was under immense pressure because of her studies, even

though she was granted study leave.
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Another form of support that comes from work is granting mature students days off
to focus on their studies. This shows that employers appreciate mature students'
efforts at critical times, such as when sitting exams, in their educational experiences.
One of the respondents, Ahlam, shared this experience with her line manager and
attributed the success of her studies to the help provided by this manager.

My manager encouraged me a lot after | informed her [about my studying].

She has helped me a lot since then, and when | have exams, she grants me
leave.

Hanan shared a similar experience with her manager, who allowed her to skip work
on exam days. Employers' flexibility increases towards mature students, increases
students' engagement in their studies, and fosters a sense of belonging to the

institutions they work for.

5.3.3. University-related Psychosocial Influences

The third section of the interviews with mature students focused on university-related
psychosocial influences. Following the conceptual framework adopted for this study,
interview questions targeted three main factors: teaching, students, and university

workload, as shown in Figure 5.8 below.
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5.3.3.1.  Teaching
Teaching was one of the significant factors that the respondents believed impacted
on their engagement during their studies. The interviews revealed several themes

related to teaching and how it impacts on mature students' engagement.

For some mature students, a supportive teaching environment is crucial for
engagement in their studies. This environment builds mature students’ confidence in
themselves and their abilities, considering their age and other commitments. This
was true for Siham, who explained that returning to her studies after 15 years was
very difficult, but one of her teachers encouraged her considerably and led her to get
high grades. She recalled:

The first course | took was English, which was probably the most difficult for

me, because | didn't know how to speak it well. | felt self-conscious and

thought [other students] talked about me because | was older. However, the

professor who taught me encouraged and helped me, and it was the only
subject | got a B+ in, and | managed to overcome it.

The supportive teaching environment described by some mature students included
encouraging them to participate more in class. Maijid, for instance, confirmed that he
is regularly encouraged to participate in different class activities, even though most
of his classmates are younger. In addition, Hanan pointed out that teachers call on
them regularly to share their thoughts and ideas based on their professional
experiences. She said:

As employees, they [teachers] always want our suggestions because we

have some background. Due to our work experience, they often ask us

about the things, ideas, and expertise we've encountered when discussing
a particular topic.

On the other hand, some participants reflected on how teaching styles and teachers’
attitudes negatively impacted on their engagement in their courses. For example,
Maijid explained that he failed one of the maths courses because the teacher was
unaware that, unlike more traditional students, he needed more explanation as he
did not take any prerequisites for the course. Hamad also explained that some
teachers asked him to allow his classmates to participate more because he had

enough experience in the field. In addition, Dalal and Shaheera commented how
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some of their teachers focus more on traditional students and refer to courses they
never took. They also expressed some embarrassment because some teachers
keep comparing their performance with the performance of regular students. As
Shaheera clarified:

Sometimes, they [teachers] tell us heavy things, and | feel disappointed.

They don’t know how it feels. They shouldn’t compare us [bridging students]
to regular students. They shouldn’t say these are old and these are young.

5.3.3.2. Relation with Peers

Several ideas emerged from the interviews regarding how other students help the
interviewees engage in their studies. These ideas varied in terms of how interactions
with other students shaped mature undergraduate students’ participation and

engagement.

Some participants clarified that sharing experiences between students was one
factor that increased their engagement. As discussed in Section 4.2.1.2., some
participants were encouraged to be active in the classroom when other students
often referred to them and their work experience. The feeling of being valued by their
peers increased their level of belonging and, therefore, their level of engagement.
For Shaheera, for instance, some regular students shared with her their experience
as they took prerequisite courses that she did not take. In return, Shaheera shares

her practical experience with them and how it relates to their course.

Another aspect of how the participating mature students’ engagement with their
peers impacts on their engagement is collaboration and assistance. Ahmed, for
example, expressed his gratitude to his younger classmates for engaging in several
assignments because they could explain what was required. This was echoed by
Dalal, who expressed her comfort with the positive impact of her classmates on her
studies. As she explained:

Thank God that the bridging students have a group where we share helpful

things related to the course. We share previous exams, previous

assignments, and the way the professor wants the assignment to be done.
Anyone who gets information about the course shares it with the group.
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In contrast to the above, several students, including Dalal, Saida, and Salma,
expressed some discontent with their interactions with other students, mainly
traditional younger students, and how this negatively impacts on their engagement.
As Salma said:

Before exams, they always cause stress and confusion because they have

concerns over minor details. | prefer to study only with bridging students. We
look at things differently [than regular students].

Other interviewees, including Ahlam and Khadeejah, also shared the idea of having
classes exclusively for mature students. Ahlam, who only studies with mature
students, was asked if having younger students in her class would be better for her.
She answered:

I don't feel that it would be better. Regular students don't have much

experience. You, as a mature student, have gone through life experiences
and have gained expertise, so | can't engage in the same way.

5.3.3.3. Workload

The mature students interviewed varied in their attitudes towards their university
workload and how it keeps them engaged in their studies. Some described it as

burdensome, while others found it manageable.

Saida compared her past educational experience with her current one and pointed
out how challenging every day is.
At this university, | feel that | have to prepare for every class and then pay

full attention to the teacher in the classroom. After class, | need to revise it,
or | will lose it.

Similarly, Ahlam talked about the many assignments she had to do and how
irrelevant some of them were to her studies. She explained that the pressure of
meeting deadlines forced her to seek help from her sister to complete some
assignments. Hamad shared these feelings and suggested that the main reason

behind his struggles is the many responsibilities he has in addition to his studies.

Some students highlighted strategies to lighten the pressure and time constraints of
their university workload, maximising their engagement in assignments and

lessening their burden. Khadeejah illustrated this by explaining that she could fully
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engage in all assignments by being familiar with them in advance and working on
them early. She also explained that, to meet deadlines, she usually takes days off to

focus on these assignments.

5.3.4. Student-related Psychosocial Influences

The fourth section of the interviews with mature students focused on university-
related psychosocial influences. Following the conceptual framework adopted for
this study, interview questions targeted four main factors: motivation, skills, identity,

and personality, as shown in Figure 5.9.
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Figure 5.9 Student-related Psychosocial Influences

5.3.4.1. Motivation

One of the themes discussed in detail was the participants’ motivation to persist and
engage in their studies and how to deal with a lack of motivation. Although there was
a particular question about motivation during their studies, the participants'
responses to other interview questions included different details about how they

approached their studies with determination to complete them. This demonstrates
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motivation's significant and positive impact on these mature students’ engagement
in HE.

A. Intrinsic Motivation

The interviews highlighted a profound connection between mature students’ intrinsic
motivation and their engagement in their studies. The participants consistently
expressed how personal factors, often unrelated to materialistic rewards, serve as
their primary motivation. This profound personal aspect of their motivation, as
exemplified by Ahmed, fosters a sense of empathy and understanding about their
unique journeys, making their experiences deeply relatable to all.

My goal is to get the degree. Whether it will help me at work is not my priority.

If it does, then why not? However, it is not my goal. | made this decision to

study, and | am determined to complete my studies, or it will be a failure for
me.

Munthir made a similar observation about his motivation, which is purely personal.
He explained that it was easier to quit studying, like many mature students he met,
but his motivation underpinned his persistence.
After completing one semester, | felt | had accomplished something. Some
[mature students] drop out after one month or two. | had this feeling at the

beginning because nothing materialistic kept me going. However, after one
semester, | overcame this feeling because | wanted to complete this degree.

B. Extrinsic motivation

The interviews also revealed that there is a strong relationship between the
interviewed mature students' engagement and external factors that motivate them to
pursue their studies. These external factors, such as career advancement, play a
crucial role in their motivation, highlighting the diverse sources of inspiration for
participating mature students. For example, Saida explained this complexity thus:
| was informed [by my manager] that | would not get promotion [at work]
without a bachelor’s degree.
For Khalid, who is not employed, pursuing a higher undergraduate degree meant

more opportunities to find a job that he aspires to. This is a significant observation,
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since mature students who return to studying after a break find an educational
degree more relevant and helpful in starting or pursuing a career.
| had tried to continue my studies but didn't have the required IELTS score,
so | withdrew from college at the advanced diploma level. After two years, |
observed the external situation, and most jobs required a bachelor's degree
level. This dream had always been with me, and the right time came to
continue my studies after two years, because | couldn't find a job with the

advanced diploma level, or the jobs | found with the advanced diploma level
did not suit me.

In addition to career-related factors, some mature students are motivated to pursue
their studies because they have long-term academic goals. These plans impact on
their academic engagement to get higher grades in their courses that will qualify
them to do postgraduate degrees. It is worth noting that some mature students
started considering pursuing post-baccalaureate degrees after observing their
capabilities in their current undergraduate degree programmes. Siham described
this change in her desire to further her studies thus:

Honestly, [my motivation] changed for the better. Psychologically, | have

developed a passion to continue my studies and pursue a master's degree,

because | have become aware of the importance of education. | feel that |

am capable. | started with a GPA of 3.65, and now it has reached 3.93. |

aspire to achieve 4.0. While GPA is not the only measure for me, considering
the pressures | face, | believe it is a measure of my progress.

C. Coping with changes in motivation

The participating mature students indicated that they had sometimes experienced a
drop in motivation due to different factors. For example, Khamis explained that he
felt fatigued at some point due to travelling to work and then to university every day
and thus considered withdrawal. Others, such as Shaheera and Siham, considered
withdrawing from their universities because they could not manage their different
commitments to their families and studies. Scoring low grades was another factor
that demotivated some participating mature students. Hanan also highlighted how
frustrated she was because some distant family members constantly questioned her

decision to start studying while having various family and work obligations.
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However, what most of these students shared was their ability to overcome these
demotivating factors and re-ignite their passion to persist on their educational
journey. The participants highlighted different strategies that they use when feeling

discouraged or disengaged.

For some participants, using imagination and positive self-talk about their end goals
was one effective strategy. These strategies were articulated by Ahlam, Khadeejah,
and Ibrahim. Ahlam described how she dealt with her demotivation thus:
When | walk through the university gate, it feels as if I'm already there at the
graduation ceremony, wearing a cap and gown. Every time | enter, this
image comes to mind—as if | am raising the cap each day. Honestly, | often
imagined myself walking through the gate in this fantasy, and | would smile
at the thought. | would laugh at my own expressions, and if | worked on my
imagination, it was as if | merged it with the moment of graduation. That

graduation moment truly added a lot, and | enjoyed those moments when |
felt like | was surrendering. | truly feel like I've made it through.

Other participants renewed their motivation by talking to friends who specialised in
dealing with motivation issues. Salma, for example, explained that she spoke to her
friend when she felt that her husband did not understand the problems she was going
through:

| told my husband about my inability to continue studying, but he didn’t offer

solutions. Then, | talked to a close friend involved in self-development and
personal growth. After our conversation, | felt motivated again.

5.3.4.2. Skills

A second student-related psychosocial influence the participating mature students
considered was their skills and how much they affect their engagement in their

further education.

One of the skills that some participants discussed in their interviews was their English
linguistic skills. The importance of linguistics skills can be concluded from the first
experiences of some participants in HE. One participant, Hamad, explained that one
of the main reasons for dropping out of his earlier experience was his level of English.
In addition, Khalid also clarified that he could not complete his bachelor's degree
earlier because of his low scores in English and that he had to get a high score in
IELTS to be allowed to start studying again as a mature student.
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Ahmed and Ahlam discussed the presentation skills they developed because of their
work and how they used them efficiently to complete some assignments and give
required presentations.

For sure. They [presentation skills] are helping me a lot now. My work sends

me to different workshops at the end of which | must present. So, it became
easy for me.

Time management skills also emerged as one critical skill that the participants
developed to withstand the pressure of their different roles and cope with the
demands of their studies. Students attributed their success in navigating their
educational journeys while working and caring for their families to their ability to
devise effective time schedules. Hanan, for instance, stressed the significance of
planning. As she explained:

There should be some preplanning. | dedicate some time to my work, my

studies, and my family. In this way, | can withstand the pressure of being a
mother, an employee, and a student.

5.3.4.3. Identity
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Mature Students' Identities

Figure 5. 10 Mature students’ identities (themes derived from the interviews)
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The third student-related psychosocial influence discussed with the participants was
the role of their identities in determining the extent to which they engage in their
HEIs. As shown in Figure 5.10, the interviews revealed that the participants have
three to four identities that interplay to define their educational experience and
impact on their engagement. Although each identity requires different obligations, an
interesting observation can be made about how the sample of mature students view
each identity and how each identity complements other identities. One participant,
Hanan, summed up this view in her reply to the question about whether she felt her
identity as a mature student conflicted with her other roles:
| am the same person. | show the same respect at home, at work, and at

university. As a mother, | have to be a leading woman at home. | also have
to be a leader at work and in my studies.

This shows that mature students who can approach their studies with the same
perspective they approach their other identities might be able to persist and engage
more in their studies. It also stresses the significance of integrating the personal and
professional experiences of students with multiple identities with their educational

endeavours to find meaningful relevance in their studies.
4.3.4.3.1. Professional identity

As Table A shows, 13 of the participants are working in different jobs. Most of these
participants explain how their identity as working individuals promotes their
motivation to finish their undergraduate degrees and, therefore, engage more in their

studies, despite their busy schedules.

Moreover, most participants have professional identities that equip them with the
experience and knowledge necessary to endure the pressure of studying. For them,
studying a specialisation that matches what they do in their jobs makes it easier to
cope with the demands of educational programmes. This practical relevance of their
studies to their professional identities enhances their engagement and underscores
the importance of aligning education with real-world applications.

My job has been very beneficial for me. | have been employed in a position

that aligns with my field of study. It has helped me immensely because, at
work, you see things in practice, unlike in studies, where you see concepts
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on paper. For example, in accounting, you learn what a trial balance and
annual budgeting are, but at work, you see them applied.

This implies that mature students' professional identity and the knowledge it grants
them reinforce their understanding of complex concepts in their studies and increase
their interest and engagement because of their relevance to their work. In a way, it

connects the theoretical aspects of their studies to their professional practices.
4.3.4.3.2. Parent identity/ Family member

One striking theme that emerged from the interviews was how being a student
helped some participants become better parents. Some participants explained that
being a student meant being a role model for their children studying in school. For
example, Khadeeja said:

| remember doing an assignment last semester, and they were sitting with

me at the table. We were all studying together, | saw their look, and their

way of acceptance. Before [starting my studies], | had to chase my daughter

to study, but when she saw me studying, she sat beside me to do the same.
| felt it was a positive thing.

In addition to being role models, some participants felt a positive change in their
responsibilities as parents. This was expressed clearly by Hamad, who explained
that because he started dealing with teachers and students from different
backgrounds, he gained new skills that changed his perspective on parenting:

| definitely experienced some changes as a father. | learned new things

because | had to deal with people with different attitudes and experiences,
like professors and teachers.

Ahlam, who decided to pursue her undergraduate degree after a divorce, also

shared a similar attitude about how education transformed her as a mother.

When you do something that others may deem useless, but you believe in
your ability to accomplish it, this gives you more strength and generosity
towards your children, because you have confidence. You feel an inner
satisfaction with yourself, without any internal conflicts. You impart to your
children a reverence for education and make them feel deep inner fulfilment.
Your mind develops, and your interactions with your children change. | don't
know how | used to deal with my children before; once | started studying, it
was as If | reconciled with something within myself.
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4.3.4.3.3. Mature student identity

A mature student identity also characterised the participating mature students. They
expressed this identity through understanding that they are older than other
students, and because of their life experiences. For Ibrahim, for example, being a
mature student meant more discipline and focus on his studies:
| have a different attitude towards my time at the university than the younger
students. Initially, | had difficulty integrating with them, but later, | started
advising them about the significance of studying hard and that they should

take me as an example of someone who regretted not doing a degree at a
young age.

Ibrahim’s words also highlight the feeling that mature students have, because of their
age and experience, to play the role of mentors to other younger traditional students.
Hamad shared a similar thought, explaining that he and other mature students are
living examples of individuals who missed many opportunities because they lacked

advice and support before they dropped out of their first university experience.

Mature students returning to complete a degree they did not finish in their previous
education experience explained that they are now more focused and goal-oriented.
Hamad, for example, expressed these differences in these words:

In my previous experience, | was not interested in studying because | was

young. | didn't care to review or study, so | faced difficulties. But, thank God,
now | understand the value of education and the value of having a job.

4.3.4.4. Personality

The fourth student-related psychological influence explored with the mature students
interviewed for this study was their personality and how it impacts on their
engagement. Overall, analysis of the responses shows that students possessing

positive personality traits makes them more engaged.

Extroversion is one of the personality traits most respondents stressed as significant
to their engagement in different class activities. Some participants, such as Ahmed
and Ibrahim, clarified that studying the same courses with younger students required
them to build friendships with younger students to cope with the challenges they

might experience and feel a sense of belonging in the classroom.
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In support of the significance of being an extrovert for mature students, considering
they are sometimes studying with students from a younger generation, Majid
explained that feeling shy is one trait he dislikes.

| feel shy sometimes, which makes me nervous when giving presentations.

My classmates are used to giving presentations, but | am not, because |
have never given one at work.

In addition to extroversion, the interviews reveal that several mature students show
resilience and persistence as two significant personality characteristics that keep
them engaged in their studies. Siham showed these traits through her insistence on
pursuing her studies, despite hearing negative comments from her in-laws, who kept
telling her that she is a mother and that studies would affect her commitments.
Despite all this, Siham attended class on her first day at university when her newborn
baby was only 50 days old. Similarly, Ibrahim clarified that he is continuing his
educational experience despite consistently being demotivated by his co-workers
who had the chance to study but quit. He explained:

My only thought was to win the battle and take on the challenge ... despite

people always saying, "Why do you want to study? It's difficult and there's

no future in it, and you already have a job. You might not even get a

promotion." It was a big challenge, | didn't receive any encouragement to

pursue my studies. | thought, it's just an experience and another turning
point in my life, so why not try it? | had nothing to lose.

5.3.56. Engagement in Extracurricular Activities

The interviews explored the respondents' engagement in extracurricular activities,
which, as discussed in the literature review, are a significant part of students'
experiences in HE. The interviews revealed several themes concerning how mature
students perceive these activities, the reasons for their participation or not, and their

suggestions for making these activities more inclusive.

The findings show that mature students' overall attitude toward ECAs is
predominantly positive. The majority express a strong interest, while a small minority
show indifference or a lack of enthusiasm. For instance, Siham talked
enthusiastically about her interest in taking part in the ECAs held at her university

and attributed this interest to her being a “hyperactive person”. Similarly, Ibrahim,
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who showed no interest at the beginning in these activities, now believes they are
useful tools for integrating into the university and developing new skills.
| had no interest in these activities in the past because of academic pressure.
This semester, | started to develop an interest in photography and would like
to join the photography club at the university. | think | will learn something

new, and | will be part of the campus. | now run after my colleagues to add
my name to the list of members.

In contrast to the predominant positive attitude about extracurricular activities,
Khamis communicated his disinterest in them and viewed them as unimportant. He

described them as “mood enhancers”.

The mature students who engage in ECAs highlighted the reasons that motivate
them to do so. One of these reasons was suggested by Munthir, who believes they
help him discover more about himself and develop talents outside his field of study
or work. Majid also shared his eagerness to develop new skills as a reason for
participating. Dalal, for her part, had an interesting reason to participate in these
activities. She said:

| participated in some activities out of love for the university. There were

many activities that | wanted to take part in, but | couldn’t because of the
other courses | am taking.

Despite the generally positive attitude shown by the respondents towards engaging
in ECAs, and the benefits they bring to mature students, many respondents clarified
that they never or rarely take part in these activities. Time constraints was cited as
the main reason by several of them. Ahmed, Hamad, Hanan, Khadeeja, Khalid, and
Saida all agreed that they lacked sufficient spare time to participate in these activities

due to their different professional, academic, and familial responsibilities.

Siham articulated another reason for not participating in extracurricular activities,
pointing out that most activities stipulate that students are under 25 years old at her
university. She also recalled that some students excluded her from one national
competition because of her age without informing her. Siham'’s experience highlights
the impact of age-related policies and social exclusion on mature students'

participation in extracurricular activities.
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Students who were interested in participating in these activities but could not do so
because of the reasons mentioned above recommended several initiatives to
encourage mature students to participate more. One recommendation came from
both Hanan and Khadeeja, who pointed out that they would be willing to participate
more if these activities fitted within their academic schedules. They clarified that part-
time students go to their university or college for three to four hours to attend classes
without having any time in-between for other activities. In addition, Ibrahim
suggested that using the experience of mature students in activities that benefit other
traditional students might encourage him to participate more and make these

activities more relevant.

5.3.6. Summary of Qualitative Findings

Based on the qualitative analysis of the findings discussed in section 5.3, above, the
semi-structured interviews revealed significant insights into how structural and
psychosocial factors shape mature students' engagement in HE in Oman. The
themes identified include university-related structural influences such as
examination and admission policies, attendance flexibility, curriculum relevance, and
the role of specialisation, all of which significantly impact on mature students' ability
to engage with their academic environment. They also include student-related
influences, including support from family, friends, and workplaces, with family and
professional backgrounds playing a critical role in students' motivation and
persistence. Moreover, mature students' ability to balance multiple roles, such as
parents, professionals, and students, was a recurrent theme, affecting their

engagement levels differently.

Furthermore, students expressed that a supportive teaching environment, peer
collaboration, and intrinsic and extrinsic motivation were essential to their sustained
academic engagement. Challenges such as workload, language barriers, and age
differences with traditional students emerged as crucial factors impacting on
engagement. In contrast, positive personality traits, such as resilience and

extroversion, helped students overcome these difficulties. Finally, while the overall
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attitude towards ECAs was positive, time constraints and age-related exclusions

were noted as barriers to participation.

5.4. Conclusion

In this chapter, | have presented the findings from both quantitative and qualitative
data to provide a comprehensive understanding of mature undergraduate students’
engagement in HE in Oman. The quantitative results show high cognitive,
behavioural, and emotional engagement levels, with moderate involvement in
extracurricular activities. The qualitative data offer more profound insights into
structural and psychosocial factors shaping engagement, including institutional
policies, curriculum flexibility, family support, and personal motivation. These
findings highlight the complexity of mature students’ experiences and the need for
more supportive learning environments. The next chapter will discuss these results

in relation to the literature and the conceptual framework.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1. Introduction

In this chapter, | reflect on the key findings from Chapter 5 and discuss their
significance in the light of existing literature and the conceptual framework guiding
my research. This discussion addresses the two main research questions and offers
a deeper understanding of mature students’ engagement in HE in Oman. Drawing
on the adapted version of Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework, | examine how
structural and psychosocial factors influence engagement. | focus on the recurring
challenge of balancing academic, personal, and professional roles and explore how
these experiences align with or differ from previous studies. This chapter sets the

stage for the conclusions and recommendations.

6.2. Engagement Patterns of Mature Students in HE

In this section, | will address the first research question:

To what extent are mature students in Oman engaged in higher education
activities? How is this related to their behavioural, emotional, and cognitive

engagement?

I will begin by discussing the key findings from the questionnaire presented in
Section 5.2. The results revealed that mature students generally exhibit high levels
of engagement across behavioural, emotional, and cognitive domains, although
engagement in ECAs was more moderate. | will critically analyse these findings in
light of the existing literature to provide a comprehensive understanding of mature

students' engagement patterns in Oman.

6.2.1. Behavioural Engagement

The findings indicate that behavioural engagement is particularly strong among
mature students, with high percentages of students reporting that they regularly
attend classes, complete academic tasks on time, and seek clarification when
needed. This shows that mature students take their academic responsibilities

seriously and are committed to regular attendance. These high attendance rates
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align with findings from previous research, which suggests that mature students are
often more motivated and disciplined compared to traditional students, largely due
to their life experiences and sense of responsibility (Javed et al., 2022). On the other
hand, a study by Paisey & Paisey (2004) about the reasons for non-attendance and
the effect on academic performance at a Scottish University reported that mature
students had some difficulties with attendance without giving many details about the
case. The study explained that it was not ‘meaningful’ to report issues experienced

by mature students because of their small number.

The findings of my research contribute significantly to the ongoing discussion
surrounding behavioural engagement in HE. They show that the attendance of
mature undergraduate students is frequently influenced by a complex, three-way
negotiation process involving the student, their family, and their employer. This
dynamic interplay suggests that students must navigate their academic
commitments alongside familial expectations and workplace responsibilities, which
can either facilitate or hinder their ability to attend classes regularly. By examining
these interrelated factors, my research highlights the importance of understanding

how external influences shape educational engagement among mature learners.

In addition to attending classes, mature students demonstrated strong engagement
with task completion. This reflects a sense of responsibility and time management
skills, which are essential for Omani mature undergraduate students who often must
balance multiple roles as students, employees, and family members. This
explanation concurs with the findings of several studies (Broadhead, 2018; Pearce,
2017; Trueman & Hartley, 1996) that concluded that mature students' time
management skills are often more developed compared to younger students due to

their professional and personal commitments.

Furthermore, mature students in Oman showed a proactive approach to their
learning. This finding is consistent with literature that highlights the importance of
active learning behaviours in adult learners, who often prefer to take ownership of
their learning process (Knowle et al., 2005). However, while students demonstrated

high engagement in these core behavioural tasks, there was more variability in their
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use of additional resources. Therefore, the findings of this research add depth to the
existing literature in this regard, indicating that not all mature students consistently
engage in self-directed learning outside of their required academic work.
Encouraging more self-directed learning through access to digital resources,

libraries, and online platforms could further enhance their behavioural engagement.

6.2.2. Emotional Engagement

The findings also reveal high levels of emotional engagement among mature
students. Many students reported feelings of pride, accomplishment, and excitement
in their academic tasks, suggesting that their studies are personally meaningful. This
high level of emotional engagement indicates that mature students derive
considerable satisfaction and a sense of achievement from their academic efforts. A
recent study by Jerez (2024) suggested similar high levels of emotional engagement
among mature students. The study explained that, unlike younger students, mature

students are more emotionally engaged, irrespective of their grades.

Students also reported feeling curiosity and excitement about their academic tasks.
This aligns with Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory, which
emphasises that intrinsic motivation is crucial for long-term engagement, especially

for adult learners who seek personal growth and fulfilment through education.

However, there were some areas where emotional engagement was less consistent.
This suggests that while mature students are generally motivated and engaged, they
may not always feel a strong emotional connection to academic content. This may
be due to a lack of culturally relevant or context-specific curricula, which could help
mature students relate more strongly to the material. This finding confirms what
Hayden et al. (2016) suggested in their literature review about older nursing students
being more engaged in their studies when the content is clearly relevant to their

personal and professional lives.

Based on the above, the findings of this research make a novel contribution to the
existing literature by highlighting the ongoing tension between mature students'
personal resistance and curriculum relevance, particularly in mandatory courses
where students do not feel a connection to their goals.
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6.2.3. Cognitive Engagement

The findings also indicate strong cognitive engagement among mature students,
particularly in tasks that require critical thinking, logical reasoning, and applying
knowledge to real-world situations. These findings align with Jerez’s (2024) study
results, which highlighted that mature students are more focused on maximising their
learning experiences rather than solely on social integration, which can enhance
their cognitive engagement. Their prior experiences in HE also contribute to their
familiarity with academic expectations, enabling them to better adapt to the learning

environment and engage cognitively with their studies.

Students also reported high engagement in tasks requiring problem-solving and
logical thinking. However, there was less consistent engagement in tasks that require
creativity and sustained mental effort. This suggests that while mature students excel
in structured problem-solving tasks, they may need more encouragement and
opportunities to engage in open-ended, creative activities that require innovative
thinking. The observation confirms the findings of a study in Australia by Heagney
and Benson (2017), i.e. that mature students benefit from active learning strategies,
such as role-playing and group work, which facilitate deeper cognitive engagement.
The findings add to the literature that these strategies allow them to apply their
knowledge in practical contexts and interact with peers, further enriching their

learning experience.

The literature suggests that mature students' preference for structured, practical
tasks is linked to their real-world experiences and professional backgrounds.
According to Kasworm (2010), mature students are often more comfortable with
tasks that are clearly defined and have immediate, practical applications. My findings
contribute to the literature by suggesting that HEls could consider integrating more
creative, open-ended assignments into the curriculum to further enhance cognitive
engagement. For example, project-based learning or case studies that require
students to think creatively and apply their knowledge in new ways could encourage

more consistent engagement in this area.
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6.2.4. Engagement in Extracurricular Activities

In addition to academic engagement, the findings reveal moderate engagement in
ECAs. Many students recognised the value of ECAs for personal growth and skills
development. However, participation in the planning and organisation of ECAs was
lower. This suggests that while mature students may have vast professional
experience, they are less likely to take on leadership roles in organising ECAs.
Several studies (King et al., 2021; Mallman & Lee, 2017; Riddell et al., 2024) have
reached similar conclusions about the lower participation of mature students in ECAs
due to different factors, including their rejection by younger students and mature

students’ usual commutes.

Time constraints may also explain their moderate engagement in extracurricular
activities. Many mature students balance their studies with work and family
responsibilities, leaving them with less time to participate in non-academic activities.
As noted by Gregersen and Nielsen (2022), mature students often prioritise
academic and professional responsibilities over social engagement. To enhance
extracurricular engagement, institutions could consider creating more flexible and
inclusive activities that accommodate the schedules and interests of mature

students.

My findings add to the literature on ECAs that mature students in Oman are eager
to participate in these ECAs and find them valuable to their overall HE experience.
However, due to the factors discussed in Section 5.3.5, they may find it more
challenging to manage their time. While previous research implies that these
students are less interested in these activities (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022), my
research findings reached the conclusion that it is time, not interest, that hinders
mature students from participating in ECAs. Therefore, | can argue, based on these
findings, that these students are structurally constrained rather than voluntarily

excluding themselves from these activities.

Another noteworthy contribution of this research is the age-based exclusion reported
by some participants. This institutional ageism in extracurricular programming is

rarely highlighted in engagement literature, which tends to focus on traditional
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undergraduates. By documenting this exclusion, the study contributes an important
insight into how institutional cultures in Oman implicitly prioritise younger students’

engagement opportunities, further marginalising mature students.

6.3. Factors Influencing Mature Students’ Engagement in HE

Building on the findings discussed in Section 5.3, this part of the discussion

addresses the second research question:

What are the main factors that mature students in Oman perceive as

impacting on their engagement in higher education activities?

When analysing semi-structured interview transcripts, it became evident that a range
of structural and psychosocial factors influence mature students’ engagement.
These influences can either enhance or hinder engagement, depending on how
students navigate them. In this section, | will critically examine these factors and
discuss how they shape mature students' academic experiences, making
connections to the adopted framework presented in Chapter 3, which highlights the
interplay between institutional structures and student characteristics within the

educational interface.

| will begin the discussion of these factors with structural influences and then move
on to psychosocial factors. Together, these factors create a complex landscape that
mature students must navigate, balancing their academic, personal, and

professional commitments.

6.3.1. Structural Influences

As discussed in Section 2.3.1, structural influences are divided into two categories:
university-related influences, such as policies, culture, curriculum, and
specialisation; and student-related influences, such as background, family, life load,
and support. In this section, | will discuss the key themes that appeared in Chapter

5 and how they relate to the existing literature.

The findings in Section 5.3.1. revealed that structural influences within universities
and colleges play a significant role in shaping the engagement of mature students.

Many students highlighted that institutional policies and practices, such as
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examination regulations, attendance policies, and curriculum design, had a direct
impact on their ability to engage meaningfully with their studies. For instance, several
students expressed their satisfaction with lenient attendance policies, which they find
take into account their work and family commitments. This aligns with previous
research that suggests flexible attendance policies are essential for supporting

mature students, who often must balance multiple responsibilities (Kasworm, 2018).

Other participants felt that examination policies should consider mature students’
gaps in education and family commitments and the need for different approaches to
assessing mature students. This observation echoes the findings of Stone and
O’Shea (2019), who found that some mature female students in Australia find it
difficult to balance their family responsibilities due to examination policies that
require them to sit exams on public holidays. My findings expand on the need for
institutions to consider mature students' commitments when designing assessments,
by highlighting the significance of taking into account the educational gap that some

mature students might experience due to their years away from university.

One distinctive contribution my research makes about admission policies is that in
Oman, working mature students have to obtain formal consent from their employers
to pursue their studies. HE authorities stipulate receiving a no-objection letter from
employers, regardless of mature students’ academic skills and enthusiasm. The
impact of this procedure is not documented in the literature and adds another burden

onto employees willing to return to their studies.

Furthermore, students emphasised the importance of curriculum relevance in
maintaining their engagement. They reported feeling more motivated and invested
in their studies when they could see a clear connection between academic content
and their professional or personal goals. This finding reflects Shanahan’s (2000)
argument that mature students are more confident and engaged when the curriculum

matches their needs and aspirations.

In addition to university-related structural factors, the findings presented in Section
5.3.2. showed that structural influences related to mature students play a significant

role in shaping their engagement. In relation to these influences, the role of family
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support emerged as one of the most important influences. Many students reported
that supportive family environments were essential to their ability to remain engaged
in their studies. For instance, students mentioned that parents and spousal support,
including helping with childcare or household responsibilities, made it possible for
them to allocate more time to their academic tasks. In contrast, students who lacked
family support often reported higher levels of stress and disengagement, or feeling
guilty. This finding aligns with the work of several researchers (Gill et al., 2015;
Heagney & Benson, 2017; Tones et al., 2009) who emphasise that family support is
a critical factor in mature students' academic success, particularly for female

students, who often bear the bulk of family responsibilities.

Similarly, workplace support was highlighted as a key factor. Some students, such
as Hanan and Khadeeja, shared that their employers allow flexible working hours or
adjusting their schedules to accommodate their studies and prepare for their exams.
Others, like Ibrahim, Dalal, and Siham, were granted study leave that significantly
helped them commit to and engage with their studies. These findings concur with
the findings of Kuuyelleh et al. (2014), i.e. that mature students benefit considerably
from study leave granted by employers. They also confirm Busher and James’s
(2019) finding that employers’ lack of empathy might hinder mature students'
persistence in completing their education programmes. All this highlights that HEIs’
partnerships with employers can help to reduce the burden on working mature

students and allow them to engage more with their studies.

In addition to employers’ support, the interview findings indicate that mature
undergraduate students in Oman generally receive significant support from their
friends, which positively impacts on their academic engagement. The findings
confirm previous research finding that social support networks play a crucial role in
students’ persistence and success (e.g., Bolam & Dodgson, 2003; DelLuca Bishop
et al., 2023). However, this study highlights that, going beyond family support,
friendships provide essential emotional, psychological, and practical assistance,

which enhances mature students’ ability to meet the demands of HE.
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In summary, the findings suggest that mature students’ engagement in Oman is
significantly impacted by factors that influence the same group in different contexts.
The level of this impact might vary, particularly when looking at student-related
structural factors. This variance is as a result of the differences in social expectations
of mature students and the volume of their familial responsibilities. These factors can
enhance engagement, but they can also present barriers if institutions fail to account
for the unique challenges faced by mature students. Therefore, HEls must adopt
more flexible and inclusive policies that understand their unique challenges so as to

better support this student population.

6.3.2. Psychosocial Influences

In addition to structural factors, the psychosocial influences identified from the
interview findings, explored in Sections 5.3.3. and 5.3.4., play a crucial role in
shaping mature students' engagement. These influences include university-related
factors (teaching, relation with peers, workload) and student-related factors
(motivation, skills, identity, personality). The findings show that these influences
significantly impact on students' academic persistence and engagement levels. In
this section, | will relate the most significant findings regarding psychosocial

influences to the existing literature.

As discussed in Section 5.3.3 about university-related psychosocial influences,
some participants, such as Hanan and Khadeeja, valued being appreciated for their
experience by their teachers, who asked them for their opinions on different topics
related to courses. This shows that inclusive teaching practices and recognising
mature students' strengths can add value to the classroom and increase this group’s
engagement. The finding matches the conclusions of previous studies (e.g.,
Kasworm, 2018; Van Rhijn et al., 2015), which suggested that including mature
students’ experiences and knowledge can boost their confidence and integration

and, therefore, their engagement in the classroom.

Another factor that can improve mature students' engagement is how their relations
with their peers improve their engagement in the classroom. The findings show that

the participants have different feelings about this relationship. While most
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participants expressed a positive attitude towards working with other mature
students, some felt rejected or isolated by other traditional young students because
of their age or their presumption that mature students know more. This impacted on
participants’ willingness to participate in class. A study by Mallman & Lee (2016)
explored similar experiences encountered by mature students at La Trobe University,
Melbourne, Australia. It reported that younger students had negative feelings
towards their older classmates because they tended to ask many questions and
dominate class discussions. In addition, it noted that traditional students viewed
mature students’ familiarity with lessons’ content as an unfair advantage gained

because of their work experience.

My findings contribute significantly to this discussion by implying that this tension is
present more among female students; and in particular specialisations, such as
nursing, in the context of Oman. Mature male students tend to be open to working
with their younger counterparts. The mentoring role assumed by mature male

students towards younger peers is a novel finding not discussed in the literature.

Moving to the student-related psychosocial influences discussed in Section 5.3.4,
the findings show that motivation was another psychosocial influence that impacted
on engagement. They suggest that mature students are primarily driven by intrinsic
motivation, with many wanting to achieve personal growth and boost their career
prospects. This was apparent in several participants’ attitudes. Khamis, for example,
drives more than 100 km each day to attend college after work, and drives more than
200 km back home after college. This is a clear example of how this group of
students will do whatever it takes to achieve their goals. This intrinsic motivation
often helped students overcome barriers, such as workload and language
challenges. Murphy and Roopchand (2003) obtained similar results in their
quantitative study of mature students in a post-1992 university in northern England.
They suggested that being older and having explicit purposes for pursuing HE are

behind this high intrinsic motivation among their mature student participants.

Lastly, mature students' skills, identities, and personalities are all critical factors

affecting the engagement of participating mature students. Several students shared
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stories of overcoming significant challenges, such as managing multiple roles as
parents, professionals, and students, using their time management and
organisational skills. These students often demonstrated resilience and a growth
mindset, which helped them navigate difficult periods on their academic journeys.
The existing literature supports the findings of this research on the roles of skills
(Stanescu et al., 2015) and identity (Baxter & Britton, 2001; Kasworm, 2010; Scanlon
etal., 2007; Tomlinson, 2010) in shaping the engagement of non-traditional students,
including mature learners. These studies underline that engagement is not solely
driven by academic achievement but is deeply influenced by how students perceive
their evolving identities within educational contexts and how they apply their

accumulated skills to navigate academic, professional, and personal spheres.

The significant contribution of this research in relation to identity is that the identity
conflict experienced by mature students in Oman is gendered. Participating female
students have to constantly negotiate their identities as mothers, wives, and
students, and have to put up with outside pressure that views their decisions to

pursue their studies, while having families, as a deviation from their traditional roles.

Another major contribution of this research to the discussion of mature students’
identities is that some mature students’ multiple identities in Oman reinforce rather
than conflict with each other, offering a more optimistic narrative than some prior
studies, which emphasised identity conflicts (Baxter & Britton, 2001). The
transformation experienced by mature students after pursuing their studies in their
parental identities is a novel contribution. This intergenerational educational
aspiration, where mothers’ engagement inspires children, adds a familial dimension

rarely documented in mature student literature.

It should be noted here that the findings also revealed that not all mature students
possess these skills, motivation and personality to the same extent, and those who
struggle with confidence or self-doubt are more likely to disengage. This suggests
that universities could offer more targeted psychological support services, such as
mentoring programmes or counselling services, to help students build resilience and

confidence.
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To summarise, the findings of this research with regard to the psychosocial
influences that impact on mature undergraduate students in Oman are related to
what other mature students experience in different contexts, as reported by the
literature. Similar to the discussion on structural influences in Section 6.3.1, the
difference lies in the specific cultural, social, and institutional factors unique to the
Omani context, which shape how these influences manifest. For instance, while
balancing multiple roles such as work, family, and studies is a common challenge for
mature students globally, societal expectations and family obligations in Oman may
add additional complexity. These context-specific distinctions highlight the
importance of culturally responsive policies and practices that address the unique

needs of mature students in different regions.

6.4. Interaction Between Structural and Psychosocial Influences

Following the discussion of structural and psychosocial influences on mature
students' engagement, it is essential to recognise that these two categories do not
operate in isolation. As shown in the adapted version of Kahu and Nelson’s (2018)
framework, discussed in Chapter 3, they interact in complex ways to shape how
mature undergraduate students in Oman engage in HE. This interaction highlights
the interdependent relationship between structural influences and psychosocial
influences, as both sets of factors must be considered together to fully understand
mature students' academic experiences. In this section, | will discuss how structural
and psychosocial factors reinforce or counterbalance each other, drawing on the
findings from both quantitative and qualitative data, as well as existing literature. |
will also explore how these interactions can either enable engagement or raise

barriers that hinder mature students' participation in HE.

One of the clearest examples of this interaction is how the relevance of the
curriculum interacts with students’ motivational drivers. The findings show that
mature students are more likely to engage with academic tasks when they can see
a clear connection between their studies and their personal or professional goals.
For example, students who perceived their coursework as directly applicable to their

careers expressed higher cognitive and emotional engagement levels, as they felt
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their academic efforts were meaningful and valuable. Conversely, students who
found some parts of the curriculum irrelevant or too theoretical reported lower
engagement levels in these courses, indicating that engagement suffers when
institutions fail to connect academic content to students’ lived experiences. This
reinforces the findings of Merriam and Bierema (2014), who argue that adult learners
are intrinsically motivated by practical, real-world applications of their studies, and
institutions must design curricula that reflect these motivations to maintain

engagement.

Another significant interaction not usually documented in the literature occurs
between workplace support and institutional support policies. It can be argued in light
of the findings that those students who benefited from flexible working arrangements
or were granted study leave by their employers were better able to take advantage
of institutional resources, such as library services, academic advice, and
extracurricular activities. In contrast, students without employers’ support often found
it challenging to access these resources, especially when institutional services were
only offered during traditional working hours. This interaction highlights the critical
role of partnerships between universities and employers, as collaboration between
these two entities can reduce the burden on mature students, making it easier for
them to balance work and study commitments (Houston et al., 2017; Jackson &
Jamieson, 2009).

Structural factors such as family support also interact with psychosocial elements,
particularly with completing academic tasks. The findings show that students with
strong family support were more likely to complete their academic tasks and prepare
for exams, as their families helped them manage household responsibilities, freeing
up more time for university activities. On the other hand, students without such
support reported feeling isolated from campus life and often finding it challenging to
meet the demands of their studies due to time constraints. This suggests that
institutions can do more for mature students who lack this support by providing
proper counselling and advice systems to help them overcome the burden of study

commitments.
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Moreover, the interaction between students' personal traits and institutional practices
plays a crucial role in shaping engagement. For instance, students who displayed
resilience and self-motivation were more likely to remain engaged, even when faced
with barriers such as rejection by younger peers or inflexible policies. These students
often found ways to navigate challenges independently or seek support from peers
and faculty. However, students who lacked these traits were more likely to feel
overwhelmed and disengaged, especially when institutions did not provide targeted
support services, such as counselling, mentoring, or academic skills workshops. This
finding supports the results of several studies (e.g., Fleming & McKee, 2005;
Fragoso et al., 2013; Leder & Forgasz, 2004; Lowe, 2023; Sewell, 2000; Wang &
Chen, 2017) that highlight that persistence and resilience are key to overcoming
obstacles in academic settings. However, it also underscores the institution’s
responsibility to foster these traits by creating supportive learning environments that

encourage confidence and self-efficacy.

The interplay between structural and psychosocial factors also emerged in age
differences between mature students and their younger peers. Several students
reported feeling socially isolated due to age-related gaps in classroom dynamics,
which affected their emotional engagement. However, students who experienced
inclusive teaching practices and peer collaboration opportunities, like Ibrahim and
Ahmed, reported feeling more connected to the academic community, despite age
differences. This finding reinforces the need for institutions to promote inclusive
classroom practices that encourage peer interaction across different age groups,
helping mature students to feel valued and included within the broader university
community (Heagney & Benson, 2017a; Mallman & Lee, 2016, 2017; Tones et al.,
2009).

In summary, the interaction between structural and psychosocial influences shapes

mature students' engagement in HE in complex ways. Structural factors, such as

university policies, curriculum design, and family and work support, interact with

psychosocial factors, like teaching, motivation, and personal traits, either enabling

or hindering engagement. Recognising these interactions is essential for HEIls

aiming to create more inclusive and supportive learning environments that meet the
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unique needs of mature students. By addressing both structural and psychosocial
barriers, institutions can help mature students to maintain their engagement,
overcome challenges, and achieve academic success. This understanding also sets
the stage for the recommendations presented in the final chapter, which will outline

practical steps for enhancing mature students’ engagement in HE.

6.5. Evaluating the Adopted Conceptual Framework

As discussed in Chapter 3, the conceptual framework used for this research explains
how structural and psychosocial influences affect SE in HE. Under these two groups
of influences, the framework identifies two types of factors: university-related and
student-related. It also considers engagement in three forms: cognitive, emotional,
and behavioural. When applying this framework to my research, | found that it was
very useful for understanding engagement among mature undergraduate students
in Oman. Still, there were also some limitations and unexpected findings. In this
section, | will evaluate how well the framework worked, which parts were most

relevant, which parts were less useful, and what was missing.

6.5.1. Strengths

One of the ways that the adopted framework was useful to me was its distinction of
the two main groups of influences impacting on SE. This distinction helped during
the preparation of data collection instruments, the analysis of data, and the
presentation of findings. It helped to look at each factor when discussing them with
the participants and provided a clear path to understanding their views on what

impacts on their engagement.

The second strength of the framework was that it included support from family, work,
and friends. The inclusion of this factor was very important to my research because
many mature students depend on support from their employers or families to
continue their studies. For example, some students were only able to attend classes
because their employers allowed them to adjust their work schedules. Others had
family members who helped them with household responsibilities so they could focus
on their studies. The framework already included support as an influence, so it was

helpful for explaining this part of my findings.
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Third, the framework’s division of engagement into cognitive, emotional, and
behavioural engagement was instrumental. The findings confirmed that mature
students engaged differently depending on the type of engagement. For example,
students showed high behavioural engagement because they attended classes
regularly and participated in discussions. Their emotional engagement was also high
because students felt proud and motivated, especially when their families supported
their education and helped them with their other commitments. However, cognitive
engagement was different because students were more engaged with practical
tasks, but less engaged with creative and open-ended learning. This confirmed that

the framework’s categories for engagement were relevant and useful.

The last advantage | observed when using the framework for this research was
explaining what students are engaged in, namely academic tasks and ECAs. As
explained in Chapter 3, | refined Kahu and Neslo’s (2018) framework by including
these two ideas based on the critiques it has received. This clarification of what
students are engaged in guided my investigation into how engaged students were
and in what specific areas. It helped to identify patterns of variability, as some
students were highly engaged in coursework but struggled to participate in
extracurricular activities. In addition, it ensured that my data collection instruments
and analysis of the data remained focused and organised, preventing me from

treating engagement as a broad, undefined concept.

6.5.2. Weaknesses

While the framework was generally useful, after the analysis, | noticed that
“discipline” as a factor presented in it was less important than expected for the
participants of this research. One explanation for this is that these students are
building on their past educational experience or studying a discipline that is related
to their work. The findings show that curriculum matters more to these students than
their academic discipline, which is their personal choice after years of professional

experience in the same field.

Another limitation of the framework might be its inability to show how each student-

related or university-related factor interacts with other factors from the same group
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of influences. For example, it is clear from the findings that motivation and identity
are closely related and interconnected. Some students wanted to set a good
example to their children, while others studied to progress in their workplace. The
framework lists motivation and identity separately, but in my findings, they influence
each other. They show that the fewer identity conflicts that these students

experience, the more motivated they are.

The last shortcoming of the framework is the ambiguity of “background” as a
structural student-related influence. The framework does not specify whether
background refers to educational, financial, cultural, or professional aspects, making
it difficult to apply in a precise way. This was an issue when interviewing the
participants and when analysing data related to this influence. A more refined
definition of background would help to differentiate which specific factors have the
strongest impact on engagement. For instance, separating educational background
from socio-economic background would allow for a more targeted analysis, ensuring
that institutional policies address the most significant barriers that mature students

face.

6.5.3. Unexpected Findings

The findings show that some factors were not fully explained, leading to results that
were outside the framework. One is the emotional cost of engagement, especially
for female students. The framework does include emotional engagement, but it does
not separate positive emotions (like pride and motivation) from negative emotions
(like guilt and stress). In my research, some students felt guilty for spending time on
education and being taken away from family responsibilities. This emotional burden
was particularly strong for female students who had to simultaneously balance being
a student, a mother, and an employee. The framework does not make a clear
distinction between engagement driven by excitement and that driven by obligation,

but my findings show that this distinction is important.

Another surprising finding was the effect of institutional ageism on extracurricular
engagement. The framework includes ECAs as part of SE, but it does not consider

that some institutions may have policies or cultural norms that exclude mature
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students from participating. Some students in my research reported that ECAs were
designed mainly for younger students, and they did not feel welcome or included.
This is different from Western studies, where mature students tend to self-exclude
from participating in these activities (Gregersen & Nielsen, 2022). In my study, some
students wanted to participate but felt they were not fully accepted because of their
age. The framework does not mention age as a barrier to ECA participation, but my

findings suggest that this is an important factor.

In short, this evaluation shows that the framework was a strong starting point for
analysing mature student engagement. But it also shows that engagement is more
complex than a simple model can capture. The framework helped me understand
how different factors influence engagement, but | needed to apply it flexibly,
recognising that some factors interact with each other in ways that the framework

does not fully clarify.

6.6. Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the key findings presented in Chapter 5. It started by
examining the main findings of the first research question guiding this study. | found
that mature students generally engage emotionally, behaviourally and cognitively in
their academic tasks and are less involved in ECAs. This engagement is negotiated
through three parties: the students themselves, their families, and their employers.
The chapter then discussed the findings related to the second research question
about the factors impacting on their engagement in Omani HE. | found that the
factors are interrelated and that gender and familial commitments impact on mature
students differently. | also found that some university policies are influenced by
mature students’ employers, making these findings one of the significant
contributions of this research. The chapter concluded with an evaluation of the
framework adopted. The main advantage was its distinction between the influences
impacting on engagement, which was valuable at different data collection and
analysis stages. However, it could not identify how negative emotions, and age,

might hinder mature students from engaging in their academic tasks and ECAs.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

7.1. Introduction

In this concluding chapter, | will provide a comprehensive overview of the findings,
implications, and contributions. | will start with a summary of the main findings and
then present the contribution of this research to the existing knowledge. Following
this, | will offer my recommendations and outline some limitations. The chapter will
conclude with my personal reflection, in which | will document what | learned from

this research experience.

7.2. Summary of the Main Findings

This section summarises the study's key findings. It highlights the main themes that
emerged from the data analysis and addresses how structural and psychosocial
influences impact the engagement of mature students in HE. The findings are
presented in relation to the research objectives and the conceptual framework,

offering a clear overview of the study’s contributions.

The findings indicate that mature undergraduate students in Oman display a
significant level of engagement in their studies. The quantitative data discussed in
Section 5.2.2. show that they are behaviourally engaged as they actively participate
in classroom discussions and group projects. They also attend their classes
regularly, which further proves their commitment to their studies. Emotionally, these
students exhibit a strong commitment to their studies. They often demonstrate a
passion and enthusiasm for their subject matter, which enhances their overall
learning experience. In addition, they are cognitively immersed in their academic
tasks. They reported that they constantly employ critical thinking and problem-
solving skills to understand complex concepts and apply their knowledge effectively.
This comprehensive engagement suggests that mature students in Oman possess
a unique blend of motivation and dedication, which enriches their university

experience.

Another significant finding of this research reveals that mature students in Oman are

less involved in ECAs. As explained in Section 5.3.5, different domains, including

155



students’ families and employers, heavily influence this engagement. The findings
confirm previous research findings that these students’ obligations and time
constraints are the main factors behind this trend. However, the findings show that
mature students in Oman are very interested in these activities, yet some institutions

tend to exclude them because of structural constraints.

Furthermore, the structural and psychosocial factors impacting on mature students'
engagement in Oman are interrelated, even though they are theoretically separated.
This shows that the concept of engagement is complex in nature and that students

may be influenced by a variety of factors simultaneously, and to different degrees.

Another significant finding of this research is the critical role of employers in shaping
the engagement of employed mature students in Oman. Their influence extends
beyond admission policies, where employer approval is often required. The findings
uncover their impact on employed mature students' ability to balance work and
academic commitments. Employers offering study leave or flexible working hours
enable students to attend classes and prepare for exams more effectively, which

helps enhance their overall engagement in HE.

One significant finding of this research is the role of friends from non-academic
circles. Little research has been carried out to investigate the relationship between
mature students and their friends outside educational settings. This research
contributes to understanding this relationship and how friends might motivate or
demotivate mature students to engage in their studies. Unlike traditional-aged
students, whose friends are typically from the same academic environment, mature
students often have friends from diverse social circles. The findings of this research
confirm that these non-academic friendships can significantly influence their

attitudes towards the university experience.

The findings also indicate that mature students have different attitudes towards the
impact of their relationship with traditional students. While most male students find it
easier to deal with and integrate with their younger peers, female mature students
reported isolation and preferred working only with other mature students. This might

result from social and cultural norms, confidence levels, and learning styles and
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preferences. It might be inferred from this finding that mature female students in
Oman value shared experiences and study habits. These insights highlight the need
for universities to implement targeted support strategies, such as peer-mentoring
and networking opportunities, to enhance the academic experience of mature female

students.

In addition, mature students’ approach to their identities impacts strongly on their
engagement. The findings show that when mature students’ identities are reinforced
rather than in conflict with each other, they become more engaged in their studies
as they become more motivated and can see the transformative value of their

decision to pursue their studies.

7.3. Contributions to Knowledge

This study contributes significantly to knowledge in HE by advancing empirical,
methodological, and theoretical understandings of mature undergraduate student

engagement.

Empirically, the research provides new insights into the experiences of mature
undergraduate students in Oman, a largely underexplored area (AlI'Abri, 2015). By
examining the structural and psychosocial influences on their engagement, the study
sheds light on their unique challenges, such as balancing academic responsibilities
with family and work commitments. The findings highlight how these students
experience HE. It offers a fresh perspective that extends beyond traditional student
populations. This contribution enriches the discourse on SE by broadening the focus

to include mature learners in non-Western HE contexts.

Methodologically, this research enhances the study of SE by employing a mixed-
methods approach that integrates both quantitative and qualitative data. As
discussed in Section 2.4.7, most studies that have looked at the experiences of
mature students have tended to use qualitative methods. For this research, using a
questionnaire to measure engagement levels, combined with semi-structured
interviews to explore underlying influences, strengthens the validity of the findings
through methodological triangulation. This approach provides a more
comprehensive understanding of engagement and offers a model for future research
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when examining mature students in underrepresented educational settings. The
study’s methodological framework also contributes to the growing body of research
that seeks to incorporate diverse perspectives in SE studies, moving beyond

conventional methodologies that often prioritise younger student populations.

Theoretically, this study advances the conceptualisation of SE by incorporating
structural and psychosocial perspectives. As discussed in Section 3.4, its adaptation
of Kahu and Nelso’s (2018) student engagement framework and its attempt to build
on the critiques it received from different scholars, as discussed in Section 3.2,
further enhance our understanding of how structural and psychosocial factors impact
on mature students. In addition, the findings challenge traditional engagement
models, which often focus on younger students in Western contexts, advocating for
a more inclusive perspective that accounts for diverse student demographics. The
adapted framework emphasises that structural and psychosocial factors influence

mature students equally.

7.4. Recommendations

The findings from this study indicate that mature students in Oman are highly
motivated and committed learners, but they face unique challenges related to their
multiple roles and institutional barriers. Building on the findings and their
interpretation in Chapters 5 and 6, | make the following recommendations to
enhance mature students' engagement across behavioural, emotional, cognitive,

and extracurricular domains.

7.4.1. Flexible Learning Models and Policies

One of the key challenges that mature students face is balancing their academic
responsibilities with their work and family commitments. In addition, the findings
indicate that some mature students in Oman have to travel long distances after work
to attend classes. HEIs in Oman should adopt flexible learning models that allow
mature students to engage with academic content at times that suit their schedules
and allow them to spend more time with their families. This can be achieved by
offering blended learning options. Examples of these options include online classes,

recorded lectures, and asynchronous learning activities. This recommendation
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matches several researchers' (Andres et al., 2021; Duarte et al., 2018) suggestions
that flexible learning models work better for mature students due to their different

commitments.

In addition, institutions should review their attendance policies and assessment
deadlines to ensure they are both flexible and accommodating for mature students
(Tett et al., 2012) and to recognise their unique learning approaches (Gregersen &
Nielsen, 2022; Nsor-Ambala, 2021). Where necessary, flexibility in assignment
submissions and extensions can help to reduce stress and disengagement among
mature learners (Patton, 2000; Ruesch & Sarvary, 2024). Offering alternative
assessments, such as project-based learning and work-integrated assignments,
would further enhance engagement by making academic tasks more relevant and

manageable for mature students (Brewer et al., 2022; Karim et al., 2020).

7.4.2. Relevant and Applied Curriculum Design

The findings, discussed in Section 5.3.1.3., reveal that mature students are more
engaged when academic content is practical and relevant to their personal and
professional lives. Therefore, HEIs should ensure that their curricula include real-
world applications of academic concepts (Brundiers et al., 2010; Morley, 2021). This
can be achieved by incorporating case studies, workplace-based projects, and
community engagement initiatives into courses. Previous studies support this move
towards a curriculum design that matches the needs and expectations of mature
students (Ashwin, 2014; Busher et al., 2015; Toynton, 2005).

In addition, institutions should offer short-term certification or micro-credentials within
degree programmes. This will allow mature students to find alternatives to structured
traditional courses, take short courses that are relevant to them, and help them
advance in their professional contexts. This approach would provide motivation and
recognition of achievement, keeping mature students engaged throughout their

academic experience.
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7.4.3. Targeted Support Services for Mature Students

As discussed in Section 5.3.1.2, some participants in this research expressed
feelings of isolation and exclusion from university life. This might be primarily
because existing support services and social activities are designed for younger,
traditional students (Heagney & Benson, 2017). HEIs in Oman should establish
additional dedicated support services specifically for mature students. These
services could include academic advice, peer-mentoring, counselling services, and
workshops on time management, balancing multiple roles, and stress management
(Bolam & Dodgson, 2003; Tones et al., 2009).

Institutions should also create mature student networks or online communities where
older students can connect, share experiences, and support one another (Abbas et
al., 2022; Cauvigioli, 2019; Deng & Yuen, 2007). The findings in Section 5.2.1 show
that a significant portion of mature graduate students in Oman are unemployed. This
shows the need to provide targeted career counselling services that help them
transition into new roles or jobs. This would further enhance their engagement, as it

would align their academic learning with their career goals.

7.4.4. Inclusive Extracurricular Opportunities

The findings show that mature students often feel excluded from ECAs due to age
differences and time constraints, as explained in Section 5.3.5. Institutions should
make ECAs more inclusive and flexible by offering virtual events, family-friendly
activities, and career-focused clubs that better match mature students' interests
(Stuart et al., 2011)

Furthermore, providing part-time leadership roles in student organisations and ECAs
would allow mature students to take on active roles without compromising their other
responsibilities. Recognising and celebrating mature students' contributions to
campus life would foster a sense of belonging within the university community
(Busher & James, 2019; Heagney & Benson, 2017a; King et al., 2021).
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7.5. Limitations of the Study

While this research aimed to explore how mature undergraduate students engage
with their studies in Oman, as well as the structural and psychosocial influences
shaping that engagement, there were some clear limitations that need to be
acknowledged (loannidis, 2007; Price & Murnan, 2004; Vargas & Mancia, 2019).
These limitations are important not only for interpreting the findings but also for

informing future research.

To begin with, the mixed-methods approach was both practical and well-matched to
the research aims. However, it was time-intensive, and balancing data collection and
analysis with my full-time professional role meant | could not always dive as deeply
into the interview data as | had hoped. On the quantitative side, although
questionnaires offered a good overview of engagement patterns, they relied on self-
reporting, which can sometimes be influenced by what respondents think they should
say rather than what they actually experience (De Vaus, 2002). This became
noticeable when some students reported high involvement in extracurricular
activities in the survey, which contradicts the findings of interviews, where most

interviewees stated that their busy schedules left little time for such engagement.

The sampling method also came with some challenges. Although the snowball
sampling made it easier to reach mature students with tight schedules, it likely
resulted in a somewhat homogeneous group. This was especially evident in the case
of three nursing students who offered nearly identical perspectives, likely shaped by

their shared academic environment (Sadler et al., 2010).

Additionally, the sample size in the quantitative phase (n = 107) limited how far the
findings could be generalised. The patterns were helpful, but a larger group would
have provided stronger representation. Another point to consider is that the study
only captured a single moment in time. Because it was cross-sectional, it did not
reflect how engagement might evolve over a student’s academic journey. Including
voices of those who withdrew or conducting follow-up studies over time could offer

a more rounded picture.
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Going forward, it would be valuable for researchers to involve broader and more
diverse samples, include students from multiple institutions, and use longitudinal
designs to track changes over time. These steps could help paint a fuller picture of

mature undergraduate students’ engagement in Oman’s HE landscape.

7.6. Implications for Future Research

The findings of this study open up several avenues for future research. One area
that requires further exploration is the impact of flexible learning models on mature
students' engagement and academic success. In addition, future research could
explore gender differences in mature students' engagement or investigate the
experiences of mature students in specific disciplines. The findings in Chapter 5
show that female nursing students had different experiences than their younger
classmates, unlike the male students interviewed in other disciplines who attempted

to integrate with other students.

Research on workplace partnerships between HEIs and employers would also be
valuable (Basit et al., 2015; Foskett, 2005), particularly in understanding how these
partnerships can help working students balance their professional and academic
responsibilities. Finally, cross-cultural comparisons of mature students' engagement
in different countries could provide broader insights into how cultural and institutional
factors influence engagement. The findings of such research might reveal that
mature Omani students struggle with balancing different responsibilities like other
mature students in other contexts. However, the nature of these commitments and
the impact that each structural or psychosocial influence has on their engagement

might differ in other contexts.

7.7. Personal Reflection

Doing this research has changed me in many ways, both as a student and as a
person. | chose this topic because of my own background as a mature learner and
someone who teaches in higher education. From the beginning, | felt it was important
to listen to mature students in Oman and share their stories. | always thought they

were not given enough attention in research, and | wanted to do something about it.

162



There were many hard moments during this journey. Finding participants took a long
time, and analysing the data was not easy. | was also working full-time, so managing
everything together was exhausting. | felt stuck more than once. But | kept thinking
of the students | interviewed. Their stories helped me to continue. Some of them had
jobs, families, and many responsibilities, yet they still found time to study. That really

inspired me.

One thing | did not expect was how close | felt to many participants. Some shared
very personal experiences, especially about the stress of handling work, family, and
education. | was moved by their honesty. At the same time, | felt happy when they
talked about how proud they were to study again. It reminded me that research is
about people. Behind every number or code, there is a person who is trying hard to

learn and grow.

This project also made me reflect on what student engagement really means. In the
past, | used to think it was the student’s job to stay engaged. But now | see that
teachers and universities have a significant role, too. We need to make sure the
environment is welcoming and supportive, especially for older students who have
other duties. | started thinking about my own teaching and how | can do better. |

believe institutions should also make more efforts to help these students.

From this research, | learned many skills, like how to mix methods, organise data,
and use theory to support my work. But honestly, what helped me most was learning
to stay flexible. Not everything went as planned, so | had to change my ideas along

the way and try different things. That was not easy, but it taught me a lot.

In the future, | want to continue looking into how higher education can support
different types of learners, especially in Oman. There are still many questions to
explore. | hope | can use what | learned here to help improve teaching and learning
for students like the ones | met. This was not only an academic task. It was
something that made me grow. It helped me see how important it is for education to

be flexible and to respond to the real lives of students.
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Students’ Perception of the Factors impacting their behavioural, cognitive, and affective
Engagement in Omani Higher Education. The information you provided has been reviewed
and | can confirm that approval has been granted for this project.

As Principal Investigator your responsibilities include:

e ensuring that (where applicable) all the necessary legal and regulatory requirements in
order to conduct the research are met, and the necessary licenses and approvals have
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e reporting any ethics-related issues that occur during the course of the research or
arising from the research (e.g. unforeseen ethical issues, complaints about the conduct
of the research, adverse reactions such as extreme distress) to the Research Ethics
Officers (Dr Richard Budd & Dr Jonathan Vincent).

e submitting details of proposed substantive amendments to the protocol to Dr Janya
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Appendix 2: Information Sheet

Lancaster E=3
University *

Participant information sheet

For further information about how Lancaster University processes personal data for research
purposes and your data rights, please visit our webpage: www.lancaster.ac.uk/research/data-

protection

| am a PhD student at Lancaster University. | would like to invite you to participate in a research
study about mature students' perceptions of the factors impacting their engagement in
Omani higher education.

Please take time to read the following information carefully before you decide whether you
wish to take part.

What is the study about?

This study aims to investigate the factors that impact mature students’ engagement in higher
education in Oman and explore their perceptions of their behavioural, cognitive, and affective
engagement in academic and extracurricular activities.

Why have | been invited?

| have approached you because | am interested in understanding how mature students
perceive their engagement in their universities and colleges and what factors impact their
engagement. | would be very grateful if you agreed to participate in this study.

What will | be asked to do if | take part?

If you decided to participate, this would involve an interview and/or a questionnaire. Each
interview will last 45 to 60 minutes and focus on the factors impacting student engagement.
The questionnaire will take less than 15 minutes and will focus on behavioural, cognitive, and
affective engagement indicators.

What are the possible benefits of taking part?

Taking part in this study will allow you to share the challenges you experience as a mature
student. It gives you a platform to contribute to enhancing policies related to mature students
in Omani higher education. Moreover, your participation is an opportunity to reflect on your
education engagement and reconsider how you approach your learning experience.
Reflecting on the factors that affect your level of engagement can help you identify ways to
improve your participation in the various activities offered by your university.

Do | have to take part?

No. It’s entirely up to you to decide whether you participate. Your participation is voluntary. If
you choose not to participate in this study, this will not affect your studies and how you are
assessed on your course.

What if | change my mind?
If you change your mind, you are free to withdraw at any time during your participation in this
interview. If you want to withdraw, please let me know, and | will extract any ideas or
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information you contributed to the study and destroy them. However, it is difficult and often
impossible to take out data from one specific participant when this has already been
anonymised or pooled together with other people’s data. Therefore, you can only withdraw up
to 2 weeks after participating in the study.

Please understand that the questionnaire is anonymous, so that withdrawal may be
impossible. The questionnaire does NOT collect your personal details; therefore, your
response can NOT be identified.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?
There will likely be no significant disadvantages to taking part.

Will my data be identifiable?
After the interview, only I, the researcher conducting this study, will have access to the ideas
you share with me.

| will keep all personal information about you (e.g., your name and other information about you
that can identify you) confidential; that is, | will not share it with others. | will remove any
personal information from the written record of your contribution. All reasonable steps will be
taken to protect the participants' anonymity in this project.

How will we use the information you have shared with us, and what will happen to the
results of the research study?

| will use the information you have shared with me only for my PhD thesis. | may also present
the results of my study at academic conferences.

When writing up the findings from this study, | would like to reproduce some of the views and
ideas you shared with me. | will only use anonymised quotes (e.g., from my interview with you)
so that although | will use your exact words, all reasonable steps will be taken to protect your
anonymity in our publications.

How my data will be stored

Recordings of interviews and electronic responses to the questionnaire will be stored in my
Lancaster University OneDrive. | will securely store hard copies of any data in locked
cabinets that | only access. | will keep data that can identify you separately from non-
personal information (e.g., your views on a specific topic). Per University guidelines, | will
keep the data secure for at least ten years.

What if | have a question or concern?

If you have any queries or if you are unhappy with anything that happens concerning your
participation in the study, please get in touch with me at s.al-hashmi@lancaster.ac.uk or my
supervisor, Dr. Janja Komljenovic at j.komljenovic@lancaster.ac.uk

If you have any concerns or complaints that you wish to discuss with a person who is not
directly involved in the research, you can also contact Professor Paul Trowler at
p.trowler@lancaster.ac.uk.

This study has been reviewed and approved by the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
and Lancaster Management School’s Research Ethics Committee.

Thank you for considering your participation in this project.
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Appendix 3: The Questionnaire:
A. English Version

Questionnaire Cover Sheet

Title: Mature Students’ Perception of the Factors Impacting Their Behavioural, Cognitive, and Affective Engagement in
Omani Higher Education

Introduction:
Dear Participant,

| kindly invite you to participate in a research study titled "Mature Students’ Perception of the Factors Impacting Their
Behavioural, Cognitive, and Affective Engagement in Omani Higher Education." This study explores the experiences and
perceptions of mature students in Omani higher education and how various factors influence their engagement.

Purpose:

This questionnaire aims to gather valuable insights into your thoughts, opinions, and experiences as a mature student in
Omani higher education. Your participation will contribute to a better understanding of the challenges and opportunities
faced by mature students and will help inform educational practices and policies.

Eligibility Criteria
To participate in this study, you must meet the following eligibility criteria:

e You are a mature student who was 25 years old or above when you commenced higher education or returned to
higher education.
e You are currently enrolled in a higher education institution in Oman.

Instructions:
1. Your responses are crucial to this study. Please answer all questions to the best of your ability.
2. This questionnaire will take less than 30 minutes to complete.

3. Your participation is entirely voluntary. However, withdrawing from the study won’t be possible once you submit
your answers.

Confidentiality:

Your responses will be kept confidential and only used for research purposes for this study or other future academic work
by the researcher. They will be protected and kept secure as per the University of Lancaster guidelines for a minimum of
10 years after the end of the study. Moreover, your personal information, including your and your organisation's names,
is not collected. This ensures that it won't be shared with anyone and won’t appear in any reports, articles, or
presentations.

Contact Information:

If you have any questions or concerns about the study, contact Salim Al-Hashmi at s.al-hashmi@Ilancaster.ac.uk or my
supervisor, Dr. Janja Komljenovic at j.komljenovic@lancaster.ac.uk

If you have any concerns or complaints that you wish to discuss with a person who is not directly involved in the research,
you can also contact Professor Paul Trowler at p.trowler@lancaster.ac.uk.

Consent:

By continuing to the next page, you indicate that you have read the information above and that you voluntarily consent
to participate in the study.

Please click " Continue " below to begin the questionnaire.
Continue O

Thank you for your valuable participation!

Sincerely,

Salim Al-Hashmi

PhD student

University of Lancaster
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Part I: Demographic information

Select the best answer that describes you:

1.

10.

11.

Your age group is:

o 25-30yearsold

o 31-35yearsold

o 36-40yearsold

o 40 years and above
Gender:

o Female

o Male

You are:

o Full-time employed.
o Part-time employed.
o Unemployed.

Mode of study

o Full-time

o Part-time
Nationality:

o Omani

o Non-Omani

Your studies are financed by:
o Yourself

o Your Family

o Your work

o Other. Please write:
You are:

o Single

o Married

Do you have children?
o Yes

o No

Have you studied before in another Higher Education institution?

o Yes
o No
You are:

o Studying to complete a degree that you have not finished before.

o

You decided to study to: (Circle the most relevant three reasons)

O O O O O O

Studying for the first time in a Higher Education institution to get a degree.

Advance in your career.

Change your career.

Have a new journey in your life.
Return to a deferred dream.
Make your family happy.

Update your skills and knowledge.

Part Il: Academic Engagement

Read the following statements about your learning experience; please circle the answer from 1 to 5, which best

describes you.

1 2

3

Never Rarely

Sometimes

Often

Always
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A. Cognitive Engagement

Academic tasks (e.g., assignments, activities, or projects) are

challenging for me.

The academic tasks require critical thinking skills.

The academic tasks encourage me to analyse the information

critically.

The academic tasks engage my creativity and imagination.

The academic tasks require intense effort and concentration.

The academic tasks make me think about different perspectives or

viewpoints.

The academic tasks challenge my existing knowledge and

understanding.

The academic tasks require me to apply complex reasoning and

logical thinking.

The academic tasks allow me to connect with real-world situations

or applications.

10.

I am motivated to invest my mental effort in completing the

required academic tasks.

B. Behavioural Engagement

11.

| attempt to attend all my classes.

12.

| actively participate in class discussions or activities

13.

| ask questions and seek clarification when faced with challenges
during academic tasks

14.

| complete my required academic tasks on time.

15.

| stay focused and tentative during classes

16.

| seek additional resources or materials to enhance my
understanding of academic tasks.

17.

| interact with my teachers and contact them with issues related to
my studies when needed.

18.

| collaborate and work effectively with other students on academic
tasks.

19.

| stay focused during classes without getting distracted.

20.

I apply the skills learned from the academic tasks in other contexts.
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A. Emotional engagement

1. | am very interested and enthusiastic about academic tasks. 12

2. I am very emotionally connected to the content of the academic 112
tasks.

3. I am curious and excited about academic tasks. 112

4. | experience pride and accomplishment when working on academic | 1 | 2
tasks.

5. The academic tasks are relevant and vital to me. 112

6. | enjoy doing the academic tasks required of me. 12

7. I want to learn more because of the academic tasks required of me. | 1 | 2

8. | am excited about the outcomes of the required academic tasks. 12

9. The academic tasks motivate me to explore new ideas or 112
perspectives.

10. | I am emotionally satisfied with my engagement with the academic 12
tasks.

Part Ill: Engagement in Extracurricular Activities

11. | I like to participate in extracurricular activities at my college. 112

12. | | contribute to the planning and organisation of extracurricular 12
activities.

13. | linteract with other students or groups involved in extracurricular 112
activities.

14. | Engaging in extracurricular activities is valuable for my personal 12
growth

15. | Engaging in extracurricular activities enhances my learning 1|2
experience.

16. | Engaging in extracurricular activities improves my skills and 12
knowledge.

17. | Engaging in extracurricular activities boosts my sense of belonging 112
to the university.

18. | Engaging in extracurricular activities makes me feel more 12
connected to the university.

19. | Engaging in extracurricular activities aligns with my goals for 12
pursuing higher education.

20. | | am satisfied with my involvement in extracurricular activities. 12

This is the end. Thank you for your participation
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Appendix 4: Interview Consent Form

Interview CONSENT FORM Lancaster E=3
University * ¢

Project Title: Mature Students’ Perception of the Factors Impacting their Behavioural, Cognitive, and Affective
Engagement in Omani Higher Education.

Name of Researchers: SALIM SAID SHAMIS AL-HASHMI

Email: s.al-hashmi@]lancaster.ac.uk

Please tick each box

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the above study. I have had the
opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily

[l

2. T understand that my participation is voluntary and that [ am free to withdraw at any time during my
participation in this study and within TWO weeks after I took part in the study without giving any
reason. If I withdraw within two weeks of participating in the study, my data will be removed.

[

3. T understand that any information I give may be used in future reports, academic articles, publications,
or presentations by the researcher/s. Still, my personal information will not be included, and all
reasonable steps will be taken to protect the participants' anonymity in this project.

4. Tunderstand that my name/my organisation’s name will not appear in any reports, articles, or
presentations without my consent.

5. T understand that any interviews or focus groups will be audio-recorded and transcribed, and data will
be protected on encrypted devices and kept secure.

6. I understand that data will be kept according to University guidelines for a minimum of 10 years after
the end of the study.

Ooood] O

7. lagree to take part in the above study.

Name of Participant Date Signature
I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and all the questions asked by the

participant have been answered correctly and to the best of my ability. I confirm that the individual has not been coerced
into giving consent, and the consent has been given freely and voluntarily.

Signature of Researcher /person taking the consent Date Day/month/year

One copy of this form will be given to the participant, and the original will be kept in the researcher’s files at Lancaster University.
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Appendix 5: The Interview Questions

No Question Area of
Focus

1. Could you please describe your typical weekday as a mature student? What do | Warm-up
you usually do?
ol Jaii 13l Sgeals (IS & 5l Al (e (galiie V) cla gy Caa g liSay Ja

2. Why did you choose to start or return to university at this stage? Are you | Warm-up
comfortable with this decision?
€A 13g) #lye il Ja s jall 038 (8 Leal) 33 gall 5l Aaalaly el < il 13l

3. Do you have other commitments in addition to your studies? What are they, and | Structural
how do they impact your university of experience? Influences
fomalall oli ya e g iy oo Le Sein 5o sy (s AT cilal 3l el Ja

4. What are your thoughts on the university's policies concerning adult learners? | Structural
Do they support your persistence in completing your studies? Influences
fetivd a JWS) e &) pual ¢ saen b € LS Gpabeially (lay Lasd daalall cilabas Jsn A ISE 8 Lo

5. Do you feel that you are part of the university? Why? Who and what makes you | Structural
feel welcome in the university’s community? Influences
Saalal) aaine (84 on yo il e Sllany (31 Loy (g T3kl Fhaalall (o o g bl e o

6. Are you engaged with your curriculum and academic specialisation? How? Structural
S € anSY) dhiacadis clie ) il dlagia A Jelite il da Influences

7. Can you describe your background as a person? How does it influence your | Structural
experience as a student? Influences
fallaS iy jas e @l i S5 $uadiS clidls Caa g liSay Ja

8. How does your family feel about your studies? Have your responsibilities | Structural
towards them changed after you started studying? Why? Influences
$13Lal Sl Hall clay () ey aghlad @Bl g guse i Ja Seling 3 olad clilile i (2

9. How do you interact with your teachers? How do they make you feel about your | Psychosocial
studies? Influences
Sl 5o olad @i g prly (S Tlialas e Jolili S

10. Describe your relationship with other students. How does this help you as a | Psychosocial
mature student? Influences

faali llaS 13 daeluy s o AY) @l 4o BN Can
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11. Can you describe your workload as a student? Is it manageable? Give examples | Psychosocial
el Jac | $lgad aSatll Sy Ja Sl etlia 4 glladll Jlae Y scae Caun s iy Ja Influences

12. Since starting university, have you noticed any changes in your motivation for | Psychosocial
your studies? How? Influences
S T jall cladl g & il yad ol cadaa Ja dgmalaldl Aul all il of 2

13. Can you describe your personality as a student? Does your personality help you | Psychosocial
have a good learning experience? Give examples Influences
Toam A 1y o pemal) b i Jlga s Slinaid clielus Ja SIS dlipadl Chuny GlSay Ja
Alial ac

14. What skills do you feel are helping you be engaged in your studies? What skills | Psychosocial
do you think you should improve? Influences
Sla sk el (o) i ) ) jlgall o Le St 3 & Jeliill e dlae L L) i ) @l jlgadl o L

15. Besides being a student, you are a father/mother and an employee. How do | Psychosocial
these different roles you have contradict or complement each other? How do | Influences
they influence your identity as a student?
Szsil el o ) il 8 Leaali Sl gAY ) el el g s lUaS el b G il Gl Ja
f(abise fAng)

16. Are you involved in extracurricular activities at your university? Do you find them | Both
significant for you? Why? Influences
13l fell Apilly daga Laaa Ja Sslinala 8 43Ul A1 & o jlis Ja

17. As a mature student, what do you think can improve your experience at the | Wrap-up
university? Do you want to be more involved in your studies and extracurricular | Suggestions

activities? How?
livd 50 4 ST S8 o L o a5 da Faalaldl b el o sy o) S 4l a3 31 e cguals CallaS
fas Al dasiyl
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Appendix 6: National Centre for Statistics and Information Approval
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Appendix 7: MANOVA Test

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

Type Ill Sum of
Source Dependent Variable Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Age COGNITIVE .559 3 .186 .679 .568
BEHAVE .068 3 .023 .041 .989
EMOTION .068 3 .023 .041 .989
EXTRA 4.345 3 1.448 2.196 .098
Gender COGNITIVE 1.377 2 .689 2.513 .090
BEHAVE .552 2 276 .505 .606
EMOTION .552 2 276 .505 .606
EXTRA 1.811 2 .905 1.372 .261
workstatus COGNITIVE 2.231 3 744 2.713 .053
BEHAVE .634 3 211 .387 .763
EMOTION .634 3 211 .387 .763
EXTRA 3.250 3 1.083 1.642 189
maritalstatus COGNITIVE .085 1 .085 311 579
BEHAVE .068 1 .068 124 .726
EMOTION .068 1 .068 124 .726
EXTRA .026 1 .026 .039 .844
studybefore COGNITIVE 3.306 1 3.306 12.060 .001
BEHAVE .647 1 .647 1.185 .281
EMOTION .647 1 .647 1.185 .281
EXTRA 2.588 1 2.588 3.923 .052

a. R Squared = .570 (Adjusted R Squared = .228)
b. R Squared = .432 (Adjusted R Squared = -.021)
c. R Squared = .518 (Adjusted R Squared = .133)
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