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THE RETURNING ADULT AND STUDENT PERSONNEL
CATHERINE GREENE

It is a well-known and long-accepted fact that the cornerstone upon which
the higher education system in this country has been buil% is that of tradition:
American universities are what they . sre because of their past. In part, this
iz due Ho the very nature of the educational process -- the idea of building
a knowledge base from what has already beeh lesrned or discovered.. Today,
however, it tust be reazonsbly obvious to those sequainted with the realm of
higher educatien thal such reliance on tradition will no longer be adequabe
in terms of planning for what iz to come: the code word for future trends in
this area must be chabge.

On university cempuses today, there is a change occurring which is both
fundamental to the very nature of the institution and far-reaching in terms of
its implications for student personnel planning. Tt scems evident that colleges
and universities’ are losing what has been thought of as their "natursl” clien-
tele in ever incressing numbers: enrclliments everywhere are down and all
indications are that they will continue to drop. Whait is not as obvicus is
that the! students who are enroliing are of a new type as well. At the present
time, over 55 per cent of the undergradusbe student populstion is outside of
the traditional eighteen to twenty-one year-old, full-bime, four-year, college
coreer student. {(Boyer, 19Tk, p. ) Who is making up this new student body
of non-traditional students? A good deal of it is made up of students who
are enrciled on & part-time basis only; another share ie made up of students
who are tseking time off bebween semesters to work or travel; and another
portion, one that will be the main emphasis of this paper, is made up of
mature adults (the 35 and over group) who have decided, for one reason or
another, to continue their post-secondary education after an extended period
of time.

One of the causative forces behind this trend is that a good percentage
of the adult population is taking another look at where Ghey fit into the
scheme of things in society as a whole. In his article, "Bresking Up the Youth
Ghetbto," Ernest Boyer refers to life in our society as being sliced up for us
like so many pieces of salami, with the higgest "chunk" being doled out in the
form of full-time work activities. (1974, p. 5} As this model seems no
longer satisfactory to suit the needs of American adults, one of the most
preferred alternatives to it has been an indicated desire to continue or
complete their post-gecondary sducation. One study done by the Commission on
Non-Traditional Study concludes that "5 per cent of the adults sampled are
'would be learners,' or individuals who would like to study during the coming
year." (Jacobson, 1973, p. 7) In addition, there. are substantial numbers of
adults who are. choosing to realize their preference: according to statistics
released at the end of last year by the Bureau of Lebor Statistics, over
800,000 adults over the sze of 35 were enrolled in college. (Young, 1973, p. 6)

For those adults who have chosen to continue their education, there has

been en inevitable confrontation with a unique set of problems and circumstances
that arise in part from their personal siutation ard in part from the very
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structure of the system of higher educstign in this country. The prospect

of returning to school after an extended pericd of time poses a number of
potential personal crises thab must be gyerconme on dealt with on some level if
the individual is to sain the uimost benefit of the edicatlonal process. One
of the most crucial of these is eminent from the very time the declsion is
made. to return to school until the Individuals resime their previeus er im-—
proved position in society: the threat of an impending loss of status, both
economic and psychological, thab will Iinevitably accompeny a retirn to student
1ife. The primary lLess is thal of income which results 1¥ the "nevw" student
has been conbribubing substantislly to the family bank accownt in the past.

In addition, there are, beyond the loss of actual dollars, those "sometimes
intangible trappings of prosperity, the status. symbols, which often take on
the greatest perceived value for the @iddle-class American. Logs of these can
be demoralizing." (Glass and Harshberger, 1974, p. 216) Both of these factors
can place considerable siress. on the student in terms of the homelife situstion
and in terms of academic achievement.

On a broader level, the adult gtudent mey encownter difficulty in coping
with what 1is perceived to be a loss of status in the eyes of the rest of
society. Part of this difficulty may stem from the traditional view in our
culture that "work, the badge of adulthood, tends o be regarded as the only
fully legitimate activity of maturity." {0'Toole, 1874, p. 12} The adult
student must cope with the realization thatbt the norms of the society place
the activity of belng a full-time learner distinetly below that of being a
full-time producer. Thlk may have severe personal repercussions for fthe
individual: "the middle-aged adult returning to school from a productive work
situation may experience a feeling of being worthless in the syes of socieby.”
(Glass and Harshberger, 1974, p. 21L)

Cbviously, the solution to problems on this level will depend for the most
part on the individual, the circumstances, and the ability of those in the en=-
tire family %o cope with such external stresses. However, the student personnel
administrator can play a key role, from the university's standpoint, of pro-
viding siudent sgervices, in aiding adult students and their families to adjust
3o their new and unigue position. Those on the counseling end of student
personnel, for instance, might do well $o begin developing programs such as
adult self-worth groups, where students {and their families if possible) would
engage in consciousness-raising exercises aimed at heiping them decide where
they want to fit inteo this changing society, what sort of an impact they
wonld like to make on that soclety, snd what type of skills they need 1o
develop in order to make such an impact. This sort of thing would go beyond
providing a mere empathy group to the point of supplying some concrete tech-
nigues Tor the Individual to deal with problemg. Another student service
which can do a great deal to help overcome the strains this type of situation
vlaces on a student iz the financial aids office. Priorities need to be
realigned to include the adult gtudent: merely removing the restrictions on
part-time student applicants wouwld do a lot in this respect of alleviating the
financial burden.

A second major problem that the mature adult student is likely %o encounter
when returning to college after en exbtended period of time, snd one that seems
t0 be inherent in the system ag it exists at the presént, is the realizabion

that the institutional atmogphere ig almogt entirely youth.oriented. "The
alder adult who previously obtainad g ceriain gecuriiy 'from operating within
hig oun age group must now enber g culture which. is highly youth oriented.
Tnitially at-leabt, he Tinds himself physically, soc¢ially, and paychologicelly
out of place."  [Glass and Harshbepger, 1974, p.-212] This cen haya very
serious implications for the individuel on 21l levels of the leaining experience;
including everything frem how hard one studies for a tesh, what sort of activ-
ities one feels comfortablé: participating in, te.one's percepilon of performence
in terms of academic achievement. . (flass snd Harshberger, 197h, B. 212) 'Phe
institutional structure fitself poses a problem for the adult student in this
regard.. Because. the mein emphasis is on daytime, week-day classes; the
September to June ageademic ¢éalandar; and the elassic. American. approach to the
student-teacher relationship, is difficult for the adult student to become a
part of the mainstream of campus life.

Cne final aspect of this problem is that an adult student who may wish
to regain a portion of previcusly lost status may find it. exteedingly difficult
to do so in such a youth oriented atmosphere. This relates particularly to
thoBe students who are attempbing to regein their stabus by means of parbici-
pation end involvement in campus activities. As CGlass and Harshberger state
in their srticle:

The problem for our middle-aged full-~time student
arises wheh he tries to rebuiid his status to fit
with his changed life pattern. The! student
community is youth coriented, with leaders emerging
through kinds of social relationships %o which he
feels he does not have access. The lavger
community within which the institution resides
often has a town-gown kind of. orientation and looks
upon the adult student as a temporary resident
lacking the nhecesgsary knowledge, commitment and
Sensitivity to provide effective leadership. {197k,
. 215

Qne possible solution to this which could be implemented right now on
college campuses is %o have a volunteer service organizatbion set up to
provide students with practical work experience relating to their fieid of
gtudy and to adapt these programs especially for the adult student. This
would require & specific emphasis on ubtilizing their past experiences and
on keeping them in touch with that "resl world" they left behind to become
a student. In addition, it would serve a varviety of needs for the mature
student: first, it would provide a means of becoming involved on the college
campus without invading the "territory" of the younger student; second, it
would allow the student to overcome the feeling that any previcus experience
is for naught when 1t comes to belng a student; third, it permits the student
to see the relevancy of academic endeavors while s$till in school; and finally,
it would help to re~establish personsl feelings of self-worth and achisvement
that might have been sacrificed along with the job Lo return to school. This is
only one example of how & program can be implemented to meet the needs aof
students; further development of such ideas. i limited only by the imagination
and interest of those involved In student personnel work.




There is anohher. aspect of this dilemms that must he confronted by the
student personnal workel om behalf of the adult atudant.. Alang with. the
resistance which may bel ercauntered. from the entrenched elife: in the case of
sttempls by the adulit student to participate iIn:or make use af . the varlous
gtudent services, goes! a good desl of stigme in the student’s. own mind-about
seeking them out. After all, by the time people reach the age of 35, they
shoiild be well .equipped to hahdle their ovm’ problems, so whi would they need
to go to. the counseling center?. Or anyone whé hag been managing a housshold
for 15 years ought to be able to. read @ g¢ollege cabalog, so why would any
academic advising be neaded? {Besildes, anyone who goes to all the Lrouble
to come back ho school when they don't have to, should know what they went
anyway!) Finally,. if peoble have heen invelved in the lebor scene as long,
as. many of these adult students have, they ghoild have a good idea of what
the job iwarket is demending so why tyy to adapt the placemen®t services ta
meet their needs?

Unfortunately, many adulis are not only treading waters that are just as
unfamiliar to them as they are to any younger student, but the special
problems discussed above may mean thab adults need the available student
services aven more critically than s young student. And it will be the
responsibility of those working in the area of student personnel tc adaph
their services and initiste new ones to meet The specisl needs of the mature
studen’t. There have been some prelinminary steps taken on & few campuses in
the form of married student coumcils and dilscussion-sensitivity groups gimed
at dealing with the added presgures facing married students but even these
are mainly geared towards the under 30 set. Student personnel workers must
go beyond these types of things to provide programs, activities, and avenues
for involvement specifically for students approaching middle-age.

There iz one segment of this newly emerging student population that
merits gpecial consideration in the discussion of future student persomnel
services. And that is the iabture woman student: over 35, bored, and wonder-
ing what to do with the remaining 30 or so years of her life. One of the most
common slternabives for these women has been the return to school. As they
return to school, they are confronted many times with problems vhich tend to
magnify the scope of the ddentity ecrisis well known ameng women of this age.

In her article, "The Needs of Women Returning to School," Judith Bermen
Brandenburg does an oubstanding Job of outlining the igsues involved in deal-
ing with mature women students and of pointing oub areas of development for
student personnel programs. Along with the identity problem, the woman
student is Faced with the sdditional complication of having to compete in an
aggressive situstion after years of iiving in a dependency situation. "The
student must be able to read critically, snelyze informetion, atiack questions,
and assert her own ideas. Problems of dependency and lack of confideuce may
undermine the entire educationsl process.” {197h, p. 11} The other major
personal conflict which usually arises for women returning to school is the
natural resistance on the part of her family and friends to the fact that the
activity she is involwed in is hoth threatening and disruptive to the normal
family routine. Conseguently, the woman may have to cope with gubstantial
feelings of guilt over the appropristeness of her decision.

These kinds. of concerns muat be taken into account by every kind of
sarvice the college iz offaring that studenkt. 'Speclfic areas that must begin
altering their presentation of services immedistely, according to Brandenburg,
relate to admissions and orientation procedurves, escademic advizing and study
akills developmenb, personal and vocationzl counseling, and placement practices.
{1974, p. 13) In sddition, the issues of Tinancial aid and child care services
are of particulasr importance both to the women student and the student
personnel administrabor who is dealing with the situstion. The main problem
in the area of Pinancial ailds is that students who are attending school parb=-
time, as are most adult women, are ineligible for the majority of the aid
programg, Brandenbuirg regards it as the responsibility of the student person-
nel worker to seek oub and eshablish new aid programs which would allow for
the special situation of these students. Likewise, in the avea of child-care
services, she feels it is up Ho the wniversity, especially those in student
geryices to take the lead in setting up such cehters on a shared work basis.
(2974, p. 15-17)

In reality, this just barely scratches the surface of the complications
and adjustments that will be facing the institutions of higher education in
the years to come as the student-body, the primary reciplent of the university's
functions, gradually alters in composition, becoming ever more diversified and
yet ever more in need of the spacial services which these schools have offered
through personnel workers in the past. While it 1s inevitable that the diffi-
culties in assessing and meeting these needs will inerease as the student
clientele shifts more and more to a non-traditional status, the challenge for
personnel administrators wust be met with inbegrity and imagination if the
gquality of the educational process ig to be maintained or developed %o its
highest potential.
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