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ABSTRACT

Starting Over:

Rethinking Adult Higher Education

September 1983

Lucy Johanna Nylund, B.A., Lawrence University

M.S.W., Columbia University School of Social Work

Ed . D
. , University of Massachusetts

Directed by: Professor David Schuman

This dissertation is about three things: the subject

of adult students and their higher education, the matter

of how human beings know what they know, and social science

methodology. An exploration of another way of approaching

the subject than is usual, this dissertation reconsiders

conventional notions about adult higher education.

The concerns of this dissertation do not structure it

within predetermined boundaries, but shape it as an inquiry

towards an unknown end. This means, in part, that the

assumption upon which standard views are based--that as

college students adults and adolescents are essentially

unalike- -will not be taken for granted, but re-examined.

v



The dissertation also is not based on an hypothesis needing

to be proved or disproved. Rather, it is intended to dis-

cover what would be learned about adult higher education

when considered from the perspective of adult students' college

experiences

.

In Chapter Two, a philosophic perspective is discussed

which suggests approaching social science studies from the

vantage point of individual human experience. A research

method is mapped out, one in keeping with this perspective,

which is based on interviewing adult students enrolled in

various kinds of adult higher education programs.

Chapters Three, Four, and Five introduce the stories

told by these adult students about their college experiences.

Conventional notions about adult students, why they attend

college and what they want from their higher education are

reconsidered in light of these students' accounts. The

dissertation closes suggesting that much can be learned

about adult higher education when the subject is examined

from the perspective of individual students.
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INTRODUCTION

Where once adult higher education would have been a

meaningless term it is now commonplace, signifying that

there are two kinds of higher education. There is the

traditional established one usually associated with young

students, and one designed specifically for adult students.

A separate branch of higher education, the adult form dif-

a fers from its traditional counterpart not only with

respect to the age of its students, but in its curriculum,

admission policies, pace and often the very degree itself.

Adult higher education essentially is a non-tradi tional

education for, what are believed to be, non- traditional

adult students

.

On first inspection this modern day distinction between

undergraduates of different ages seems commonsense, based

on the fact that the vast majority of students are young.

An adult joining this student population would be noticeable,

warrant a special designation, and thus, the term "adult

student" would seem appropriate. But the history of higher

education indicates that at one time the sheer presence of

adult students was not noteworthy. Less than one hundred

years ago adults attended institutions of higher education

alongside younger students. They took the same courses,

were taught by the same teachers and earned the same degrees.

1
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As it turns out, the notion of adult student is based

on more than the observation of contrasting ages amongst

undergraduates. Briefly summarized, adult higher educa-

tion is based on the reasoning that adult students have

unique, age-related needs and interest. It also is assumed

that their needs are unlike those of younger college

students. And, from this, it is concluded that their

^ higher education must likewise differ. The distinction

between these two branches of higher education stems from

the notion that when compared with one another adults

and adolescents constitute different categories of college

students .

Both the notion of an adult student, and that of an

adult higher education, reflect a way of thinking which

represents human beings and their world in quantified terms

intended to measure and compare. It is widely accepted

that this rationality and its methodological partner, the

scientific method, are responsible for extraordinary

technological achievements. However, David Schuman suggests

that when applied to the concerns of social science this

quantitative method has serious limitations and relates

2 . •

to questions of ’’secondary importance." Another critic

argued that a fundamental problem of these methods is that

they "all share the false assumption that the central

3
problem in knowing is the avoidance of error.
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The central tension of this dissertation, therefore,

is established by the knowledge that the investigative

approach reflects a point of view and determines what is

thought about a subject. This realization raised the

question of what would be understood about adult higher

education if approached from another methodological

perspective. At issue in this dissertation, in the sense

that they will not be taken for granted, are the assump-

^ tions upon which conventional notions of adult higher

education are based.

The methodology used here draws on the thought of

Jean-Paul Sartre, William James, Henri Bergson, and Hannah

Arendt. Their perspectives are discussed in the second

chapter and, although no particular method is specifically

advised by them, their views about human beings and their

social world provide guidelines about that which a social

study intended to portray real life should attend.

In his study of higher education David Schuman de-

veloped a research method in keeping with the epistemology

of these social scientists. His method began with the

individual in a real situation and considered his or her

experiences within the broader social context. Although

it began with the individual this method endeavored to tie

,
• 4

together the individual and the society.



4

This investigative approach is employed in this dis-

sertation in which eight adult students, enrolled in some

kind of adult higher education program, were interviewed

several times over the course of a few months. The

stories told by each student about his or her college

experiences provide the material for this reconsideration

of the conventional notion of adult higher education.

Chapters three, four, and five introduce each student

and while retelling their accounts, re-examines educators',

social scientists and other professionals' views. In the

third chapter, the standard notion of the adult student is

reconsidered in light of students' experiences. The

fourth chapter discusses the widely accepted notions about

why adults attend college in relation to students' stories

about their decision. Chapter five describes students'

expectations of college and pays particular attention

to the popular notion of a non- tradi t ional adult higher

education. In the sixth and final chapter, what has been

learned from this method of investigation is summarized.

It needs to be pointed out that this dissertation is

not based on an hypothesis and, therefore, it is not

concerned with either verification or replication.

Intended as an exploration, this dissertation is informed

by a spirit of discovery. Although it is difficult to
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convey this process of disclosing the unknown in writing,

minfulness of it is crucial. Appreciation of such an un-

folding shaped the research: it formed the questions

asked, the manner in which students were interviewed, as

well as, the understanding of students' experiences and

it resulted in, what turned out to be, a reconsideration

of students who are adults and their higher education.



Footnotes
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CHAPTER I

AN EXAMINATION OF TWO KINDS OF HIGHER EDUCATION

. . . The truth is that in philosophy
and even elsewhere it is a question of
finding the problem and consequently
of positing it, even more than of solv-
ing it.

Henri Bergson

Introduction

Even though adult higher education is a separate and

distinct phenomenon, it has not developed in isolation but

has been effected by a variety of influences. Because the

purpose of this discussion is to establish what adult higher

education is about, this chapter will examine these influ-

ences as they bear on its development.

This chapter opens with a brief review of popular

notions about higher education in the United States and it

is intended to set the stage, so to speak, by providing a

general sense of how most people in this country think about

college and college students. This discussion is followed

by an examination of experts ’ views about traditional

higher education, highlighting those views that are particu-

larly pertinent to the notion of adult higher education. Th

remainder of the chapter takes up the notion of the adult

7
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student and examines views about their general education

and their higher education.

While this chapter is meant to provide a description

of adult higher education, it also considers the philosophic

perspective which underlies it. Interwoven with the dis-

cussion of what adult higher education is about, is an

appraisal of the assumptions and beliefs which have shaped

conventional opinion. This discussion establishes the

central tension of this dissertation as the conventional

point of view is contrasted with an alternative perspective,

one upon^which this research was based.

Popular Notions of Higher Education

"Education, and particularly higher education," wrote

David Schuman, "is something almost everyone in the United

States has to come to terms with."'*' Whether one goes to

college or not, graduates with honors or flunks out,

Americans' concern and interest with higher education is

woven into the very fabric of their lives. Since it is

within this social context that educators, social scientists,

and other professionals have developed their views about

adults and higher education, a brief sketch of popular

opinion is appropriate.

Campus life . The pages of the fall "back- to-school"

editions of American fashion magazines portray higher
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education in the image of pretty co-eds poised in front of

the ivy-covered walls of a campus building, books tucked

under their arms and outfitted in the latest fashions.^

These pictures speak to the popular notion of college as

a matter of making friends, dating, parties and having a

good time. Because the focus is on college as a social

place, the books under the arm seem to be more of a prop

thah an essential feature.

These pictures also remind one that not too long ago,

girls were encouraged to attend college so that they might

catch themselves a husband; studying was extraneous to

this ultimate aim. While today such attitudes may not

be as popular as they once were, the young men pictured in

these photographs appear to be distracting influences.

Their presence suggests that now, as then, college is as

much a campus way of life as it is a matter of a higher

education

.

In these photo-stories students are nearly always

portrayed by young models and these pictures visually depict

the commonly-held image of college students as adolescents.

As well, the articles which accompany these pictures reflect

concerns associated with young people out on their own for

the first time in their lives and they serve to emphasize

the youthfulness of most undergraduates.
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Career preparation . Another common view of college is as

a place where one should learn the skills and knowledge

related to working. One writer remarked, for instance:

"To send young men and women into today's world armed only

with Aristotle, Freud, and Hemingway, is like sending a

lamb into the lion's den." Voicing an opinion shared by

many Americans, Walter Grizzardi urged a career related

curriculum for undergraduates.

While the social life of college is usually portrayed

as a matter of actual fact, concern with the work related-

ness of college is often expressed in the future tense with

appeals that it become more occupationally relevant than

is the present case. One reads stories describing a student

who graduates from college but ill-prepared for work is un-

4
employed or in a job for which he or she is overqualified.

Liberal arts . Aside from thinking of higher education as

a social thing or a matter of job training, there is also

the popular belief that it is about learning the liberal arts.

"Liberal arts," said one writer, "informs human nature, pro-

viding a common ground upon which all men can meet and

share their experiences in striving to achieve lives richei

in content and meaning." From this perspective higher

education is understood as a matter in which students grapple

with figuring out themselves and their world.
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As often as not, the merits of this opinion are ex-

pressed in these terms: "In their zeal to become employable

students cast aside the opportunity to become educated as

well. These two perspectives of higher education- - as a

matter of getting educated or getting jobs--are often the

source of heated debate and lead to the conclusion that

there is little consensus in Americans' views of the pur-

pose of higher education.

Cit i zenship . In addition to these views there is another

one which focuses on the function of higher education in

relationship to the political needs of the United States.

"A Republic which depends on good judgment, good sense, and

civility of its citizens." wrote one author, "needs them

7better educated." Here, higher education and the needs

of a democracy are understood to be in partnership with

one another. In this case, college is perceived as primarily

a political matter in which society's needs for a certain

kind of citizenry will be insured.

College as a rite of passage. College is also popularly

depicted as a place for coming of age. This view is often

expressed in the remarks of the guest speaker addressing

graduating seniors at their commencement ceremony. In

such speeches, students are talked to as young people who,

having completed the final preparatory stage, are now ready
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to enter the

people .
** As

about how to

world as independent and self-sufficient

often as not, advice is given to the graduates

get along in the world of grown-ups.

Conclus i on . Although the everyday sense of higher educa-

tion depicts it in a variety of ways, in the broadest sense

it is expected to help young people mature and become capable

of assuming adult responsibilities. Stories about college

students' feelings of homesickness, the notion of it in

terms of loco- in-parentis or the emphasis on its social

life, reflect the widely-held view that the average under-

graduate is an adolescent.

Occasionally, but with increasing frequency, an article

appears about an older person going to college. But stories

such as the one titled, "Matriculated Over 40," voice the

sense that older students are unusual and considered the

exception to the norm.^ Although adults do attend college,

it is not their presence that figures in the everyday im-

press i ons

.

Lest this discussion be taken to imply that these popu-

lar views about students' youthful age are inaccurate, let

me hasten to add that, of course, the vast majority ol

undergraduates have been between the ages of eighteen and

twenty-one. The popular image does indeed reflect the

This brief survey, however, points out the all-facts .
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pervasive nature of the association between youth and the

college student and, in so doing, reveals the extent to

which this association is taken for granted. This connection

is significant because it can be interpreted to mean that

the age of students is a determinant of higher education and

used as the rationale for creating for adults their own kind

of highei education. In all likelihood the omission of

adults f 1 om popular notions has established a perspective
* *

which influenced the course of higher education in relation

to adults.

Experts* Views About

Traditional Higher Education

Studies about traditional higher education usually

focus on one of two subjects: either they examine the

student population or they focus on all the other aspects

of the institution of higher education. Rarely are these

two subjects dealt with in a single study. This is crucial

to the concerns of this dissertation because, whi le indicat-

ing that traditional notions about students did not deter-

mine opinion about their higher education, it also suggests

that there are a variety of ways within which to consider

the higher education of adults.

In keeping with this traditional distinction, this next

section is divided into two parts: the first examining



experts' views about a variety of institutional features

which is then followed by a consideration of descriptions

of students.

Notions about institutional features . Although colleges are

generally alike in that they grant the same degrees and

offer similar courses, there are many particular ways in

which they differ from one another. Christopher Jenks'

and Da,vid Reisman's comparative study of American colleges

attempted to sort out and systemize these similarities and

differences. Their views provide a general overview of

American institution of higher education.

Approaching their analysis from the conceptual frame-

work of an anthropological cross-cultural analysis, they

suggest that in general higher education is an "initiation

rite" into adult social life and, in particular, colleges have

their own distinctly identifiable 'traditions and customs.
10

While all manner of interest groups founded American

colleges it is interesting to note that nowhere did

Reisman and Jenks suggest that institutions development was

shaped by consideration of students' ages. In fact, they

pointed out that throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries, older and younger students attended college

together without distinction

.

In their opinion the differences amongst institutions

of higher education result from the special interests of
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the groups which initially founded them. For instance,

they note that all girls’ colleges, founded by the femin-

ists, share the custom of tea dances, a feature of their

social life not found in co-educational institutions. They

suggest tea-dances arose in response to the particular

need to structure social situations for girls who did not

1

2

attend school with boys.

Another example of their thesis is offered in their

observation that the differences between rural and urban

institutions of higher education are attributable to dif-

ferences in students’ living arrangements. Students in

many urban colleges, they note, tend to live off campus

which required institutions to make special provisions for

students to get together. In contrast they point out that

rural institutions have a more captive student population

which lives on campus and this, they suggest, results in

. . . 13
more spontaneous and fewer planned social activities.

Citing other distinguishing characteristics such as:

regional interests, occupation, religious beliefs, and

ethnic needs, these authors suggest that these unique sub-

cultural features explain why colleges have distinctly

identifiable qualities while also being fundamentally so

simi 1 ar

.



16

Purposes of college . Another dimension of higher

education which occupies the attention of experts as well

as popular imagination is its aims and purposes. Jacques

Barzun
, for instance, believed institutions of higher educa-

tion were at their very best when M
t ranscending time and

geography and belong to civilization rather than one
1 4country." Concerned that they were becoming "a medieval

guild, which undertook to do everything for the town," he

suggested higher education be about the study of liberal

arts.^ He argued that to be concerned with the par-

ticulars of everyday life was inappropriate .^ 1

Unlike Jacques Barzun, Alfred North Whitehead suggested

that "at no time have universities been restricted to pure

1

7

abstract learning." "It is a libel upon human nature,"

he claimed, "to conceive that the zest for life is the

product of pedestrian purposes directed toward the narrow

1

8

routine of material comforts." Observing the controversy

surrounding Harvard University's construction of its first

School of Business, Whitehead argued that the mixing of

the daily concerns of life with intel lectural work was

neither as novel as some claim, nor as inappropriate as

others suggested. Offering another perspective, he asked

higher education to preserve the connection between knowledge

and everyday concerns

.
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To this list of divergent opinion, the voice of

Bertrand Russell is added. Considering the purpose of

higher education from yet another perspective, he talked

about college as a matter of shaping the character of

students. "We must have some concept," he said, "of

the kind of person we wish to produce before we can have

any definite opinion as to the education we consider
20best." Tackling the task of defining "the basis of an

* r

ideal character," he argued that the function of educa-

tion was to produce in students, regardless of sex, the

characteristics of "vitality, courage, sensitiveness, and

21intelligence." The characteristics he cited as desirable

are clearly debateable and brings to mind the particular-

ly troublesome problem of figuring out where to draw the

line between appropriate educational concern and manipula-

tion. That important issue aside, however, his views

direct attention to the fact that education plays some part

in shaping human beings' values and personality.

Management of higher education . Another topic which

has become of more interest in recent years is the manage-

ment and administration of the institution itself.

Describing his "new theory of academic governance," Victor

Baldridge suggested that the modern day university is no

longer the collegial system it once was but is more like
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22
a community. He drew attention in his analysis to the

internal workings of the university and pointed out that it

involved a variety of interest groups such as: faculty,

staff, students, as well as, administrators, trustees and

often state legislatures. He also talked about the com-

plexity of the decision-making process that engages these

groups along with those outside the university that speak

for community and public interests. In general, Baldridge

depicted the university as a place with a diverse population

and different often conflicting interests which ofen led

to internal power struggles. These relatively recent con-

ditions have resulted, he advised, in the need for university

23leaders to be astute managers with political acumen.

Summary . There is in these discussions about the institu-

tional characteristics of higher education a noticeable

absence of any reference to particulars about the student

population. As traditionally conceived, notions as to

whether college should be career oriented or focus on

liberal arts or some combination of both, are not tied to

views about students and their age-related concerns. This

is not to say that studies of traditional higher education

do not consider the student population. As has already

been mentioned, there is a large body of literature on
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the subject. The point, however, is that when considering

the aims and purposes of higher education there is little

mention of students’ ages. This suggests that this factor

was not thought to be significant.

It might be argued that as most students, in fact,

have been young, absence of any mention of their age re-

flects a fact taken for granted rather than a deliberate

omission stemming from a particular logic. Reisman and

Jenks, however, pointed out that young and old people

attended college together without distinction less than

a hundred years ago; this suggests that this omission is

indicative of deliberate reasoning rather than a self-

evident assumption; evidentally, students' ages have not

always determined the nature or structure of higher educa-

tion. This conclusion opens up for possible questioning

the closed assumption of adult higher education which pre-

sumes that students' age largely determines their education

Descriptions of college students. As was mentioned earlier

experts have also turned their attention to the study of

the student population and their efforts have produced a

variety of characterizations of college students. The

following discussion will describe two representative

examples of such studies and examine them in relation to

the notion of the adult student.
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The first study under discussion is Nevitt Sanford's.

Like many investigations of college students his looked

at students from a psychological perspective describing

their personality traits. Sanford defined the typical

college student as a "late - adolescent in that stage of

life which, as he described it, "intervenes between adol-

escence proper and early adulthood. .
," 24

Assuming an

interrelationship between age and students' typical person-
* _

ality, he described the average undergraduate as consisting

of: "stereotyped thinking, intolerance of ambiguity,

punitive morality, submissiveness, anti- intellectual ism

,

hostility toward people perceived to be different from

oneself. .

By defining students as late -adolescents
,

Sanford's

study excluded adult students at the very outset. None-

theless, his research is particularly relevant to the con-

cerns of this dissertation because, like most studies, it

was aimed at characterizing the average student. Based

on a quantified approach to the subject, Sanford's method-

ology would eventually have excluded adults from consider-

ation by virtue of their relatively limited numbers in the

total student population. Adult students may be no more

or no less typical than all those adolescent undergraduates

who did not fit the average standard. His methodological

perspective makes it possible, however, to assume that
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because adult students are numerically atypical, they are

atypical of students in all other respects as well. This

approach predisposes one to the view that students can be

realistically represented in age-related categories and,

in so doing, provides a framework for thinking about adults

as atypical students.

In this next study students were looked at from a

sociological perspective with attention paid to their peer

relationships and the effect of these on students'

attitudes towards their academic work. Theodore Newcomb's

study investigated the attitudes of peer groups as they

were evident in the dormitory situation. Although his

study did not explicitly exclude adult students from the

student population, his study also may not represent their

experience because they usually live off campus.

Of the opinion that "there are comparatively few

students in American colleges immune to peer-group influ-

ences," his investigation focused on the effects of these

relationships on students' attitudes toward their academic

work .

26 He concluded that a student's experiences outside

the classroom significantly influenced what occurred inside

the classroom. Students' choice of friends, friends'

attitudes towards studying, and the kinds of activities in

27
which groups participated proved influencial.

Interested in recommending the optimum social condi-

tions most supportive of positive attitudes towards
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academic work, Newcomb suggested that the atmosphere of

the small college was best.*”^ He concluded that its

relatively homogeneous student population and the general

communi t y- 1 ike atmosphere created a climate most conducive

to peer-group relationships supportive of academic work.

Newcomb quite accurately portrays institutions of

higher education as a campus way of life with lots of

activities for students in addition to courses. His notion
• »

of a typical student is equally broad in that it is meant

to signal someone who not only studies, but participates

in the rich and varied life on a campus. This perspective

is interesting in that it suggests that being a student

involves other things in addition to academic work. It

may also lead to the ironic conclusion that a person who

interacts with college only through its academic offerings

might be considered to lead other than a student-type life.

Although Newcomb does not explicitly discuss such a notion,

the tendency to depict students in these broader terms

suggests it. As latter discussions will reveal, this

expanded definition of students does indeed play a part in

the definition of adult students as non- traditional

.

Concluding thoughts . This examination of traditional higher

education draws to a close with the paradoxical observation

that notions about the institution of higher education

rarely refer to students and yet studies of the student
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population treat their age as a significant matter.

Indeed, it seems that notions about students, irrespective

of age-related considerations, have little bearing on how

traditional higher education is viewed.

This is not to suggest that traditional higher educa-

tion is completely unconcerned with the age of students.

Clearly it is assumed that students have acquired a level

of literacy which allows them to do the work of higher

education. For purposes of standardization this age is

roughly assumed to be sixteen or eighteen. Other than

perhaps indicating a level of competency, students' stage

of life however does not appear to dictate the content or

structure of traditional higher education.

Perhaps it is an appreciation for the agelessness of

wisdom and certain sorts of knowledge which leads to this

inattention to students' age. Age after all fixes the human

being in the immediacy of a fleeting moment in time even

though one’s age continually changes day after day. Higher

education, which is not intended to be subject to momentary

fads, is expected to pass on the wisdom of the ages which

hopefully endures for more than the four years it takes

to acquire a degree. If traditional higher education is

determined by the belief that wisdom is ageless, this

belief may also inform a like-minded, ageless notion of

i ts students .
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The General Education of Adults

As distinguished from adult higher education, the

general education of adults refers to educational efforts

at the primary and secondary levels and connotes nearly

every other conceivable kind of organized effort aimed

at educating adults. It refers to a diversity of education-

al objectives and purposes, as well as, a variety of organ-

izational forms. Although within this diversity there is

no prototypical model of adult general education, the one

element which all adult education has in common is that

the learners are people over the age of twenty-one.

Adult general education did not suddenly appear fully

developed but resulted from a gradual working through of

ideas and experiences. Where once there were questions

and speculations, decades later there are answers and

assumptions taken for granted. Not intended as a thorough

examination of this subject, this discussion is meant to

map out the most prevalent and widely held views about it

and to highlight those notions which provided a pedagogical

context for the development of higher education for adults.

The nineteenth century Chautauqua movement . The beginnings

of adult education in this country are attributed to

Benjamin Franklin's "juntos ”. 29 Franklin and his friends

would meet regularly to discuss books they had read in
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common and those meetings were called "juntos," or

"clubs for mutual improvement." Although informal learn-

ing situations for adults have been common practice ever

since, not until the late 1800s were more formally structured

adult education programs created. Reverend John Vincent's

Chautauqua Movement is credited as the first of these.

Vincent's Chautauquas
,

initially begun as preparation

for Sunday school teachers, expanded as an alternative

education for older people. Observing that many people often

grew up without having had the opportunity to be fully edu-

cated, Reverend John Vincent worked on creating a program

to educate them. "Education, once the peculiar privilege

of the few," he wrote, "must in our earthly estate, become

the valued possession of the many. It is a natural and in-

30
alienable right. . .

," he argued.

Organized as a correspondence course, an interested

person would create a study group in his or her local

community and together the group would work their way

through the materials sent them. Vincent justified the

correspondence structure on the belief that: "The whole

of life is a school, with educating agencies and influences

all the while at work.'
,J>1 Providing an explanation of his

program in the ebullient voice of a would-be student,

Vincent described the experience of his Chautauqua like

this.
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I am going to college! Harvard? No!
I don't want to mix with a lot of reck-
less boys, or ambitious girls, just
now. I am going to college, my own
college, in my own house, taking my own
time; turning the years into a college
term; turning my kitchen, sitting-room
and parlour into college halls... What a
campus I have! 32

Although Vincent referred to his educational program

as one for the grownups, his concern appeared to be with

students' circumstances of work and family responsibilities,

their poverty and humble position in life. It is important

to note that the program's design essentially did not re-

volve around students’ age-related concerns. It was poor

people’s rural situation, limited financial means and lack

of access to traditional higher education which determined

the Chautauqua perspective.

Vincent's writings also suggest that he felt tradition-

al higher education was elitist which lends his program a

populist element. One may also conclude from this attitude

that the beginnings of adult education were rooted in an

anti - traditional stance out of the belief that traditional

higher education was not within the reach of people in

agricultural communities. The intimations of an ideological

association between adult education and popular, non-

traditional movements is more obvious fifty years later

when Eduard Lindeman connected it with progressive education.
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a classic in the field of adult education, Eduard Lindeman

wrote a book in the 1920s that is still quoted today. 33

Starting with the proposition that "the whole of life is

learning, therefore education can have no endings," Lindeman

argued that conventional education required the student

"to adjust himself to an established curriculum," then

he proposed that, "in adult education the curriculum is

built around the students' needs and interests." 34

Lindeman felt adults' experiences and worldly respon-

sibilities lent them concerns unlike those occupying

adolescent students. "Experience," he said, "is the adult

learner's living textbook." 33

...the approach to adult education will
be via the route of situations, not
subjects. . .text and teachers play a

new and secondary role, they must give
way to the primary importance of the
learner . 56

Writing in the 1920s at a time when public education

was beseiged with criticism from the progressive education

movement fighting for thorough-going reforms of the

system, it is clear that Lindeman is indebted to the

pedagogical notions of John Dewey. In words similar to

Lindeman's, Dewey argued that traditional education was

inimical to a democratic way of life because it was based on

"imposition from above. . .external discipline. . . and

learning from texts and teachers.'"
57 Dewey also understood
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traditional education as antithetical to the needs

and interests of the individual student and proposed, as

an alternative, an education aimed at "intelligently

directed development of the possibilities inherent in
7 O

ordinary experience. .

Like John Dewey, Eduard Lindeman felt traditional

education was a matter of "authoritative teaching, exam-

inatiQn which precludes original thinking and rigid peda-

39gogical formulae.” Concluding, as did Dewey, that the

learner’s experience should form the heart of education,

Lindeman's educational proposals explicitly relegated

teachers and texts to the periphery of the educational

situation. In fact he went so far as to suggest that

40
teachers should attend "to method and not content. .

.

"

"It is the function of teachers," he advised, "not to pro-

4

1

fess or pour in, but to evoke and draw out."

In summary, the essential features of Lindeman's

adult education are: (1) the adult student is of primary

importance in the educational situation, (2) the experience

of adult students’ constitutes the primary source of subject

content, (3) teachers are not responsible for subject con-

tent, and (4) texts are of secondary importance.

It is interesting to note that like Reverend Vincent's

Chautauquas, Eduard Lindeman's educational notions are also
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a response to shortcomings attributed to traditional educa-

tion. Both educators arrive at alternatives which, interest-

ingly enough, are not directed at changes within tradi-

tional educational institutions, but rather are aimed

at the creation of another educational form especially

designed for adults.

However, in his view of adults as having needs and

interests unlike those of adolescents', Lindeman differs
* w

in his proposals from John Vincent. While Vincent's

notion of students relegated their age to a place of little

importance in his scheme of education, Lindeman elevated

it to a place of significance. As Lindeman understood it,

adult education was necessary not only because of funda-

mental deficiencies in conventional education
, but also

because adult students, by virtue of being adults, required

their own kind of education. It is this emphasis on the

matter of being an adult that characterizes the pedagogy

of adult education from then on.

A 1970s view of adult education. Writing in the early

1970s, Malcolm Knowles spoke of his indebtedness to Eduard

Lindeman while more fully developing ideas which originated

with him. Malcolm Knowles coined the word andragogy in

order to express the contrast he saw between teaching

adults and teaching younger people. “ Andragogy ,
"is
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the art and science of helping adults to learn," in con-

trast to pedagogy which, he suggested, was about the

teacher passing on knowledge accumulated over the centuries.

Suggesting that the recent "information explosion" rendered

traditional, centuries old knowledge "not functional,"

Knowles proposed an adult education "which helps students

learn how to learn.

Knowles' emphasis on "learning how to learn," altered

the education of adults so that it was a matter of learning

technique rather than subject content. This redefinition

has, of course, major implications for the role and function

of teachers and students, as well, as the nature of education

itself.

Knowles talked about andragogy as the "modern practice

of adult education," and his use of the word "practice"

rather than teaching signaled his redefinition of education

for adults. Building from Lindeman's suggestion that

teachers should "evoke rather than profess," Knowles sug-

gested teachers should function "to operate successful

educational act ivi ties
.

^

' "A teacher can't really 'teach',"

he said, "in the sense of 'make a person learn'. . .one

person can only help another learn." A teacher is not

an educator to Knowles but a "procedural technician,

"a resource person and coinquirer. . .more a catalyst

,, 4 7
than an instructor.
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Reconstituting what students learn as the process of

learning itself, his andragogy focused on explications of

adult students learning styles while recommending

appropriate learning environments. Knowles described

the establishment of "psychological climates which

cause adults to feel accepted, respected and supported,"

based on what he thought were "the symbols of childishness

to particular groups of adults. . This notion of

helping adults feel like they are adults is centrally

important in his educational scheme. "A person tends to

feel more 'adult,' he wrote,

in an atmosphere that is friendly and
informal, in which he is known by
name and valued as a unique individual,
than in the traditional school atmosphere
of formality, semi - anonimi ty ,

and status
differentiation between student and
teacher . 49

Of course this advice overlooks the uniqueness of each

individual student based as it is on the i 1 1 - conceived

assumption that feeling like an adult is the same for all

adults

.

Eduard Lindeman established his notions of adult

education on the judgment that traditional education was

repressive, paying too little attention to the needs of

individual students because of teachers who were overbear-

ing and often coercive. His focus on learners' experiences

was intended to meet their needs while curtailing teachers'



32

unbridled authority.

In his commentary about the progressive education

movement, Richard Hofstadter pointed out that "it is hard

to draw the line between a legitimate regard for the pupil's

psychological needs as part of the educational process and

a tendency to displace pedagogy by psychological concern

and even manipulation." 511 Indeed, Knowles' advice to

teachers to help adults feel like adults encourages the

very kind of psychological manipulation of which Hofstadter

warns. Hofstadter's insight leads to the ironic conclusion

that what originally had been proposed as an education

more responsive to students' interests, has been trans-

formed by Malcolm Knowles into one as manipulative as that

which it was originally intended to replace.

Summary. In a telling aside, to which he never again

referred, Malcolm Knowles wrote that the progressive develop-

ments of adult education were equally well suited to young

students.
51

He felt that his education for adults was more

humane and appropriate for modern times than that which was

customarily provided younger students. His remark is

significant not because his andragogy is to be wished on

either adults or adolescents, but because it suggests, that

amongst students studying at similar levels, their age is

not a significant determinant of educational content.
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Nevertheless, in the face of this judgment, Knowles

advocated an education for adults which continues to

flourish

.

In summary, adult education is built on two claims:

that as students, adults are substantially different from

adolescents and that their education, therefore, should

be equally different. As will be seen in the following

discussion about adult higher education, these two notions
• _

continue to hold sway and provide the rationale on which

higher education was also separated into two age-related

forms

.

Adult Higher Education

This discussion will focus on identifying the

assumptions and beliefs which provide the epistemological

framework for conventional notions about adult higher

education. Like the preceeding discussion, this one is

organized to provde a sense of the developmental course of

this branch of higher education.

Extension programs and night school . While adults have

attended institutions or higher education since their

creation in this country they were relatively few in numbers,

so that not until the turn of this century did colleges and

universities begin to serve large numbers of them. With
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the creation ol extension service programs in rural areas

institutions of higher education began the trend of mect-

ing the needs of the surrounding adult community in a

special way unlike the traditional four year course of

study they offered to the traditional student. 52 Farmers

needing technical information about the latest agricultural

developments were offered the resources and expertise of

university faculty. Other academic departments followed

this trend providing information to housewives and mothers

about homemaking, lessons in the handicrafts and the latest

53knowledge about child rearing.

In comparison to traditional higher education these

services were unique in that they were not given for

academic credit and adults did not take them in order to

54
earn a college degree. Rather, extension services were

geared to meet the vocational and leisure-time interests of

a community in a way that recognized the restraints and

limitations imposed by their working hours and family re-

sponsibilities. By the 1920s these scattered, non-

traditional offerings were more formally structured into

institutions in the form of continuing education divisions.

James Cary suggested that the urban equivalent of

rural extension services were night schools. Night schools

were established in the 1940s, after World Wai II, as vast
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numbers of veterans enrolled in institutions of higher

education. As many veterans could not attend college

full-time during the day because they worked, colleges

and universities began offering at night the same courses

provided during the day .
^ It should be pointed out that

night schools differed from extension programs in that the

latter were not for academic credit, while the former

5 7were intended to lead to a college degree.

Extension services, continuing education programs and

night schools all established a precedent for the sub-

sequent manner in which institutions of higher education

formed their relationships with adult students. The

modifications which originated in response to veterans'

needs created a climate especially conducive to programs

which furthered revised traditional higher education in

relation to adult students.

Brooklyn College project. By the mid-1950s, veterans had

very nearly vanished from college campuses, and not until

the late 1960s and early 1970s did adults once again

attend college in anything like the same numbers. In the

decade in-between these two eras, however, a few experimen-

tal, non- traditional programs for adults were established.

One such project was begun at Brooklyn College.
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A reportedly successful and innovative program for

"mature adults," the Brooklyn College project was intended

"to determine whether a liberal education can be acquired

by mature adults with real life experiences by means other

than traditional attendance in regular college classes.

"

5S

Built in an atmosphere made receptive to change, the project

wr ent far beyond those early amendments creating a special

degree, program just for adult students. Although these

changes were extensions or modifications of existing rules

and practices, the project was called "unorthodox" because

it "pushed educational practices well beyond customary

59college patterns."

This radical reworking of tradition was based on the

stated premise that for educational purposes:

. . .the crucial difference between
adolescents and adults is life ex-
perience. An adult has more life
experience, of a different kind from
that of adolescents, and differently
organi zed .60

This assumption was coupled with another: that

"adults are basically different from younger students

because they have already developed some of the goals of

a liberal education through life experience." 61 This

belief, a variation of that upon which adult education

was organized, lead to the conclusion that the basic

curriculum originally planned for the young undergraduate
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fresh from high school, would not suffice for the mature

adult ." 62

On the basis of this conclusion, three areas of Brooklyn

College's traditional program were changed: time re-

quirements, general regulations and certain aspects of

pedagogical practice. Revisions of the general regulations

involved modification of admission procedures, the institu-

tion of special tests and the elimination of some graduation

requirements. As well, academic credit for life experience

was instituted in an effort to acknowledge that adults'

years of experience were the equivalent of that which was

learned by younger people in college classrooms. These

changes were understood by the project staff as providing

a "better perspective toward regulations." Instead of

seeming to function as ends in themselves, staff thought

regulations had been more appropriately subordinated to

i j , .6 3
being "more nearly means than ends.

Revisions of pedagogical practices resulted in pro-

viding more opportunities for independent study. As well,

seminars were added to students' curricula, some language

requirements were dropped and several math and science

courses modified to accommodate adults lack of familial it\

with the basic subject matter. Altogether these changes

resulted in accelerating the pace of college and allowed
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many students to finish in half the time usually required

of younger students .

64

The Brooklyn College project is fairly typical with

respect to the kinds of changes made in its traditional

program to redesign it for adults. What makes it of

particular interest, however, are the amendments made once

the program had been in operation for awhile. There were

on-going evaluations of the project, particularly in its

first year, and these led to several modifications which

are worth noting as they suggest a turn toward more tra-

ditional practice.

Independent study and individual projects were two

of the original innovative practices. After a year in the

program the adult students expressed "a preference for group

study and more association with faculty ." 65 As it turned

out, students' suggestions corresponded to those made by

faculty who also concluded that "informal study was not

a completely satisfactory substitute, nor was life exper-

ience its equivalent. . ." (the "it" referring to student-

faculty interaction ).
66 As well, the assignment of

independent reading and the evaluation of life experience

were also subsequently modified based on the faculty s

assessment that "there were gaps in the knowledge possessed

6 7

by the adults which needed to be filled in.
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Life experiences were emphasized in screening the first

group of adults but as the first year drew to a close

faculty concluded that many students experienced "awkward-

ness with academic study.

"

6 ^ This assessment resulted in

a return to more traditional admissions requirements which

gave greater weight to "academic preparation, scholastic

promise and intellectual ability ." 69

The changes, and there were several of them, were

substantial enough that it is difficult to imagine just

what of the original plans remained intact. These changes,

however, did not cast doubt on the project's original pur-

pose as it was eventually concluded that it, indeed, had

demonstrated that adult students do well in a non- tradit ional

program

.

Many of the adults who attended the program earned a

bachelor's degree. But given the project's internal changes

in the direction of traditional practice, the conclusion

that it had, in fact, demonstrated that adults can acquire

a liberal education by other than traditional means, seems

unfounded. The assumpt ion- upon which the project was based--

that "for educational" purposes adults and adolescents

should be understood as different kinds of students--is not

supported by any evidence. On the contrary, the subsequent

changes suggest that these adult students may have been more

in need of a traditional program than the staff anticipated.
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From this inference can be derived another: these adults

may have had more in common with traditional students than

was thought to be the case. But no such doubts are

alluded to in the project’s final report.

In the years which followed the Brooklyn College

experiement colleges and universities across the United

States began similar programs, most based on the assump-

tions upon which the Brooklyn plan was founded. It is

a source of puzzlement that tenets of adult higher educa-

tion have gone unchallenged in the face of early evidence

which, at the very least, intimates possible misconceptions.

But as shall be seen from the next discussions, the original

rationale of adult higher education continued to be taken

for granted, remaining unchallenged except by adult

students themselves.

’’Maturity College.

"

The University of Texas, in Dallas,

"created a special college, to deal individually with older

students." It was nicknamed "Maturity College" and along

with its creation a special Bachelor of General Studies

degree was instituted .

70 Maturity College was intended to

create an "atmosphere conducive to the integration of

older students into the academic, extra-curricular, co-

71
curricular and social life of the University.
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Unlike the Brooklyn College program it did not establish

special courses for adults but allowed students to

select courses from the standard university catalogue and

to attend classes with mainstream students. "This was

done deliberately," noted the author, "so that the General

Studies program would be on a level with, and not be con-

sidered less valuable than, other degrees offered by the

University, nor be subject to the charge of consisting of

’watered down' courses for older students." This deliberate

effort to maintain the traditional curriculum in order to

establish its credibility, implies that the well-intentioned

effort to make higher education accessible to adults by

modifying curriculum may unwittingly undermine its legiti-

macy. This point is worth noting because it suggests that

at risk are academic standards. Rarely, however, is this

issue discussed in the literature about adult higher educa-

tion even though it appears that lack of its consideration

might result in a higher education that does not meet

standards

.

Although attentive to' the matter of standards, Carolyn

Galerstein described ways in which adult students weie

deliberately treated differently from tradi tional- aged

She pointed out that University administratorsstudents

.
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directed adult students to Maturity College even though

students themselves had made no such request. Of par-

ticular interest were the reactions of those adult

students to this procedure. The students w'ho had trans-

ferred into the program from other undergraduate programs

voiced anger with this preferential treatment. Reported

Galerstein, students "expressed anger at being assigned

on the basis of age, claiming this to be irrelevant and

73discriminatory." She also described students’ comments

on a questionnaire and noted that, without exception, all

the students assigned to Maturity College asked that its

name be changed.

The anger of some students over their assignment to

this special college indicates that the very existence

of a separate program is offensive to some and that, contrary

to experts' opinion, some older students do not welcome

a non- traditional education for themselves.

Summary. As has been seen from the descriptions of both

of these programs, adult higher education varies as to the

particular modifications of its traditional forerunner.

While the Brooklyn project revised the cirriculum,

Maturity College did not. However, both colleges altered

traditional admission procedures and both provided an
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opportunity for an accelerated education. But the Brooklyn

project awarded its students the traditional Bachelor’s

degree, while Maturity College granted one just for its

students. These differences do not obscure, however, the

fundamental element that these programs have in common--that

they are based on the assumption that adults are non-

tradi t ional students. At the same time, both projects

report critical reactions from students which call into

question the accuracy of this assumption and encourage its

closer scrutiny.

Notions about the adult student . Taken in its most general

sense, the notion of the adult student is widely accepted

as a designation distinguishing older students from young

ones. But at the particular level of analysis experts'

descriptions and characterizations are found to vary. This

examination, therefore, will describe several such descrip-

tions with the aim of identifying the methodological sim-

ilarities which permits these studies to start from the

shared premise of the general notion.

As is the case with many characterizations, Carol

Kosworm treats the subject in comparative terms. Her de-

scription of the distinctions between younger and older

students stresses the importance of life experience,

educational background, family responsibilities and employment
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obligations. Suggesting that these qualities are unique

to older students, she proposed special "learning activities"

for adults "unlike those offered younger students.

She also concluded that differences between undergraduates

was evident in their course selections: "Unlike younger

students' ability and desire to randomly pick and choose

educational programming," she wrote, "older students choose

7 5educational activities as a personal investment."

Her conclusion implies that younger students do not

choose courses with the same kind of "personal investment"

evident in older students' choices and thereby suggests that

college can be something other than a personal commitment.

Actually, she based her conclusions on the assumptions that

the random choice of courses were a sign of minimal invest-

ment, while deliberate choices were indicative of it. One

can imagine, however, a student motivated by an inquiring

spirit of discovery who randomly chooses courses, the

randomness signaling enthusiasm rather than disinterest.

Without evidence substantiating her claim, one supposition

is as likely as another. The ensuing doubt and confusion

over her claims reveal a common problem with studies such

as Galers tein ' s which avoid specific and particular details

for the sake of vast and sweeping generalities.
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Another comparative description of adult students re-

ferred to differences in motivation between adult and

adolescent undergraduates. These authors concluded that

"a strong internal drive for learning” made adults ’’better

candidates for individualized programs that often require

a great deal of self-direction and dedication.”'^ These

authors suggested that this finding ’’should have practical

implication for. . .higher education institutions.”

Although this study concluded that adult students

were capable of handling independent study, we know from

the Brooklyn College students that while they could do such

work, they preferred interaction with faculty and other

students. In narrowly focusing on one aspect of students’

experiences, these authors drew generalized conclusions

which did not consider that college experiences are a com-

plex of interrelated things. This points to a weakness of

studies which claim to speak for students while not actually

considering the subject from students’ perspectives. This

suggests that who students are and what the nature of their

higher education is, may not be as causally interrelated

as they are assumed to be.

These comparative descriptions also lead to the puzzling

observation that in spite of the shared context of college

students of differing ages rarely are depicted as being

alike. This notion of their total, utter difference is
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quite remarkable and suspect. Because the commonly used

method of research aims to establish standardized and

comparative categories it results in a disregard for

ambiguous, overlapping or particular data. Consequently,

subjects under investigation are more often than not under-

stood in terms of extreme generalizations. While such

generalizations may say a little about a lot of people

they leave out a great deal.

Comparative terms are not the only way in which adult

students are described. Researchers at Villanova University

studied students who attended night school and found that

7 8they "want tightly structured, traditional programs."

This is a rather startling finding as it contradicts the

widely- accepted notion that they want special programs.

Unfortunately the brevity of the report makes it impossible

to reconcile these unique conclusions with the more popular

contrary findings. The report further concluded that these

adult students "value the arts as facilitating personal

fulfillment and enrichment." It went on to conclude

that they "had not jumped on the band wagon to dilute the

liberal arts and make. . .programs more job oriented."
0

Another study drew quite different conclusions about

the adult students it looked at. Jerold Apps found that

"many students are returning to school to acquire the
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credentials necessary for employment ." 81
He concluded,

therefore, that "occupation motivated adults to return

to college more than any other reason ." 82

The next study adds yet another slant on the notion

of the adult student. Describing the arrival of adult

students on campuses, Shirley Leckie suggested that "these

new students represent a major challenge" to higher

education. Older students, she claimed, differ from younger

students in two ways: they "are not primarily students and

8 ^the classroom is not the focal point of their lives."

To her way of thinking adult students "are first and fore-

most workers, whether they are businessmen, technician, home-

84makers, parents of children or community volunteers."

It is difficult to imagine that younger students are

so unencumbered by situations other than collegiate life

as to bear little resemblance to their older counterparts'

family and financial concerns. Nor for that matter is it

easy to envision a successful student career on the part

of an "average" adult student if he or she were not as

nearly involved in academic concerns as are younger students.

In summary, one study emphasized adult students' life

experiences, another their motivation and yet another, their

career interests. Considering one study in relation to

another, the result is a pot pourri of notions about adult

higher education which are often at odds with one another
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on points of detail, each claiming however to best describe

adult higher education and yet none offering evidence that

convincingly substantiates that claim. This state of

affairs raises all sorts of questions. Are different

populations of adults sampled in each study? Do the con-

tradictions reflect unaccounted for programmatic differences?

Or are the personal views of the researcher unwittingly

affecting the results?

Paradoxically, each study argued in favor of a

singular, all-inclusive view of the adult student although

the obvious differences in the research findings convey

the contrary conclusion that there actually are significant

variations amongst the adult student population. The dis-

agreements between studies points to a methodological problem.

The differences amongst these studies could have been

accounted for if each had supplied the defining specifics

with respect to the population studied or the educational

situation. But the certainty of the monolithic notion,

adult student, instead resulted in abstracted conclusions

which contradict one another.

Before bringing to a conclusion this examination of

descriptions of adult students, one more point of view, that

of Robert Havighurst, warrants attention. His model is

important because the fundamental principles upon which it

is based are widely- accepted and in recent years, have
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adult student.

49

Havighurst brought to his consideration of adult

students the model of developmental life-stages which

allowed him to link the natural maturation process with

the aims of education. He argued that the stages evident

in human physiological growth provided a model for defin-

8 5ing human experience. Human beings, he said, progress

through life from one stage to another with each phase

separate because of a unique configuration of developmental

8 6tasks and responsibilities. For instance, Havighurst

described adults between the ages of thirty and fifty-five

in terms of the following list of developmental tasks.

1. Achieving Adult Civic and Social Responsibility;

2. Establishing and Maintaining an Economic Standard

of Living;

3. Assisting Teen-Age Children to Become Responsible

and Happy Adults;

4. Developing Adult Leisure-Time Activities;

5. Relating Oneself to One’s Spouse as a Person;

6. Accepting and Adjusting to the Physiological

Changes of Middle-Age;
8 7

7. Adjusting to Ageing Parents.

Understanding adults in almost exclusively behavioral

terms, Havighurst approached their education in like-minded
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terms, and advised that it be concrete, task-oriented

and most important, pragmatic. His educational recommenda-

tions are a quite literal translation of adults’ pur-

ported concerns into educational courses. He proposed,

for instance, a course which would familiarize adults with

democratic processes to aid their mastery of their social
8 8responsibility task.

His cause and effect interpretation of adult needs

and their educational implications paved the way for

a more sophisticated version of adult higher education which

he recently described in collaboration with Arthur

Chickering. In a co-authored introduction to a recently

published book, Chickering and Havighurst exploit to its

fullest the developmental model as a rationale defining

the very purpose of college, its curriculum and all of its

other institutional components.

Together they wrote: ”We propose that the values and

aims of human development be taken as unifying purposes, as

89
organizing frameworks for all institutional efforts. . . .

Their argument is a tautological one using developmental

terms to define students which, in turn, are also cited

as the basis upon which to define the purposes of higher

education

.

A case in point demonstrating how this process works
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itself out in the details of an English course is described

in another chapter. These authors begin with the querry:

'What will that population more experienced and more con-

cerned with learning that has immediate relevance for

their lives, demand from teachers of English. . ,?" 90

The assumption that adult students are significantly

different from their younger counterparts, disposed these

authors to wonder if adults come to the study of English

for quite different reasons than adolescents. It seems

they were prepared to draw the startling conclusion that

the traditional reason for learning Engl ish- - that of com-

munication and expression with their fellow English-speaking

Americans - -no longer sufficed for that rarified breed known

as the adult student.

In this next passage Chickering and Havighurst re-

vealed the full ramifications of a developmental inter-

pretation of higher education for adults.

We suggest the teaching practices and
activities, residential arrangements and
other institutional environments can
be organized in ways that promote var-
ious aspects of development. To some,
this may sound like 1984. The question
is not whether higher education should
be in the business of human engineering
and social control. It is already in
that bus iness ... 91
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Although Richard Hofstadter was referring to another

level of education, the following insightful remark of

his is equally relevant to Chickering's and Havighurst's

notion of adult higher education. "The conception that

education is growth is no casual act of definition and no

idle metaphor; it represents an attempt to locate and

restate the very essence of the educational process ." 92

Conclus ion

Were it not for the knowledge that traditional higher

education is thought of in quite different terms one

might conclude that, although disappointing, Chickering’s

and Havighurst’s notion of adult higher education is an

accurate rendering of what adult students need and want.

But traditional views about the aims and purposes of higher

education are not made contingent upon students’ stage of

life. While an explored and often studied topic, students

and who they are were not the focal point around which

traditional notions of higher education were organized:

in fact, the contrary is the case.

In adult higher education, the notion adult student

functions as the centerpiece around which all other ideas

about it are arranged. While the particulars about adult

students vary from study to study, at a more general level
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of analysis there is a startling unanimity of opinion

that adult higher education hinges on knowing what interests

prospective students.

There are several troublesome features about this

argument. The notion of adult student is usually approached

from a methodological perspective which results in stand-

ardized categories. This represents the adult student

as a distinct and separate sort of student from the adol-

escent. In effect the notion of the adult student has

been severed from the notion of the traditional student

rendering a representation of the adult student as non-

traditional. From this assumption stems the seemingly

logical conclusion that as non- t radit ional students, adults

warrant a non- traditional education.

Another limiting feature of most characterizations of

adult students has to do with what is not said about them.

By and large they are narrowly defined in terms of social-

ized behaviors such as: getting along with a spouse,

raising children, achieving competence and adjusting to

old age . Depictions of them tend to omit consideration

of their less tangible but equally important features: the

values which inform their judgments, the sense of purpose-

fulness which directs their actions, and the feelings and
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beliefs which infuse their everyday experiences. Adult

students usually are understood in rather mechanistic

terms which cast them as essentially predetermined and

therefore predictable. Subjected to the transforming con-

cept that they are mostly just behaving beings, their

higher education is conceived as a process of a conform-

ing socialization.

Clearly, the notion of the adult student and of a
x.

special non- tradi tional higher education, reflect a par-

ticular way of thinking about human beings and their

world. This perspective is then mirrored in research

methods. This examination of conventional views closes

with the conclusion that a reconsideration of the subject

not only is warranted, but should center on figuring

out another way of thinking about the subject. These con-

cerns are taken up in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER I I

METHODOLOGY

. . .Into this very Knowledge and
into the university of concepts, it
wants to reintroduce the unsurpasable
singularity of the human adventure.

Jean-Paul Sartre

Introduction

Most studies of adult higher education are based on

applications of the scientific method and involve what

Hannah Arendt called, "a mathematical treatment of reality."^

When treated mathematically it is the quantity or "weight"

of a thing which determines whether or not it is considered

significant. This is so because this method aims towards

conclusions formed in terms of what is average or typical

and, therefore, require what Arendt described as "a level-

2
ing out of fluctuation."

While pointing out that the notion of the adult student

is, indeed, derived from a statistical average, K. Patricia

Cross declared that it ". . . ignores the tremendous diver-

sity of the adult population. . . and does not purport to

describe any real person who ventures into a college class-

room ." 3 Her startling, candid admission applies, of course,

not only to her studies on the subject, but to most of those

about it, and confronts one with the realization that adult

higher education is constructed on a notion so abstract

61
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that no real adult could ever fit the standard descriptions.

Patricia Cross' comment leads to the conclusion that

if one wants to arrive at a truly representative under-

standing of students who are adults then the research method

must consider the student in a way that maintains the

integrity of the real human being. Said in another way, it

would be important to figure out how to think about human

» beings and their world: one that would reflect what they

actually think and feel and how they act and what they really

experience

.

In his brief but pointed critic of the scientific

method and the positivist rationality upon which it is

based, David Schuman remarked that: "to be rigorous in the

use of that rationality and that science is to systematical-

ly misunderstand and misrepresent our world. He did not

suggest that such quantitative methods were totally useless

but that its limitations should be recognized when applied

to social science studies.'* He pointed out that this method

is based on several assumptions about human beings and

their world. Positivism assumes for one thing that the

world can be understood as material. As well, it reflects

the belief that human behavior can be completely understood.

It also assumes that interactions between things can be

explained causally.^ Schuman then pointed out that it had

been demonstrated that these assumptions are inaccurate.
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Sc human’s terse and insightful remark: "the method

mirrors the ideology," draws attention to the fact that

figuring out a methodology is fundamentally a matter of a

philosophic perspective; how one approaches an investigation

reflects how one makes sense of the world and human exper-

7
lence. For instance, it is because the world is assumed

to be material that the scientific method is aimed at

measuring reality and is intended to provide quantifiable

information. Given that the assumptions of positivism and

its like-minded method are mistaken, the question is--what

other way is there to understand the world that more accur-

ately represents it?

Another Epistemology

The writings of Jean-Paul Sartre, William James, Henri

Bergson, and Michael Polanyi offer alternative ways ol

thinking about the social world and consideration ot theii

views have implications for an empirical study. The dis-

cussion which follows is not intended as a full explication

of their thought: rather it features only certain notions

which are particularly crucial considering the issues raised

thus far.

Jean-Paul Sartre tells us that the center of a method

which address social life is the individual person: "that

man ... is defined simultaneously by his needs, by the

of his existence, and by the nature of
material conditions
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8his work. . It is the individual alive in a real world

that produces human fact.^ Identifying the individual

human being in the world as the starting point, Sartre

talked about the universe as "a field of possibilities" in

which the person "objectifies himself and contributes to

making history. . . Referring to this process as "the

project," he suggested that a person makes a choice and

the choice articulates a unique and particular judgment

while simultaneously expressing the impinging social con-

ditions. His notion of the project draws attention to the

dynamic tension-filled interaction between the person and

society.

To understand the human project, Sartre described what

he called: the "progressive-regressive method." The

method must capture, he said, the "flight and a leap

ahead. . . at once a refusal and a realization. . .(it)

retains and unveils the surpassed reality which is refused

by the very movement which surpassed it .

11 Sartre suggested

that an examination of the human being in the social world

simultaneously involved addressing the past and future as

well as the present.

Henri Bergson also discussed these notions of time and

movement in the life of the individual and referred to

this dimension of human experience as "duration, the

indivisible and therefore substantial continuity of the flow

of the inner life ." 12 Human beings actually experience
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change, he said, "as movement through time and this

experience is really "al 1 - of - a-piece . " The experience of

change is actually a "succession which is not juxtaposition,

but a growth from within, the uninterrupted prolongation

of the past into a present which is already blending into

the future."^

Bergson suggested that science and positivism have
* <

failed to represent accurately the human experience of time

because the language used to describe it is borrowed from

the notion of space. Movement is usually depicted in terms

which fix it as if it were a series of snapshots. Although

the human being has an intuition of duration, he explained,

the intellectual representation of it in language lines it

up. Consequently, change is described most often as

states "which are distinct like beads on a necklace and,

therefore, require, in order to hold them together a thread

which is neither this nor that, nothing that resembles

14
beads. . . an empty entity, a simple word."

As though he was referring quite specifically to the

comparative and developmental notions about the adult

student, Bergson argued that the inclination to capture

and fix change results in "an artificial arrangement of

concepts, a hypothetical construction which understands

experience in terms of successive and distinct states,

supposed to be invariable."^ Cautioning against this

tendency he wrote: "But this duration which science
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eliminates and which is so difficult to conceive and express,

is what one feels and lives ." 16

While Henri Bergson talked about human life as the

substantial continuity of the flow of inner life ,"
12

William James looked at it from another angle and described

the universe as a "turbid, muddled, gothic sort of affair,

without a sweeping outline and with little pictorial nobil-

ity." To James the world is a place of "finite multi-

variousness" and of "plural facts, n1 ^ "patterned after a

20mosaic." The world is complex "with individuality of

type." and reality . . ."is at least non-rational in its

2

1

constitution," suggested James. Positivist rationality

conceives of the living universe in terms of causal re-

lations, as ordered, rational and stable. In startling

contrast, James insightfully suggested, it is rather a place

in which "the absolute sum total of things may never be

22
actually experienced or realized in that shape at all."

William James also discussed how a human being can

know his or her world. He began with the supposition "that

23
there is only one primal stuff or material in the world."

And calling this stuff, "pure experience," he further de-

scribed it as "plain, unqualified actuality, or existence,

a simple that. . .it is there, we act upon it ." 24 "The

doubling of it in retrospection into a state of mind. . .

is just one of the acts," he said. Experience, therefore,
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," 26

The commonly conceived

separation between subjectivity and objectivity is an

artificial construct added to experience, suggested James,

not an expression of reality as it actually is. There is

no dis juncture between the knower and the known in James'

view

.

What is true about the stuff of the universe and

human experience is also true, he said, of the relations

between things. ". . .An empiricism must neither admit

into its constructions any element that is not directly ex-

perienced, nor exclude from them any element that is

2 7directly experienced," he wrote. ". . . The relations

that connect experiences must themselves be experienced

relations, and any kind of relation experienced must be

2 8
accounted for as ’real' as anything else in the system.""

James urged an epistemology that does not force reality in-

to preconceived notions but, quite the opposite, flows

from, and takes its form from, the universe as it is.

Concluding thoughts . The perspective provided by these

social scientists and philosophers does not dictate a

particular method to follow. Their insights, however, can

guide one and suggest a method that considers "the stream

of immeasurable events, the impossibility of exhaustive

inves tigation, and the necessity of beginning research

,,29
with everyday life events. .

."
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The Researcher

. . Install yourself in phenomenal movement,"

urged William James, "and velocity, succession, dates,

positions, and innumerable other things are given you in

30the bargain." His evocative comment draws attention to

the importance of considering the person doing the research.

Michael Polanyi perceptively described the researcher's

work this way: "What we observe about the capacities of

living beings must be consonant with our reliance on the

same kind of capacities for observing it." The knowledge

acquired from a social study involves an appraisal on the

part of the researcher and the researcher is, therefore,

drawn into the investigation as an active person who is re-

sponsible, in the final analysis, for making sense of

what has been uncovered. He claimed that the act of

scientific knowing involved the researcher's "passionate

participation," and is a "skillful act which impresses the

personal participation of the scientist on the resultant

knowledge." 31
In part, Polanyi addressed those who argued

that knowing is a thoroughly observable, verifiable and

objective process. Objecting to the positivist urge to

reduce everything to a "measurable or inventory- 1 ike

desirability,"
32 he contended that personal knowledge:
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is not made but discovered, and as
such it claims to establish contact
with reality beyond the clues on
which it relies. It commits us. . .

to a vision of reality. "33

Polanyi's view contrasts with the stance of the re-

searcher preferred by Malcolm Knowles. Knowles claimed

that: "what we know about how to help adults learn is

largely the product of artistic experience, and our theories

about the phenomena of adult learning. . . and the cate-

gories we use to organize them. . .are crude. . . His

reference to knowledge as the product of artistic exper-

ience implied that researchers have been entirely too in-

tuitive, personal and. subj ective . The researcher who wishes

to be "scientific," suggested Knowles, must be dispassionate,

removed and objective. Believing art and science have

little in common, he argued for an even more statistically

oriented method than is now practiced.

Michael Polanyi however more accurately understood

that the researcher has a personal stake in her or his

research. It is this involvement, as manifested in the

researcher's biases, preferences and values, from which

knowledge and insight emerge. While the positivist view

discredits subjective and personal involvement, Polanyi

pointed out that, on the contrary, it is these very features

which lead to insight.
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David Schuman drew attention to the notion that the

plurality of the universe means there are many truths, and

also errors. Consequently, he wrote, "there is no certain-

ty that researchers' judgments will be fully acceptable or

wholly correct ." 35
But the choice between what he poetically

describes as this "flowering of judgments" is, he argued,

much more appealing than the. . . results of a positivist

purity .

"

3 ^

With this mapping out of a wr ay of thinking about human

beings and how one can know, attention now turns to con-

sideration of a method in keeping with this epistemology.

The Research Method of This Study

In his critique of conventional social science policy

studies, David Schuman maintained that they are usually

approached from the top down; most studies represent the

perspective of the policy maker. In his own study of

higher education, however, Schuman described his approach

as one which began at "the bottom, with the end of the

37process, and work our way up." His study originated with

a consideration of those people who were affected by the

policy.

As part of his method Schuman then figured out a way of

interviewing that would encourage an interviewee to talk

about his or her experiences. The aim of interviewing, he

explained, was "to get to know people well enough to begin
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to see and feel what they saw and felt."^^ Participants'

stories about their experiences provided the material with

which he then grappled in an effort to understand his topic.

Following the method he developed, the research for

this dissertation is based on material from interviews

with eight adult students. It is their stories about their

experiences in adult higher education programs which pro-

vided the material for this reconsideration.

Selecting people to interview . In an effort to interview

people who would clearly be considered adult students,

people over the age of thirty were selected. Thirty years

seemed to be a reasonable age at which to make this dis-

tinction since most undergraduates are between the ages of

eighteen and twenty-one.

During the time they were interviewed these students

were enrolled in a variety of different higher education

programs. One student attended college full-time, during

the day, like most traditional students. Four other inter-

viewees were enrolled in a program advertised as an alter-

native for non-tradi tional students (in order to gain ad-

mittance one had to be over twenty-one). The other three

students attended classes at night through the University’s

Continuing Education program. All of the programs were,

in one way or another, affiliated with a State University.

Most of the students were identified by administrators
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or teachers who were acquainted with them. And one student

was referred by another student who I knew personally.

As it turned out, the interview material of the student

who took the traditional route was not included in the

dissertation. I am hard pressed to explain this decision,

except to say that, because her experience was like that

of an ordinary student, her stories did not refer to issues

of being an adult student or attending a non- traditional

program. Her stories, however, did tell me that an adult

could attend college and just be a student, unidentified

with reference to age and not treated out of the ordinary.

The interviews. Most of the interviews lasted approximately

two hours with time out for snacks and scheduling future

appointments

.

They were held in a variety of places depending on

what was most convenient for the interviewee and consider-

ing as well the best place for quiet uninterrupted talk.

I met one woman in her home at first but that did not last

as her two young children, several dogs and neighbors dis-

tracted us. Subsequent interviews were scheduled at my

home. Several other students also came to my house as it

was nearby the campus and they could take time between

classes. In one instance, I went to an interviewee s office

which afforded the luxury of a secretary who saw to it

that we had quiet surroundings.



73

Ihe interviews were held from November 1979 through

April of 1980, with each person being interviewed over a

three month period. I met several interviewees every other

week and one person, much busier than expected, over six

months

.

All of the interviews were tape recorded and before

each interview I usually replayed the previous one to re-

fresh my memory which also helped to provide continuity

from one session to the next. When all of the interviews

were completed, the tapes were transcribed, along with my

comments and questions.

Interview phases . Describing his study, David Schuman said

that his interviews were structured only enough to set the

stage for a talk. * The point was not, he remarked, to

get interviewees to say what he wanted to hear, but to

provide just enough of an outline to encourage each of

them to tell stories about his or her own experiences. I

tried to do much the same thing in my interviews, gearing

my comments to encouraging each student to be a storyteller.

I first introduced myself in a phone conversation inquiring

if the person would be interested in talking with me about

going to college. At that time, the study was very briefly

outlined in terms of wanting to know about adults' expei

-

iences as undergraduate students.
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The first interview. During the first interview I

tried to more fully describe the dissertation topic, keep-

ing in mind David Schuman's suggestion about just setting

the stage without constricting the talk. I suggested to

each person that stories about previous college exper-

iences and other topics, such as work, aspirations and

past history, would be appropriate.

Anticipating approximately four interviews, I roughly

outlined topics: the first interview would be to get

acquainted and introduced to the student, the second and

third interviews would focus on what the interviewee was

doing before attending college and then address current

college experiences, and the fourth and probably last inter-

view, would concern the student’s future prospects. Because

this was the first interview this talk often did not have

the same ease and familiarity evident in latter ones.

The second interview . By and large the stories the

interviewee told moved back and forth between childhood,

family, and when the decision was made to attend college.

References to work, family, career interests, school and

attitudes of family and friends were frequent. Usually

during this interview I was introduced to the cast of

characters in the interviewee's life.
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The third and fourth interviews . These talks focused

on the person's present college experiences and interviewees

told stories about their relationships with teachers, meet-

ing other students, registering for courses, paying bills,

an exam, the first paper and what it felt like going to

school and studying again.

The last interview . The last interview tied up loose

ends, so to speak, and I asked each interviewee if he or

she had things to talk about which had not yet come up. I

asked several of them to describe a typical day from the

moment they got up to when they fell asleep at night. These

accounts often provided a detailed sense of daily life that

might not have been apparent from other stories.

Figuring out the interviews . The interviews resulted in

several hundreds of pages. I read them many times, enough

so most stories were committed to memory. Schuman described

the process of figuring out what each person's story was

about in these words: "We had to understand what each

individual said, and that required establishing the context

and reaching back and forth from the past to the future

• . . . ,,40with each.

David Schuman pointed out that: "in most studies,

the range of conclusions seems polarized around the

uniqueness of an individual. . .or. . .around concepts
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that may explain a little about a lot of us ." 41
He sug-

gested instead aiming towards another sort of knowledge.

"There is some knowledge," he wrote, "that runs between

the purely personal and the notions of general concepts.

"

4 ^

The aim, then, while beginning with the individual, is to

get to that other layer of knowledge. It is an effort

which involves trying to keep to "the logic of the study"

and "the integrity of the work." 4 ^

Presentation of the Interview Material

In each of the next three chapters, the stories of each

of the students interviewed will be presented. The next

chapter examines the notion of the adult student while

considering how to think about the older person who attends

college. The fourth chapter reconsiders experts' concerns

with why adults attend college by looking at students’

stories about how they made their decision to attend college.

In the fifth chapter students' expectations of college are

discussed with particular attention given to their exper-

iences with teachers. The sixth, and final chapter, draws

these discussions together and summarizes what was learned

about adult higher education when approached from this

methodology

.
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CHAPTER I I I

STUDENTSWHOARE ADULTS

In our unreflective self there are no
categories or concepts; we are even un-
aware of having grown older.

David Schuman

Conventional studies about adult students and their

higher education originate with the question: Can the

experience of an adult student be primarily understood

as the experience of a person at a given stage of life?

And most experts conclude that students’ ages are indeed

a determining factor of their college experiences. Per-

haps we should listen to what an adult student has to say.

Students Who Are Older

Jean. Jean is a woman in her early fifties. She is

married and has two teen-age children. When she started

college as a freshman in September, her son also left home

for his first year as a college student.

Midway through the first interview Jean leaned back in

her chair and with a sigh of satisfaction exclaimed. So,

now at the age of fifty-three I’m getting the college

that I always wanted and the music training I always

wanted!” Only several interviews and many more stories

uncovered the various implications of her comment.

80
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Jean had waited years to attend college and her reference

to - - " I

'

m getting the college that 1 always wanted. .

takes her back thirty- five years when, as a senior in high

school, she made her original decision to attend college.

I had always wanted to go. In iny

crowd it was the expected thing.
As a matter of fact if you didn't
you were strange.

She applied to several colleges and was accepted by two of

them. She was eager and prepared herself to go. Her parents

however felt college was not necessary for her as she

aspired to be no more than a secretary. They would pay for

secretarial school but not college. "I was very, very,

disappointed," explained Jean. So, she went to a

secretarial school, worked for several years and married

a man she met while working. "Wanting to go to college,"

she reminisced, "has always been there, it was just a

matter of when." This additional story revealed that her

opening comment referred to hopes that were dashed in the

past but, not rel inquished, they emerged years later.

Her exclamation, "So, now. .
." spoke to her present

si tuat ion as wel 1

.

About a year and a half ago, I decided,
well, I think I'll be able to concen-
trate and I'll go to school. And J

took a course at UMass during the summer.
Partly for fun and partly for credit.
Mainly to see whether I really could
hack papers and studying, etc. And I

did. I managed to produce a twenty- five

page paper.
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LN : What did you think of the course?

Jean: It was fascinating. I adored it.
We had to do research and I choose my
subject of an historial site I'd often
driven by and been interested in. It
was so interesting. It was no chore for
me to do this. I did well. And I

thought, 'I think I can manage college.'

She had applied to be a fully matriculated student,

and in this first semester took a full load of courses.

Not only was college associated with her past, it was as

well an immediate present experience.

Her next story indicates that attending college also

had as much to do with the anticipation of future things

as it did with what had gone on before or in the present.

Now, my main interest in all this is in
music. I don't know where it's going to
lead. I would like to use it, my degree,
in some sort of professional capacity
when I leave. I'm very interested in

the idea of concern management or program-
ming .

For Jean attending college drew together all tenses

of time and to understand what it meant to her is to move

back and forth from past and future and present.

Most characterizations of adult students attempt to

pigeon-hole a student into a stage of life category. In-

deed, Arthur Chickering suggested no less than five

categories by which to describe an adult student .

1 While

it is true that Jean exhibits several of the traits

attributed to adult students, the standard enumerated
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descriptions also depict her life in static terms as a series

of unrelated features. Jean’s stories, however, pointed

to a tension between aspects of her life which were simul-

taneously finished while others were just beginning and

still others had yet to be realized. To understand Jean’s

experiences as a college student is to weave through over-

lapped moments in her life as it is uninterrupted and

continuous

.

Timel iness

The standard notion of adult students also suggests

that there is a timeliness to human beings lives meaning

that there is a right time and a wrong time to do things.

As used in adult higher education, the notion of timeliness

provides the rationale that college programs should coin-

cide with the tasks needing to be mastered at a given

moment of life. The stories of another student, Tom,

will be introduced and explored in relation to this notion.

Tom. "I'm a master carpenter by trade," Tom explained, "and

as far as that goes, I’m very, very successful." He de-

scribed more fully what he went through to become so

success ful

.



84

I went to a vocational school rather
than high school and I went through
the regular process of apprenticeship.
Got my journeyman’s and my master's
license. At one time in the trade,
I held every license or certificate
that could be held in my trade in the
state

.

A c

stories

genuine

and the

arpenter for nearly twenty years, he had many

about his work and these accounts indicated a

enthusiasm and sense of pleasure with his trade

quality of his own efforts.

LN: Clearly you enjoy your trade.
What is it that you like so much?

Tom: The creativity. If you go
into a house that several of us
have worked on, in twenty years
you could look at it and point out
exactly what was yours and what was
someone else's. You could say I did
it because these were my thoughts
at the time. And I found that very
stimulating

.

The standards of the trade began to change and Tom was

displeased with the direction they took.

We're losing that individuality, that
personalization now. You're working
against the cost of the job now, rather

than the quality of the installation.
You can always learn the shortcuts. But

it's very difficult to take a short-cut

and turn it into the proper method.

He began thinking about what else he might like to do

and teaching occurred to him.
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It was going to have to be something
that would be as challenging as learn-
ing the carpenter trade was. I figured
learning how to teach it would be as
challenging. Passing on what I know,
helping others do the kind of job that
I think is good.

Eventually, in order to qualify for a teaching

position, he enrolled in a state college AA degree.

Tom’s story did not conjure up a sense of timeliness

between what stage of life he was in and his decision to

attend college. Rather, his account drew attention to his

concern with his work, the state of his trade, the

importance of maintaining standards of quality and

the value of being challenged and stimulated. That col-

lege was based on judgments involving his values, and not on

a sense that it was the right time, was further demonstrated

by his stories about his experiences in the AA degree

program

.

There were two or three professors and
they were teaching everything. So their
depth, their expertise really wasn't
challenging me. I was just more or less,
sitting there. Writing the mid-term paper,
taking the bluebook test and getting the
credits. That turned me off completely.

LN: The papers you did, the tests, tell
me more about them.

Tom: They were routine. You could have
sat down and copied out of the book.
The critical thinking level that I ran
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into - - it was offensive to me because
I was getting away with something and
that isn’t in my character. I don’t
expect anybody to shortchange me and
I was getting shortchanged because
I wasn’t challenged or forced to work.

LN : You began to wonder about the
worth of what you were doing?

Tom: That's it. I came home at the
end of that semester and didn’t
really care if I got back into higher
education

.

The conventional notion of timeliness epitomizes that

which Hannah Arendt described as the imposition of "in-

numerable and various rules, . . .which make them behave,

to exclude spontaneous action or outstanding achievement."

The presumption of predictability and determinism, upon

which the idea of doing things at a socially defined right

time, are not apparent in Tom's stories of his experiences.

Rather, his accounts suggest that his decisions were in-

formed by his own inner organizing principles. "The living

essence of the person," wrote Arendt, "shows itself in the

flux of action and speech ." 4 "In acting and speaking, men.

. . reveal actively their unique personal identities,"

she explained, "and thus make their appearance in the

world ." 5 And more. "The moment we want to say who

somebody is our vocabulary leads us astray into saying

what he is, . . to describe a type or a ’character’. .
." 6
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Most conventional descriptions of adult students seem

to fall into this very trap oi type-casting a person. In

contrast, Tom’s stories began to uncover and reveal him.

An alternative perspective . If the notion of adult student

does not fully enough represent the experiences of Jean

and Tom, in what other terms might they be better under-

stood? The author, Tu-Wei Ming contrasted the Western

notion of the adult with Confucian thought and his dis-

cussion described a point of view that addressed this

quest ion

.

Confucian tradition does not consider the course of

human life in terms of differentiated or discrete modes of

existence. This perspective, which is insightful as well

as quite foreign, thinks aging begins at the very moment

of birth. Although distinctions between youth and man-

hood are recognized, there is no word equivalent to our

adulthood or our adolescence. Tu Wei -Ming said that:

"While adulthood can be recognized, it can never be

defined

.

In Confucianism there is the word ch 1 eng which, as

both noun and verb, means: "one who has become a person."

As a noun it signifies a state ot completion and as a \eih

it refers to "a process of self-cultivation or develop-

ment ." 10
Ch’ eng signifies a governing principle, a point

of orientation. As it is a metaphor or basic analogy for
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understanding the Confucian concept of man, it is meant to

conjure up the example of Confucius' way of life as a

standard of inspiration.^ But it also expresses the

belief that "the approaches to sagehood are as many as there

are sages. " ^

Confucian thought considers the course of human life

as an effort "to manifest humanity, not as a process of

socialized conformity." Instead of thinking about the

human being in terms which map out in advance an expected

and predetermined set of traits, Confucianism depicts

the human being in a notion which express a sense of dis-

covery. In doing so, it is more fully representative of

Jean's and Tom's college experiences than is the compar-

ative notion of the adult student.

Older Students and Younger Students

The question of whether students' ages are a funda-

mentally significant factor in determining their college

experiences often resolves itself into another question.

Are older students different from younger ones? Returning

to Jean's story, this question is explored through other

of her accounts about her college experiences.

Jean had vivid memories of her first weeks of

classes

.
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The first day that I walked into the
music theory class I really felt strange.
There were one hundred and fifty students
and every single one of them was young
enough to be my son or daughter. And
even though I wasn't that much older than
the professor, I could have been his aunt.

Her son just having gone off to college, her observation

was a particularly poignant one. The first days of her

English class were even stranger.

There were only twelve of us. We are
of the very privileged few on campus to have
a teeny little seminar. I was again the
oldest in class. And that was, I think, the
hardest one to get used to because we were
an intimate group rather than a very imper-
sonal mass of people. I felt much stranger
in that class.

If one only knew about these experiences of Jean's,

her being older and being a mother might easily be under-

stood as the significant dimensions defining who she was.

These stories only pertain, however, to her early days in

college. Time passed and she had other experiences. Re-

ferring to younger students, Jean said:

I think in the very beginning, when they
first see you there, the first two or three
times, they think it's kind of funny.
And of course, I feel this way too. In

the beginning it's sort of like a fish out

of water.

Jean's reference to being older was other than a

reference to her age, she was talking about being out of

her element. College was not the same as her home; these

students were not her children and the work she did was not
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like hei volunteer work at the museum. College was one

sort of situation and her home and family life was another.

Jean talked about the times she would be in her kit-

chen, washing the breakfast dishes and, as was her habit

during the years before she started college, she would

listen to the morning "Pro Musica" radio program.

I’ll tell you a funny thing. Since
I’ve been up here and just tuning
into WFCR, it's an education in it-
self because between Robert J. and
the people on the afternoon program,
I get a little music appreciation
course every day. A lot of it is
filtered into my head without my even
realizing what I have learned.

Change the scene and shift to another context al-

together, that of a

seating one-hundred

books strewn about,

students were alert

week's test.

college lecture hal

and fifty students,

the professor was 1

in preparation for

1, an amphitheater

Note pads were out,

ecturing and the

the following

In this course I discovered that I had
really absorbed a good deal of information
from Robert J. But I also discovered that
I really had taken very poor notes.
Totally my own fault. What was happening,
I was so interested in what the professor
was saying that I was just listening and
I wasn't taking anything down. I got a

D on my first test.
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This classroom was not like her kitchen and her radio

listening never required note-taking or tests or receiving
a grade.

Jean’s stories suggested that to know what attending

college was like, was to know her in the situation of

college itself. In contrast to this depiction the con-

ventional notion of adult student is unencumbered by a

contextual reference. Although this might seem concept-

ually advantageous because the term can denote a grown

person in any situation, Jean’s stories suggest quite

the contrary: the situation in which she found herself

was crucial. Her stories were about being in college and

it was this situation which produced her experience as a

student

.

College and Being a Student

Jean had many stories about her classroom experiences

and except for those about her first weeks, there was no

further mention of her age. This shift in what she paid

attention to was illustrated by another story about her

little seminar class.

At first it totally intimidated me.
Partly because of my age and partly
because I found speaking up about ideas. . .

It was voluntary and very hard for me. In

the beginning I really kept my mouth shut
because lots of times when I did open my
mouth I would come up with either factual
stuff or it would be totally off the beam.
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Her feeling of being older receded in significance as her

actions in class took on importance and preoccupied her.

LN: Can you explain more what you
mean about being off the beam?

Jean: Well, just from the questions and
the reactions of the class. I realized
I just wasn't thinking of things the right
way. It is so totally different from what
I've ever done. There was a lot I had to
learn and that I did in fact learn it.
But in the beginning it was really quite
hard. . .

By the end of that first semester, however, Jean felt

she had settled into college and had learned how to take

tests and write a paper.

. . .after a while the class becomes a
class and I am just as much a part of
that class as they are. I am, after
all, just another student like all the
others .

Age Is a Code Word

Tom's stories provided another slant on

tions between adults and adolescent students

these inform students' college experiences.

the distinc-

and whether

He had

original

tinue in

But he h

because

ly planned, once he earned his AA degree,

the State College and work toward his BA

ad taken a few courses in the University

of these experiences he changed his mind

to con-

cegree

.

and

and

transferred to the University.
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LN: Why did you transfer? What did you
expect from the University that you did
not think you'd get in the state college?

Tom: I think one of the things that really
excited me is that I could be integrated
in with the regular day students and there
wouldn't be any differentiation. In the
state program. . .there was all vocational
people who were studying to teach vocational
subjects in the vocational high school.
Here, if I take a sociology course, that's
all it is. It isn't geared to what I'm
going to end up, it's just sociology.

The University appealed to Tom because he thought he would

be treated like a student.

Although he entered the University through the special

admissions process of an adult program, Tom registered for

courses given on the main campus during the daytime.

Consequently many of his classes were filled with younger

students. "I was apprehensive about being with younger

students," he explained. "Why?" I ask him.

I thought because of their youth and
they just got out of high school--that
the competition would be so great I

wouldn’t be able to keep up. I guess
because of my worldly experience and
investigations through my trade, it

kept my mind active enough so there
wasn't a big lag.

In time, becoming acquainted with school work and finding

that he was proficient at it Tom learned: "there wasn't

the big difference between the two of us like I thought

there would be."
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In fact, classes with younger students were one of

the things he liked about college and this preference con-

trasted with his feelings about classes with his "peers."

If my peers walk into a class with so many apprehensions,

well, it seemed to be good therapy for divorced women. .
,"

he explained. Impatient with his peers, he found them

"boring to be with."

I think the young students, they're
often exploring. There's alot of self-
investigation that goes on. They come
in with one idea, they want to major in
sociology, for instance. Then they
change their mind. The older students
don't allow themselves that. They're
aiming in a straight line. They're just
adding on to courses they've already
taken

.

Classes with younger students were for Tom, "much more con-

ducive to my learning and it's more in the mainstream of

the University." Although one would not expect Tom's

preferences to be shared by everyone, his story pointed out

that he associated young students with openness and ex-

ploration, two qualities that are valued by him. By con-

trast, he thought of his peers as closed, staid and boring.

Tom's reference to age suggested that it functioned as

a code word. It stood for a cluster of associations that

had particular meanings which were created by Tom's own

unique personal experiences. This was true as well of Jean
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as she spoke about younger students. Jean's associations

which were unlike Tom's in that they clustered around

images of her son being in college. Interestingly enough

Tom also had a son who attended the University at the same

time as his father, but this situation did not figure into

Tom's associative references to the age of students. As

a code word the meaning of age is broken open when the

uniquely individual associations with it are disclosed

and that which was hidden underneath the general sense was

revealed in its particulars.

Being a Student Is Doing Academic Work

Should Tom's stories be understood to mean that he

thought of himself as the same as a younger student? Did

his experiences suggest that there were no differences be-

tween himself and a younger person? Tom talked about

younger students in situations other than the classioom.

Let’s listen to those stories.

I know I can stand there when I get my

bill, and cross things off, or call them

up and say, I'm not paying for this or

that. I can't see very many freshman or

sophomores doing that. After all, the

Chancellor just lives down the block from

me; we live in the same world.

College consists of paying bills, attending conceits

and participating in innumerable kinds of activities in

addition to the academic work. This diversity ot campus
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life presents students with a wide range of things from

which to choose.

At the same time that college has a rich and varied

offering, so did Tom's world outside of the University--

there were families, full-time jobs, children, lawns to

mow and neighbors with whom to talk. When he was not in

a classroom Tom was a father, husband, carpenter and friend.

These other roles did not make him less a student but

indicated that there were other dimensions to who he was.

The point is that being a student refers to a very par-

ticular situation. "I think we have an edge over the

younger students," suggested Tom, "because of being able to

manage our life in an environment other than the University.

Tom referred to the term "student" when he spoke about

his studies but when elsewhere on campus he referred to

himself differently. "There have been instances," he

explained, "when we get away from the learning aspect where

we're fully capable of assuming the responsibility." In his

relationships with people other than faculty on campus he

said

:

Hey, I'm just as much a professional as

they are. We're capable adults, we can
carry ourselves. You know r

,
I think there

needs to be a separation. . .between the
administrative stuff and the classroom.
They are two different things.
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Tom's stories pointed out that within the broad con-

text of an institution of higher education there were dis-

tinctions between academics and all other activities. He

was a student when he was in the classroom studying with

a professor. In this situation he did not differentiate

between himself and younger students. Indeed he made

every effort to be, as he called it, "in the mainstream."

The notion of college as loco in parentis invokes the

whole of college suggesting that in all its activities and

relationships the student is forever like the child to

the parent. Tom’s accounts suggest quite the contrary.

His stories imply that if experts' notion of adult students

represented any part of his college experience, it was

that which occurred outside of the classroom. When it came

to all other institutional affairs and interactions he was

a grown-up and not a child.

Referring to his contacts with University staff, Tom

did not suggest he was like them by virtue of his adult-

ness. Rather he spoke of being "as much of a professional

as they are." Even outside of the classroom he was loathe

to use the term adult. "These people who say I can't do this

or that because I’m over thirty or older--I think it’s how

you absorb the experiences," Tom explained, "what they mean

and how you think about them, that counts."
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I had asked him what he thought when: "you see your

program advertised for older students, adults." He

replied

:

Well, I am that, but I'm not going to
categorize myself as such. I'm not
going to sit back and say, "Well,
isn't special consideration due me
because I'm forty-five."

In the Confucian sense of what it is to be human, "a

person. . .is always a center of relationships rather than

an individual complete in himself and separate from

1 3others." Perhaps Tom's reluctance to categorize himself

as an adult referred to the fact that the word itself is

without reference to relationships. The notion of student,

however, as one who is to be led and drawn out, points to

the novice in relation to the master, the student in

relation to the teacher. If one is to understand Tom's

college experiences, the terms in which he is con-

sidered may have to attend to the relations between

teachers and students.

Concluding Thoughts

"One does not declare oneself adult; one is perceived

to be one," claimed Wallace Stegner. "If the term 'adult'

• u t.l ?

means anything," he said, "its meaning must be social.

His insightful observation directs attention to the social
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meanings of the word ’’adult" and raises an issue which

Phillippe Aries more fully explored in his discussion of the

Western notion of childhood. Although Aries talks about

another stage of life, -his insights pertain to the notion of

adulthood, as well.

Aries' investigated the notion of childhood tracing it

from its first appearance in visual material during the

twelveth century, exploring the variety of its meanings as

it was attributed greater social significance over the

centuries and examining its contemporary twentieth century

meaning

.

Aries pointed out that not until the Medieval period

was there any concept of childhood, prior to that time

people spoke about infants and men. There were no ob-

servations of intervening phases of life.^ He suggested

this was the case because once a baby was born it immed-

iately entered the world of grown-ups and there was no

intermediary stage between these two. The weaned human

being immediately became "the natural companion of the

adult" and, therefore, differences inbetween were not

observed

.

The emergence of religious concern with salvation and

soul, he suggested, produced the early observations of

childhood

.
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This consciousness was provoked by what Aries des-

cribed as a "new concern for education," which grew in

response to an interest in saving childrens' souls .
^ ‘

Aries convincingly argued that the notion of childhood

grew in reaction to particular social attitudes, religious

beliefs and historical moments.

Although it seems to those of us living in twentieth

century United States that childhood is self-evident, Aries'

discussion indicates that, on the contrary, the notion

articulates an observation that is learned and is a social

fact which is neither permanent nor universal. This point

prompts a question about what social purpose the notion of

adult might serve? In this society the grown human being

has traditionally been referred to in the context of

particular social roles, such as: wife, husband, worker,

citizen, student, teacher and so forth. These terms

referred to the individual in relation to other people and

to a social group. But the notion of adult refers to the

grown person in total isolation. In this sense the one

social experience it does express, although in the absolute

extreme, is the modern sense of alienation as in the feeling

of utter aloneness. But in its exaggeration the notion fails

to convey the other equally true social real ity which is that

a human being continues to live in relation to other human
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beings. And this omission is particularly crucial when the

concept of adulthood is used in conjunction with the ex-

peiience of being in college. When the term "student"

is connected with that of "adult," the underlying implica-

tion, irrespective of the reference to age, is that the

student learns in isolation.

Tom's and Jean's accounts of their experiences as

students were rich in their reference to social interactions

with other people and they conveyed a thorough- going sense

of social time and place. There was the context of the

University as a social institution and there were all the

teachers and students, old and young and the countless other

University staff. By no stretch of the imagination were

these students' experiences about a lack of interaction with

other people. From their accounts it maybe concluded that

the notion of adult student misrepresents the fundamentally

important social dimension of these students' college ex-

periences .

Jean's and Tom's accounts also point to another

problematic feature of that term which can best be under-

stood in the light of Hannah Arendt’s discussion of human

uniqueness and plurality. "Otherness. . . is an important

aspect of plurality," explained Arendt ,
and it is "the

reason why all our definitions are distinctions, why we are
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unable to say what anything is without distinguishing it

from something else." The notion of the adult student

is a comparative one which refers to the other as the young

student. But there is another dimension to otherness,

maintained Arendt. MIn man. . .otherness, which he

shares with everything that is, and distinctness, which

he shares with everything alive, become uniqueness, and

human plurality is the paradoxical plurality of unique

19beings.” The age of the student is obviously a feature

which distinguishes older and younger students, but the

notion of adult student not only refers to adults being

other than younger it implies that they might be other

than students. Although the former is undeniably a matter

of fact, Tom's and Jean's accounts suggest that the latter

distinction is not an accurate rendering of their college

experiences

.

Is age completely without significance when it comes

to knowing about higher education and adults? Tom's stories

suggest that it may inform certain kinds of college exper-

iences -- those which occur outside of the classroom, outside

of his academic work. Jean's reference to being an older

student drew attention to her inclination to think of her-

self in terms of being a mother and to think about younger

people as the age of her children. But hei college

experiences introduced other ways of referring to herself
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which were pertinent and particular to that situation.

Writing papers, talking in class discussions, taking

proper notes and other features of being a student were

of prime importance.

This chapter opened with the question whether age was

a significant determinate of adults’ college experiences.

The stories of these two students suggest that their ex-

periences are not best understood as those of a person at

a given stage of life, rather, the crucial informing

notion appears to be that of student.
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CHAPTER IV
THE DECISION TO ATTEND COLLEGE

... We can never be certain of the
future because we are never in fact
quite sure of the present.

Floyd W. Matson

Experts' understanding of adult students' needs and

interests serve to justify their proposed modifications of

traditional higher education. Although opinion varies

about adults' precise reasons for attending college, the

approach to determining them is much the same because it is

based on certain assumptions held in common. By and large,

experts assume the following about adults' reasons:

(1) they are highly individual, (2) they remain essentially

unchanged throughout the college experience, (3) they can

be prioritized and a single primary goal identified, and

(4) they can be known.

Should these assumptions be taken for granted? For

instance, does a causal relationship exist between adults'

interests and educational purposes? Are not social values

and attitudes significant in an individual's decision and

educational purposes? To reconsider these widely held

beliefs, let us hear from two more adult students.

106
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John. Before John returned to college for the second time,

he had worked as a traveling salesman and earned, by his own

account, sixty thousand dollars a year. He owned his own

house, worth "six figures" and had two Porshes in his

garage. "I had all the things of success," he explained.

But eventually he thought differently about his life. "I

didn’t know what I wanted to do," he said, "but I sure as

hell didn't want the high blood pressure, boardering on

being an alcoholic and the stress of the insurance bus-

iness." His job was driving him to drink and his family

was falling apart. His wr ife finally sued for a divorce

and he ended up quitting his job.

Social Attitudes About College

John moved out of his own home and in with his mother

while collecting unemployment benefits. Displeased about

his living arrangement and being "on the dole," as he

derogatorily described collecting unemployment insurance,

he thought about going to college.

My friends wouldn't consider me a bum,

sitting around on unemployment. And
my mother would think that I was doing
something constructive. I could do

something that was, quote 'socially
acceptable '

.
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David Schuman suggests that Mcollege--at least the

decision to go to college. . . is a living reminder that

there are promises and dreams built into the idea of a

college degree and we all must deal with that fact ." 1
His

comment informs us that going to college is as much a choice

which involves social attitudes and pressures, as it is

one which expresses the uniquely personal concerns of the

individual. Although John's stories about his decision

refer to both aspects, his accounts most vividly depict the

influence of American social life and ideology on his

choice .

The first time he went to college he had just

graduated from high school, worked a full-time job during

the day and took courses at night at the state college.

He told stories about his high school years, his attitudes

about being successful and how college figured into his

scheme to get ahead.

John grew up in a home with a grandmother and several

aunts "from the old country." "They all came from Poland,"

he remarked, "and that's all they'd talk at home." His

grandmother arrived as an immigrant in the nineteen-

twenties and she brought with her an acceptance of what John

characterized as "the Polish caste system."
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She was the housekeeper for some of
my friends' families. I was supposed
to be below my friends, if you know
what I mean. You were supposed to
know your place and respect it and
stay in it.

He continued: "If you know anything about Polish

heritage it’s ’stay on the family homestead'." In the

United States the homestead was not the traditional farm

but the local factory and everyone in John's family worked

in the nearby factory and so did most of the people he knew.

If I listened to my parents, by now I'd
be sixteen years with the Stanley
Manufacturing Company, making $178 a

week and have what they think is a nice,
secure position for the rest of my life.

This was not a prospect to which John looked forward.

He said to his folks: "Hey, wait a minute! This is the

U. S. of A, and here it’s different!" "I have a great,

great deal of animosity towards those type of people,' he

explained, "who put a ceiling on their expectations and

reconcile themselves to their lot in life. He and his

family never did come to terms with these differences so

that, at the age of sixteen, he left home and struck out on

his own.

One way of understanding John’s story is in the con-

text of the American notion of individualism and its

related belief in the self-made man. It is helpful to

discussion of what he calls
refer here to Louis Hartz'
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rugged individualism." 4
' As an example of this belief,

Hartz points to certain nineteenth-century novelists and

their portrayal of characters who exhibit the attitudes of

the rugged individual. One standard formula for Hartz*

hero, immediately puts one in mind of John. The character

to whom Hartz referred was "a boy who succeeded in spite

of his parents." Hartz suggested that American in-

dividualism assumes that a person succeeds as a matter of

his or her own efforts.

In association with this myth college can be under-

stood as "the place where one can prepare for the in-

4dividualism of society." This is much the view John held

when he first considered college: he thought it would

help him succeed. "I don’t believe your life is stamped

out the day you were born ," claimed John, "especially

with the economy we have. . .you can have upward mobility."

He thought his parents had "narrow minds and accepted

their lot in life." "I would be a sixteen year veteran

of something that had absolutely no future," he said,

"and that was not what I wanted."

... I managed to take the tape off.
I’m not going to follow in their
footsteps. I mean there is a big
wide world we live in and I want in on
it. I plan to make something of myself.
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One of the "curious aspects of myth," maintained David

Schuman, "is that they contain a mix of truth and. . .un-

grounded promise ." 5 John's story also reflects this

tension between what is promised and what actually takes

place

.

John eventually left his factory job, became a sales-

man and within a few years was doing very well financially.

While he had this job and was taking college courses, his

high school class held their fifth reunion.

I went and saw my old friends. They
had degrees from this college and
that university. But when it came
down to who was earning what- -well,
I was taking home twice as much as
any one of those guys. I laughted
all the way to the bank.

At that time he dropped out of college because he was as

successful as his friends without the benefit of a degree

and he saw no reason to pursue his education.

Seven years later, however, he thought differently

about college and success. Unemployed and finding it

difficult to get work, he felt the lack of a degree was

"like a big black mark against me." His own earlier

experiences to the contrary and the myth not withstanding,

John decided college was the thing to do.
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As much as I talk down against connection,
and as much as I think that ability and
accomplishment should get you every-
thing, there is still--I'm no dummy--
when I pick up Newsweek or Time, I find
that it's the MBA’s who are making it.
Going to college is a way of putting my-
self in a very marketable position.

. .Myth ties the individual to culture," David

Schuman said, and John’s decision to attend college re-

vealed at that moment his belief that college would help

him achieve his success as a self-made man.^

While standard notions about students’ decisions often

point to their concerns with work, it is curious kind of

inattentiveness which fails to recognize that jobs immerse

human beings in the social life of their society. Work

certainly is important to John, not only in terms of his

competency, as is suggested by most experts, but because

work is related to certain social attitudes in which John

believed. His decision to attend college was filled with

both individually unique meanings and social meaning. To

emphasize one over the other or, as is conventionally the

case, to omit one element provides only a narrow glimpse of

John’s accounts.

Students Change

Standard explanations of why adults attend college

concentrate on adults' concerns prior to their actual

college experience. Usually little attention is paid to
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whether adults’ purported initial concerns and interests

change with time and their actual college experiences.

Consider this perspective in light of the stories of another

student, Sunni.

Sunni . The first interview was held towards the end of

Sunni’s first semester at the University. She had enrolled

in a special higher education program for adults, entering

as a second semester sophomore because of previous college

credits

.

I had asked Sunni about her choice of a special

higher education program. ”1 didn’t want to be a tradition-

al student,” she replied.

LN : Why not?

Sunni: That just seemed too long. Part
of the reason I'm going through this is

that I'm hoping I can get a B.A. in two
years instead of the usual four.

I wondered what she meant by not wanting to be a

traditional student. These are some of the things she

said

.

I've always felt like I'm just a little

bit different. I was brought up oddly.

I was treated oddly by people because my

family lived different.

We weren't in one place a lot. Six month

living in the Village, six months in the

Hamptons. First one school. Then another.

Sometimes we wouldn't go at all and my

mother would tutor us at home.
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My father was a psychiatrist. Mother
is an artist. They didn’t raise us
like a lot of parents. They were
open, sort of free with us/

As well, moving from one town to another had put her

behind in credits so she dropped out of high school in the

eleventh grade. "It was just too much," she explained,

"I didn’t want any part of it." Sunni's characterization

of herself as "non- traditional" involved her childhood

experience, the way her parents raised her, things she

did that other children did not do and her own self-image.

Interestingly enough, Sunni did not refer to her age as

a reference point for her sense of being non- traditional

.

In contrast with the experts' profile of adult students,

which emphasize current age-related concerns, Sunni's

accounts pointed to features unique to her personal history.

Initially, when she started college, she felt quite

different from younger tr adit ional - aged students. "I am

a single parent," she pointed out, "fifteen years older

than everyone." "They don't even cook for themselves,"

she added for emphasis.

LN: How does this difference between
you and them come across?

Sunni: Well, I guess I talk more from

experience and I think they talk more
from books. What you get from them is

the energy of wanting to learn, whereas
from an older student its their experience.
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LN . In what ways do you feel older?
Sunni: All they have to do is go to
class. But I have a certain association
in my own head about being grown-up.
Being an adult is being responsible, be-
ing organized, in control of situations.

Attending college eventually changed her views and

began affecting her sense of herself in relation to younger

students .

. . . I had certain images and then
I meet people who don't fit them. I

guess it's just convention. I get
quite confused by it. I mean, it's
as if I go at situations thinking that
I’ve already formed my ideas.

You know, part of my confusion is I

don't know. I mean, I guess that also
applies to how I think about myself.
Maybe I'm forty-three, maybe I'm not.

Arthur Chickering proposed that "the overriding pur-

pose of our colleges and universities should be to en-

courage and enable intentional developmental change through-

7out the life cycle." Is Sunni's story best represented as

a matter of an intentional fulfillment of developmental

concerns? Her accounts suggested that attending college

had stimulated change and produced uncertainty as well

as new attitudes. Conventional interpretations of why

adults go to college do not consider the essentially

provocative nature of Sunni's decision.
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New Interests Emerge

Sunni entered college very much concerned that it would

provide the means for improving her career opportunities.

I should have a job that provides enough
money for me and my son to be comfortable.
I don’t want to depend on his father or
welfare state type situations. I think
that's why I'm going back to school. It's
to get a job so I will be more self-
sufficient for one. But also to get in
a position where I can get a job that will
pay more money.

She had been working in a day care center for children

for several years. A highly competitive field, one in

which a college degree is quite common, she found herself

unable to advance without one. At first she thought of

college as a way of putting herself on a competitive footing

with her colleagues. With such a definitive sense of

occupational purpose Sunni had little difficulty deciding

her major field of study when she first entered. She

immediately took courses in child development and other

career-related subjects. "I'm aiming to improve my career,"

she said, "and these classes will help that."

Her belief in college as the way to get a better

paying and more secure position would seem to confiim one

educator's notion that, "some anticipated use or application

of the knowledge or skill is the strongest motivation for
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the majority of adults' learning efforts." 8
Sunni had,

indeed, referred to her career interests when she described

her initial concerns prior to attending college, but her

subsequent experience changed not only how she thought

about herself but what she wanted from college.

As an undergraduate student Sunni's days ran on a

different schedule and involved a different set of things

to do and think about than that with which she had been

familiar. "I've just realized what it's like to be a real

student," she said. "1 feel like I don't know how to be

one .

"

LN: What do you mean 'real student'?

Sunni: Being a good reader and a good
writer, for one thing. Having all
those basic skills down. Being a student
is different from the experiences I've had
working and being a parent. It has its own
particular style and demands that I have to

fit into. Now it's read this chapter today,

clean the house, go to class at eleven,
write this paper and pick up my son.

The work and activities of being a student have re-

placed Sunni's familiar routines and tasks. "I'm in a

position," she said, "where I'm more of a student than a

worker, so that's a whole new turn around for me."

I feel kind of open right now._ Kind

of like a freshman trying to figure

out my life sometimes. I don't feel

like I have to know exactly what I m

doing yet

.
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Her career interests no longer predominate and this affects

her choice of courses.

. . . for awhile I wanted to do arts and
crafts- -therapy

, dance therapy. That's
what I wrote when I got into this pro-
gram. And now that I've been into it for
awhile, I'm finding that. . . I don't
really have to stick to that, necessarily.
I'm finding other interests are coming
back to me that I had in high school and
earlier. . . Like I'm allowing myself a
couple of semesters just to take things
that are interesting and related to other
interests .

Sunni also speculated about trying another kind of

higher education program, one more trad.it ional .

. . . I'm toying around with the idea
of going to the Ada Comstock program.
I don't know, maybe I just need. . .a
real program to guide me along instead
of me kind of just picking and choos-
ing what I want to do.

Sunni's stories portrayed her experience not as an

ordered one, with one event inevitably leading to another

in some kind of fixed or predetermined pattern, but as a

loosely hung together configuration of events, situations,

attitudes marked as much by happenstance as forethought.

Reasons are Varied and Unpredictable

Represented as an explanable choice based on identi-

fiable reasons, experts' understand adults' decisions to

attend college as essentially rational and inevitable.

Returning to John's account, let's hear what else he said
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about his decision.

Mis decision reflected social attitudes and myths

and it also was a response to uniquely personal concerns

and experiences -- divorce
, unemployment, living in his

mother's home and not his own. He suggested that at the

time college seemed like a good idea because "it would

be a nice, safe little haven after all I've been through."

For him, college also was a place to get away from it all.

"It would give me a chance," he explained, "to do what I

always wanted." And what was that? "To tell you the

truth," he replied, "I'm not quite certain."

Work, his family and friends, previous experiences

with college, social values and cultural beliefs all play

some part in his choice. To suggest that these reasons

can be prioritized or one among them singled out as primary

would not do justice to how he actually experienced his

life when he made his decision. His stories suggest that

his decision was not entirely rational nor was it orderly.

Having talked for a couple of hours about his life in

relation to this decision, he then asked this rhetorical

question: "Why did I go back? I'll tell you why, it was

totally a fluke!" Even though he had several explanations,

there was as well an unmindiul and spontaneous side to.

"It's sort of like heading down the road," he said "and

coming out where you wanted to be without knowing that
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you'd been heading that way."

His comment pointed out that even though there are

identifiable reasons his decision nonetheless was not

entirely explanable. "He who acts never quite knows what

he is doing," Hannah Arendt remarked in her provocative

twist on the commonplace accusation:

. . . he always becomes 'guilty' of con-
sequences he never intended or even fore-
saw, that no matter how disastrous and
unexpected the consequences of his deed,
he can never undo it, that the processes
he starts is never consummated unequivo-
cally in one single deed or event. . .

The effort to pinpoint the reasons which lay behind

students' decisions to go to college fly in the face of

what Arendt explained as the "incapacity to foretell

the consequences of any deed or even to have reliable

knowledge of its motives ." 10 John's story draws our

attention to the fact that his decision was not, as con-

ventional opinion holds, an inevitable outcome fulfilling

an already promised future. Actually, he had been quick

to note that just a year or two earlier, college had been

the furthest thing from his mind.

Although we could point to events, situations and

attitudes and claim that these influenced his decision,

they are but a loose configuration of what he recalled in

retrospect. "It is in the nature of beginning, wiote

Arendt, "that something new is started which cannot be
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expected from whatever may have happened before."^ Human

action starts "unprecedented processes," she maintained,

"whose outcome remains uncertain and unpredictable whether

they are let loose in the human or in the natural realm.

John's act of quitting his job and divorcing hs wife

and living in his mother’s home could not have been cal-

culated at the time of their occurrence as an outcome of

college. "The reason why we are never able to foretell with

certainty the outcome and end of any action is simply that

1

3

action has no end." His divorce was not the reason he

went to college but it was part of what was going on dur-

ing the time he was thinking about it. There is the moment

of the decision itself when a person says, "I've decided to

go to college." But that decision is not just a matter of

a conscious or rational choice at a particular moment in

time: it is a configuration of bits and pieces in the

person's history, along with circumstances and events,

mixed in with social beliefs and cultural attitudes and

unknown things.

The standard descriptions of adult students are replete

r ith explanations about why they go to college. These
w:

efforts reflect a concern that the choice of college is

timely and ordered and calculable. This may be because the

identification of adults' interests would permit institu-

tions of higher education to create courses and programs
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precisely matching these interests. To relinquish the

notion of forecasting the outcome of the college experience

would admit to the possibility of miscalculations, errors

and the messy serendipitous nature of the college experience.

Unpredictability is not a welcomed consequence of action

and there is, to quote Arendt, the "great temptation to

find a substitute for action in the hope that the realm of

human affairs may escape. . . haphazardness

.

In the final analysis, the ability to predict adults'

decisions is indeed the ability to guarantee the fulfill-

ment of the promise that college will satisfy their inter-

ests and meet their needs. The flukiness of John's

decision, and the changes in Sunni's interests, suggest

that their attendance in college is neither as predictable

nor as fixed and invariable as conventional wisdom declares.

Unpredictability is the antithesis of causality; tied to

notions of positivist rationality, experts usually think

about higher education and adults in terms congruent with

this rationality.

Meaningfulness

This evident preoccupation with control and

guarantees not only results in misconstruing the

between adults' interests and education, it also

higher education principally a means to an end.

providing

interaction

makes

"Among
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the outstanding characteristics of the modern age," Arendt

claimed, "is man's trust in the all -comprehensive range of

the means-ends category; his conviction that every issue

can be solved and every human motivation reduced to the

principle of utility. .
," 15

The widely-held opinion

that adults' go to college in order to further their

career interests or take courses in order to cope with

old age casts higher education in essentially utilitarian

terms. Believing adults' are practical, college is por-

trayed as an education that works.

Understanding the world in terms of utilitarian

purposes reflects "an innate incapacity to understand

the distinction between utility and meaningfulness,

which we express linguistically by distinguishing between

’in order to’ and 'for the sake of’." ^ Education under-

stood as a means to an end establishes utility as its

meaning and generates instead, meaninglessness. The

issue is not the use of means to achieve an end, but the

generalization in which "usefulness and utility are

1

7

established as the ultimate standards for life."

Adult higher education is constructed on the cause-

effect reasoning that wh£ adults attend college also

expresses what they want from college. Sunni's story,
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however, suggested that what got her to college had little

to do with what she wanted once she had been in college.

"Motives and aims are never unique;" explained Arendt
, "like

psychological qualities, they are typical, characteristic
1 O

of different types of persons. . ." She suggested

rather, that "the specific meaning of each deed can lie

only in the performance itself and neither in its motiva-

tion nor its achievement. .,19 Arendt maintained that

meaning "must be permanent and lose nothing of its

character, whether it is achieved or, rather, found by man

20
or fails man and is missed by him."

Understood within the framework of positivism, students’

decisions to attend college are portrayed in terms of

itemized lists which establish a narrow causality between

individual interest and the offering of higher education.

But the stories of John's and Sunni's experiences portray

their decision in the light of a messy mix of reason and

irrationality, foresight and spontaneity and the knowable

along with the inexplicable. Approached within the frame

of reference provided by students' accounts, the decision

to attend college is understood as the making of a choice,

as a matter of values and individual judgments.

Determining why adults' attend college asks a question

which focuses attention on a fixed moment. But many

1 and social, past and future,elements- -persona
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circumstant ial

fabric of the

must instead,

as well as fortuitous -- are woven in

decision and, therefore, the questio

aim to uncover these elements.

to the

ns asked
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CHAPTERV

STUDENTS’ EXPECTATIONS

When these adult students talked about their college

experiences, they told stories about their professors,

grades, exams, papers they wrote and classroom discussions.

This chapter will explore these students’ expectations,

discussing what they liked, and did not like, about college.

Mike

Mike, as did several of the other students interviewed,

first attended college immediately upon graduating from

high school. He dropped out after his first year. "What

with the beer parties and socializing and all that--sort

of like ’Animal House',’’ he explained, "I didn't do too

good with the studies." He joined the Air Force and

continues to work for them in a civilian capacity.

I asked how he got started again in college and he

repl i ed

.

To be perfectly honest with you, I'm a

veteran. So, I decided to take the courses
to get the VA benefits.

LN: You mean it was the living stipend
that first interested you?

Mike: Yeah. The first couple of years

I went strictly for the money. I didn't

even go to class. It showed in my tians

cript. I flunked five courses in the

first three years.

128
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His decision involved other things as well and, when

considered all together, present a picture of his ambiva-

lence and conflict about attending college. Mike

remarked: "You can't get ahead, everybody tells us, with-

out a degree." But he took exception to this view: "I

don't think that's the case at all. I think nowadays you

can get ahead if you know what you are doing in your

particular job."

This disparity between the opinion of his friends

about the value of college and his own views is reinforced

by other observations of his. He talked about the men he

worked with who had college degrees and he described them

as follows:

The majority of them have a degree on
paper. Commonsense-wise they don't
know enough to come in out of the rain.
You know, you can get too much school-
ing. I don't think the pressure to
get a degree is warranted.

His reservations to the contrary Mike, nevertheless,

attended college and eventually resolved to do well. After

nine years of courses in the University's continuing

education division, he referred to his experience as "sort

of like a hobby, now." And, in anticipation of his

graduation within four months he said, "Who knows, maybe

I'll screw up and get a degree."
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The courses Mike liked the best were those that he

said, ’’helped me solve a lot of problems that I had with

my family." There were four such courses: one in

meditation, another about transactional analysis, a third

on adolescent development and another about families. One

teacher taught all four courses and he described her and

her classes.

They involved a lot of self-help books.
In her own way she leads you in a
certain direction and then its up to
you

.

LN: What are the discussions like?

Mike: Well, I don’t call them discus-
sions. It’s group exercises. One of
the courses we just did relaxation
exercises. . . It’s what you get out
of it on your own that makes it worth-
while.

Noting that he had taken four courses with the

same instructor, I asked him what he particularly liked

about her. "I don’t like her," he quickly retorted and with

a scornful tone of voice added: "She's an easy mark mean-

ing if you show up she'll pass you."

Mike's stories about college are often punctuated with

such sarcasm. On another occasion he talked about his study

habits and noted that he put in as little time as he could

get away with. "You know, I'm going for a record--to be

the first student to never step foot in the library." His

comments are puzzling as well as disturbing and on the
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face of it what he meant is not readily apparent. The

stories of the next student, however, raise an issue that

helped clarify Mike's remarks. But first let's listen to

what else Mike said about teachers.

You can learn enough about a subject
on your own or if the instructor just
kind of leads you along the way with-
out forcing you. After all, it's what
you get out of it on your own that
counts

.

This last sentence, "It's what you get out of it on your own

that counts," is a theme Mike returned to time and again

when he talked about teachers. "They should be a mediator,"

he claimed "without biases, between the subject and the

student .

"

The courses Mike took are much like those recommended

by many experts as best for the adult student. Advised one

adult educator, Rita Weathersby, college should be 'hn arena

to accomplish the psychic work of development." "Our

challenge as educators," she continued, "is to create

2
settings that support these developmental concerns.

Accomplishing this aim involves the addition of a process

component" and, suggested Weathersby, it is the educator s

responsibility to provide the requisite warm and supportive

setting. In several respects Weathersby and Mike have like-

minded notions about higher education for adults.
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In much the same vein, authors Jerry and Sally Gaff

maintained that the teacher of adults "rather than being the

principal actor. . . might better play the role of stage

manager, arranging the conditions in which the learners
3can best perform." Mike’s reference to his courses as

"self-help" echoed these authors' opinion that "the interest

and needs of the adult learner may become more central than

the interests and competencies of the teacher ." 4

Note that it is not just teachers' interests which

the Gaff's claimed were secondary, but their competencies

as well. The broad "experiental base of mature students,"

they argued, made the difference. Because of this feature

they recommended that "role reversals" are to be expected,

by which they meant that "the teacher becomes a learner and

the learner a teacher."^

Mike and these educators advocate a higher education

for adults in which teachers and students are peers, shar-

ing their experiences in the classroom while mutually

learning and teaching. The issue is not that these notions

are entirely wrong or inappropriate. Clearly teachers often

learn from their students and students can know things

their teachers do not. Jerry and Sally Gaff, however,

suggested a reversal of roles, and this is a substantive

and extensive redefinition of teacher and adult student.
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What is at issue here is no less than the very content

of higher education for adults. While Mike’s experience

led him to consider higher education in a view similar to

that advocated by Weathersby and the Gaff's, the experiences

of another student, Bruce, offer a contrasting perspective.

Bruce

Bruce is a man in his forties, married for the third

time and living with his wife and young son. He had a

secure, well-paying position with his local town government

as a technical expert. It was a job he enjoyed, but

anticipated that he might grow bored with it in another

few years. He attended the University Without Walls

program with the hope that a college degree would provide

career options. He had enrolled in college twice before

and he had not finished either time so he was anxious that

his past record not be repeated.

Education is different from therapy . In college for a

third time Bruce exclaimed, "I love it! I'm absolutely

thrilled to be back." He enrolled with a double major

in computers and business. His choice is congruent with

his description of himself as "your practical, no nonsense

sort of person. I'm a shirt-sleeve type," he explained.

One of the courses he took was sponsored by his non-
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traditional program and was especially designed for the non-

tradi t ional student. He talked about the two teachers and

the course.

They were one of the class group.
They'd share their experiences with
us and we'd share our experiences
with them. Everybody was a nice
happy family.

This seminar sounded much like Rita Weathersby's proposed

"setting which supports" students' learning, but Bruce

did not share Weathersby ' s assessment of its value.

When class ended I felt I hadn't
left a learning environment. In-
stead, I'd left a therapy session.
There was no right or wrong. The
teachers were just monitors.

Although Bruce and Mike choose different words when

referring to this kind of teacher, their descriptions are

much the same. But the similarity stops there as Bruce's

reactions were unlike Mike's. In a voice filled with dis-

appointment Bruce said, "If somebody had given me a reading

list and I didn't have to go to class to listen to other

students' experiences, I could have just as easily stayed

home and learned on my own."

Bruce's story suggests that an education which

focuses on the psychic work of development, in fact, trans-

formed education into therapy. His experience revealed
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that there is a significant distinction between these two

paths to personal knowledge. In therapy, learning is sifted

through feelings, in educat ion, learning is sifted through

the content of the subject matter.^ Although both teacher

and psycho - therap is t are responsible for guiding learning,

the material they work with is not the same. Richard

Hofstadter suggested that the failure to make this dis-

tinction "results in a kind of psychologism that often

diverts attention from the basic instructional task by

attempting to make of the educational process an amateur

7substitute for psycho-therapy." Indeed, Rita Weathersby's

advice that higher education focus on the "psychic work

of development" encouraged such a shift in attention and,

as is evident from Bruce's experiences, resulted in a

redefinition of higher education for adults.

Hofstadter suggested that this psychologizing of

education led to a lessening of a teacher's authority and

encouraged "a subtle manipulation, which require self-

deceit on the part of the teacher. . . and often inspires

g
resentment in the pupil has taken place.

Reflecting on Mike' stories, perhaps his caustic marks

about courses and teachers and his cynicism about college

in general were prompted by his ill-feeling toward an

education that was so psychologically oriented and a teacher

who was inappropriately intruisive. Hofstadter’s comment
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pointed out that an education redefined as therapy, while

seemingly unobst rus ive
, tampers with students' concerns

where it should not. Although Mike thought his teacher

was essentially adjunctive in relation to his educational

experience, his cynicism and dislike of her suggests mixed

feelings and may refer to the resentment of which

Hofstadter spoke.

Teachers' and their knowledge . Returning to Bruce's story,

he told of expressing his discontent to the instructors

of the seminar class. He said to them: "we're not getting

enough academic input."

. . . we're the practical people. We
would like some theoretical or academic,
that's not the right word. I wanted
something from the teacher. Somebody
who is supposed to have a degree of
expertise

.

They misunderstood his concern and responded with a critique

about the drawbacks of structure, tests, homework and the

like. "It's not what I meant," Bruce remarked, "I want a

teacher who will draw from us some tangible evidence that

we are on the right track." With this comment Bruce re-

ferred to the kind of higher education to which he looked

forward

.
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I kept rebelling to the situation
that they were creating where they
were simply acting as moni tors - -where
my word is as good as theirs. At
least to me, this process of saying
that there is no right or wrong is
not learning.

Bruce wanted courses taught by a teacher "who could bring

that added dimension. .

. . . who can perhaps change the way
something is said in the book so you
can understand it. It’s the insight.
I want the teacher’s thinking.

Deliberately contrasting the facilitative teacher with one

who offered insights, Bruce’s story expressed his interest

in a teacher who was knowledgeable. The inference is of

course that a substantive higher education is for him one

in which he too would become knowledgeable.

Bruce's story also suggested that content based on

the sharing of life experiences did not provide material

which allowed teacher's to articulate or share the kind

of knowledge which he wanted to pursue. A teacher's point

of view and insights are expressed in the choice of books,

the questions asked of students and the issues raised in

class. It is courses organized around subject matter which

provide a teacher the opportunity to express his 01 hci

r . 9
point of view.

Another way of thinking about a teacher’s insights is

illustrated in Mike’s stories which drew attention to the
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fact that a point of view expresses personal bias and pre-

ferences. Over the nine years Mike had taken courses with

a number of teachers and heard several different points of

view. This is how he experienced that state of affairs.

. . . one guy can be a Freudian in a
psychology course and another a Rogerian.
The instructor is telling you that this
is the way it is from his standpoint. You
can have another instructor telling you
the same thing but with different facts.
I don’t think it’s right for a guy or
woman to stand up there and say this is
the way.

He is right of course, teachers have varying points of

view and, as David Schuman pointed out;

As a normal undergraduate in a typical
program of study, a student will have
five professors each semester. From
each one, that student learns a version
of the truth. . .

10

From this observation, Schuman concluded, ". . . that

makes it very difficult to see the world in any kind of

unified way, or to know who you are in it." For Mike

the result was exactly this, confusion and bewilderment.

People have certain biases. So

who's to say who’s right. . .some-

times you can get so many things you
don't know which end is up.

These experiences of Mike's may also explain his

preference for self-help courses and a teacher who "just

helped students along. . The mediating teacher seemingly

did not articulate her personal views and did not seem to

the confusing dilemma of figuring out who was right.
pose
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The price, however, of this kind of higher education may

have been Mike's underlying resentment.

It has been noted that Mike's views about teachers

and courses were similar to those held by several experts.

Perhaps this is not merely a matter of coincidence but

indicates a social tendency which, if uncovered, might shed

additional light on these notions about adult higher

education. A discussion of David Schuman's suggested that

this may, indeed, be the case. Referring to the American

liberal ideological tradition, Schuman suggested that by

and large: "the vast majority of citizens have taken

that basic philosophy for granted. .
." "and in doing so

1

2

have faithfully believed its norms are self-evident."

This faith has resulted, he maintained, in a remarkable

degree of agreement on many of its principals while

suppressing or ignoring other ideologies. From this he

concluded that the lack of discussion about matters of

values and morals generated by this absolutist faith has

resulted in the tendency "to treat all problems as technical

, , ,,14
problems and not moral ones.

This tendency is very much in evidence in adult higher

education as illustrated, for instance, in Arthur Chicker-

ing's almost perfunctory acceptance of the notion that

higher education aimed at conformity was not a matter to be
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debated: the issue for him was how to accomplish this

aim. This tendency to think about adult higher education

in terms of process, such as the processes of therapy, may

result from viewing education as an essentially technical

matter

.

As we have already heard from Bruce, an education that

is almost exclusively process oriented, without debate

about values and lacking resolution of questions, is not

to his liking. This is why, he explained, he did not take

full advantage of all aspects of his non- traditional program

Although he did avail himself of its special admission

policies, as a way of gaining admittance to the University,

and he also planned on exploiting the accelerated pace of

the non- traditional program, he stopped short of making the

most of its academic program.

I'm pursuing a more traditional approach
because I don't want to cheat myself. . .

In other words, the degree is not the
primary thing for me. I want the learn-
ing experience that goes along with it

.

Carol

While Bruce expressed interest in teacher's knowledge

and insights and focused attention on issues of course

content, the stories Carol told talked about her college

experiences from another angle, that of grades and the

significance of teachers' judgments about her academic work
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Carol first went to college fifteen years ago and her

stories about that freshman year were told in terms of the

grades she received.

For the first semester of freshman year,
I started getting good marks. I wasn't
getting A's. I still didn't think I was
really capable of getting A's but I made
Dean's list, except for the C in Greek.

It is really quite remarkable that so many years later she

remembered her grades along with the courses in which she

received them. Her vivid memory is a testament to the

importance grades had for her.

Even though she did well in college, she dropped out

after that freshman year to get married. She moved back

to her home town to settle down and raise a family. With-

in five years she had two children but she was also divorced.

Supporting herself she worked odd jobs as a salesgirl,

telephone linesman and the like. Busy but bored, she wanted

to do something more interesting and decided to try college

again, but slowly. She took one course at a nearby com-

munity college. Again, she talked about that course in

terms of the grades she received.

. I ended up getting a B and feeling
like, 'Wow! O.K. Here's a college course

and I'm raising a family and I can still

do i t .

'

Encouraged by this achievement she enrolled in two

more courses the following semester.
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I ended up with a B+ in math. I mean
I practically flunked advanced math
in High School but now I got a B+.

Carol's stories reveal that it is not just the

grades themselves that are important, but the teacher's

judgments implicit in them.

I took the next history sequence.
Ended up in one exam getting an A, one
of the highest marks in the class.
Getting really excited at this point,
just discovering myself. I know alot
of places don't take that much consider-
ation towards marks. But I really
needed it. I needed to know I could
get an A.

When she returned to college two things were important

to her: she had a gnawing sense of doubt about her

academic ability and she wanted to find out if she could

actually do such work. Her high school grades indicated

to her that she was not capable and her older sister's

straight A record, along with teachers' invidious compar-

isons, encouraged her doubts.

I thought that I might have some abilities,
you know. Some intellectual abilities but
still, there was a lot of insecurity. A
feeling of inadequacy.

College was the place she choose to figure this out,

to work it out. She did not go to her friends and ask

for their opinion nor did she turn to her family or employer

for their judgments, she looked instead to an institution

of higher education.
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She described another course and an exam she took

in i t

.

I wasn’t thinking A at that point. I

was just thinking, pass the exam. I

did, too. And there were comments like,
’very good,' and 'I really like it.' An
actual teacher, a college teacher told me
I did very good on an essay question.
And this was like the beginning of feeling
self- esteem.

Grades were a teacher's measure that she could do academic

work. Her choice of an institution of higher education

in which to resolve her doubts about her intellectual

abilities indicated that she expected teachers expertise

on this matter and that she could make their judgments her

own

.

Carol's stories sharply contrast with many experts

characterization of adult students and this aspect of their

relationship with teachers. For instance, Elizabeth Douvan

claimed that adult students experienced the student role as

"infantilizing." She attributed this to adults "return to

a role that demands compliance and continual submission of

• i i - . 1

6

the self to judgment and evaluation by others.

Her opinion is more fully elaborated in Malcolm Knowles'

discussion of grades. He maintained that grades were . .

the crowning instance of incongruity between traditional

1

7

educational practice and the adult's self-concept.

"Nothing makes an adult feel more childlike," he claimed,

"than being judged by another adult: it is the ultimate
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sign of disrespect and dependency, as the one being judged

experiences it .” 18

The logic of Knowles' argument is based on thinking of

teachers as just "another adult." Carol's story indicated

that, on the contrary, her relationships with her teachers

were unlike those with her friends, spouse or other

adults . Teacher and adult students may be similar in

age, however, their interaction is not shaped by a mutual

stage of life, but by the educational situation and students

and teachers respective tasks and responsibilities. It

was not, as Knowles claimed, just another adult upon whose

assessment Carol built her self-confidence. It was, as

she so explicitly expressed it: "an actual teacher, a

college teacher" who graded her work.

Carol did not consider grades demeaning or incongruous,

rather they served the purpose of providing her with much

welcomed information. To understand grades as a childlike

phenomenon would be to misrepresent her experience.

More rightly understood, Carol's concern with grades re-

flected her concern with being able to do academic work.

Her references to grades are also a reminder that

institutions of higher education are regarded in terms

of standards. In fact grades are criteria indicating

whether a student's work meets academic standards.
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Interestingly this dimension of higher education is rarely

mentioned in discussions about adult higher education. It

is a matter about which adult students are particularly

mindful. Carol had enough regard for academic standards

that she was willing to take them as her own measure.

The student whose stories will be considered next is also

attentive to the matter of quality but he focused on

whether or not his non- traditional program met academic

standards

.

John

John was introduced in the fourth chapter about

students' decisions to attend college. His story con-

tinued as he talked about his choice to enroll in the

University's continuing education division rather than the

traditional program.

When I went back to school I wanted to
do it my way, but I didn't want to slide
through taking basket weaving just to

get a piece of paper. The usual BA would
require that I take certain courses at

times that were not convenient to me.
But I'm not somebody who wanted something
for nothing.

John wanted the same education as that offered to

traditional students and he was willing to work for it.

"I want my degree to be as good as the next guy's, he

explained. And to insure that this in fact would be the
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case he only took courses which were also given in the

traditional daytime program. "With my BGS I will have

completed every single one of the requirements of a BA

student except continuing ed allows me more flexibility

in my schedule." He took considerable care selecting

courses that met his criteria and his efforts were often

thwarted by the attitudes of some faculty and departmental

practices

.

John told of pre -registering for a course offered by

the School of Business. At the last minute he was notified

that he had been dropped from the course because preference

was given full-time day students. This was but one in-

stance of several similar occurrences so that, by then,

he had given it considerable thought.

The University runs a pecking order
and traditional students are at the
top and we are on the bottom of the
heap

.

The continuing ed students are on the
fringes of this ’good ole boy's club.'
And you have to fight like hell to

get into the inner circle.

The School of Business is a very snotty
place. If you're one of their day
students they bend over backwards for

you. But they look at night students
and continuing ed students with a lot

of disdain.
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Educators who call for treating adult students dif-

ferently from traditional students usually do not address

the contradiction to which John's account called attention.

His stories suggested that although much touted, the non-

traditional characteristics of adult students might be

interpreted to mean that adult students do not measure up

to the academy's standards for students. The other

implication of non- traditional education is that it might

not meet traditional standards.

Propelled by his concern with getting a higher educa-

tion as good as everybody else's, John enrolled in the

University's Honors Program. "Nobody had ever asked before,

but that didn't stop me," he proudly pointed out. "No

where in the University by-laws," he explained, "does it

say that a person from continuing ed cannot graduate with

honors." He had, in fact, all of the qualifications, so

eventually he was admitted to the program. It is a source

of belligerent pride that his perseverance won out over

the prejudices of skeptical faculty and bureaucratic in-

transigence. But most importantly it proved to him that

his academic work was as good as that of a traditional

student

.

Even though he enrolled in a non- traditional program,

John did not want his education to be compromised in its
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quality. His pursuit of the Honors program attests to his

compelling regard for meeting traditional standards.

John was not alone in his unabatted concern with the

worth of his education, several of the other students in-

terviewed spoke of similar concerns. One of the reasons

Tom deliberately took courses in the regular program with

younger students was because "it’s more in the mainstream

of the University." And Bruce, rather than take full

advantage of his special program, pursued "a more

traditional approach," he explained, "because I don't

want to cheat myself." As well, Sunni contemplated trans-

ferring out of her non- traditi onal program because,

"maybe I just need. . . a real program to guide me along.

. ." As one 'student expressed it: "I don't want the

special treatment at the expense of getting a second-class

education .

"
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CHAPTER VI
A RECONSIDERATIONOF

ADULT HIGHER EDUCATION

Three things were involved in this study: a per-

spective which referred to the universe and human

experience in their untidy interconnectedness; a method

which endeavored to maintain the integrity of this

perspective; and the subject of adult students and their

higher education. These matters were combined through-

out the dissertation as it considered another way of

thinking about adult higher education, one mindful of

the actual college experiences of adult students.

Adult students’ accounts of their college experiences

provided a perspective about themselves and their higher

education which in many respects varied from conventional

views. This last chapter, therefore, draws this material

together while considering this other way of thinking

about adult higher education. First, however, as a way of

151
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mapping out the issues which defined the focus of this dis

sertation, a brief review of what has been discussed thus

far is appropriate.

The Issues

Adult higher education is most commonly understood

as a non- tradi t ional education for non- traditional

students. It is based on the belief that age, understood

as indices of characteristics, behaviors and tasks

significantly informs the content and structure of higher

education for adults. Understood from the perspective of

positivism, adult students and their higher education are

depicted as causally interrelated.

As reflected in the scientific method, positivist

assumptions lead to an investigative approach intended to

describe adult higher education in measureable and

quantifiable terms. The result is a statistical represent-

ation of the average adult student. Cast in terms of a

standardized comparative grouping, adult students aic

understood not only as separate but significantly different

from adolescent students.

This dissertation aimed to look at this topic in

other than the conventional generalized or comparative terms

It attempted to closely adhere to what Henri Bergson de-

scribed as "true empiricism" which, he suggested:
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proposes to keep as close to the original itself as

possible, to probe more deeply into its life." 1
This dis-

sertation followed a method outlined by David Schuman

which began with the examination of individuals’ exper-

iences with real life: interviews were held with eight

adult students who were enrolled in some kind of adult

higher education program.

Students' account of their college experiences de-

scribed adult higher education in a specifiable time and

place, peopled with particular human beings interacting

with one another. Their stories made tests and teachers,

administrators and paperwork, students and course work come

alive as college was portrayed as a real situation. Adult

students drew attention to a distinction between college

as an institution with a vast complex of functions and

higher education which refers more specifically to just one

of the institutional functions. This differentiation,

learned from students' experiences, shed another light on

the notion of student in relation to adults.

The standard notions of younger, t radit ional - aged

students often portrays them participating in what has come

to be a vast panorama of college offerings. College

students are envisioned involved in sports, student govern-

ment, various special interest organizations, dormitoiy 1 i t <-
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and a host of social activities. Nowadays, institutions

of higher education provide many things to students, only

one of which are academic courses.

It is with respect to this array of function that

colleges and universities are described as loco in parentis

and charged with fully providing for a range of students'

needs: physical, psycho - soc ial , emotional, as well as,

intellectual. The implication, of course, is that students

are not yet fully grown nor competent and, therefore, need

continued guidance when away from home and in college.

The modern day notion of what a student is like has

developed in relation to college understood as a parental

substitute. Consequently it has taken on an additional

and enlarged meaning. Not only does it denote one who

studies, but one who is involved in a campus way of life

under the watchful care of a collegial eye. From the

definition of learning formal academic subjects student

now means learning in all arenas of life on a college campus

Adult students, however, did not talk about dormitories

since they usually lived off campus. Nor did they tell

stories about homecoming weekend or playing frisbee on the

quad or joining a student organization. They did not re

fer to the variety of things which institutions of higher

education provide. Their experiences more particular!)
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revolved around its educational functions and their

academic work as they spoke about classroom discussions,

receiving grades, writing papers, books they read and their

teachers. The additional connotations of what a college

student is like probably does not apply to these students.

But their experiences suggests that when it comes to the

tradition of doing the academic work of higher education

they are, indeed, students. Understood as students, the

discussion turns to reconsider their higher education in

its particulars.

Professors

In traditional higher education faculty are called

professors and the choice of the word is significant

because it refers to their responsibility to profess, to

publically declare their beliefs. This means that higher

education involves learning about the professor’s

particular way of thinking about things. It is his or

her judgments, values and biases that the student learns

as these are expressed through the professor's choices of

books, course outline and the kind of questions asked

of students.

The one noticeable exception to this custom occurs

in the realm of adult higher education where the experts’
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refer to faculty as instructors and teachers. The sig-

nificance of this dissimilarity does not rest with titles or

credentials but, as adult students themselves pointed out,

in the substantive matter of educational content and what

is expected of both the educator and the student.

Jean's story expresses the perspective of these

students. She stood outside one of her classes and over-

heard a group of students swapping complaints about her

teacher. He had a reputation as demanding and students

were complaining about the work he required. Jean was

annoyed when she heard their remarks and indignantly inter-

rupted them. "Well, for heaven's sake!" she blurted out,

"he's your professor and he's trying to instill something

in you and if you’re going to have a closed mind about the

whole thing you might as well not even bother going to

school." When she recalled this exchange she felt

apologetic for her outburst as she recognized that she had

had similar feelings when she began school. "I've since

learned humility," she said and added:

I thought I was an educated person.
College was just supposed to be icing

on the cake. I wasn't really think-

ing about education as a kind of whole
thing of the mind. What the mind does

with knowledge. I have since learned

to think differently.

\
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In Jean's view, what she learned and who she learned

it from are interconnected. Experts in adult higher

education, however, express the opinion that adults will

experience the traditional student -teacher relationship as

demeaning and infantil izing . The clearest example of this

is illustrated in the advice that teachers should not

grade students' work. This is justified on the grounds that

the traditional relationship between a student and a

teacher is like a parent's relationship with his or her

children. It is believed that a teacher's expertise and

authority will be experienced by adult students as childlike.

The relationship between the adult student and the

teacher has been misconstrued by most experts as an

egalitarian one in which teachers' judgments are inappro-

priate and professing, patronizing. Therefore, teachers

of adults are usually advised to focus on the techniques of

eliciting students' articulation of their life experiences.

Teachers are advised to be facilitators of adult develop-

ment .

The stories of adult students paint a different picture

of what they want. They did not talk about how they

learned but what they learned. It was the teacher’s

perspective and insights, knowledge and point of view with

which they were interested. And in talking about these
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things students portrayed their relationships with faculty

as a reciprocal one in which both parties brought his or

her judgments and individual perspectives to bear. Indeed,

adult students expressed their individual sense of things in

their decision to attend college, their choice of one

course over another and their consideration of which teacher

to study with.

Students’ stories led one to the realization that

judging is not patronizing but that its absence is. That

adult students and their teachers are often the same age

does not mean they, therefore, abandon the expression of

who they are. As Hannah Arendt pointed out: "Men in the

plural, that is, men in so far as they live and move and act

in this world, can experience meaningfulness only because

they can talk with and make sense of each other and to

2themselves." Educators who withdraw behind a seemingly

neutral facade and drive students into an isolated intro-

spection, only further students' confusion and ignorance.

One figures things out in an educational interaction in

which the views of both teacher and student are expressed

as the subject matter is examined.

The other side of the conventional definition of the

student- teacher relationship is mirrored in the substitution

of the notion learner for that of student. Although the
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two terms are often used interchangeably they are not syn-

onomous . Unlike student, learner does not mean that the

endea\ or involves a formalized relationship between student

and teacher. The notion of learner applies to all situations

in which a person acquires knowledge, skill and information.

Because it does not refer to a formalized education, the

presence of a teacher is not implied.

This substitution of learner for student in adult

higher education removes the teacher from the educational

situation, and can be understood as the logical outcome of

a perspective which understands their traditional inter-

action as inimical to adults' concerns. But rightly under-

stood, the student- teacher relationship is a cornerstone

upon which students' higher education is constructed.

The Meaningfulness of Higher Education

Adult higher education is in the paradoxical situation

of encouraging adults to involve themselves with the

tradition of higher education while simultaneously building

a non- t radi t ional route for them to take. It fails

thereby to account for that with which students are keenl>

concerned- - the meaningfulness of their education. lhe

frame of mind of most social scientists, educators and other

professionals results in a treatment o^ adult higher
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education in predominately utilitarian terms. They char-

acterize adult students as pragmatic and their higher

education as useful.

In his examination of the progressive education

movement and the ideas of John Dewey, Richard Ilofstadtcr

talked about the debate between two schools of pedagogy.

". . .The ideal of 'mastery' of subject matter dominated

the thinking of the intel lectual is ts ,
' suggested

Hofstadter, "whereas the ideal of meeting the 'needs' of

children became the central conception of their opponents."'^

The pedagogy of adults was very much influenced by this

debate. And, as has been seen, the thought of most adult

educators overwhelmingly sided with the student "needs"

perspective. It is viewed by the standard that it will

produce tangible results for the adult in terms of his or

her usefulness. Adult students also look at whether their

education will be practical enough. But the evident pre-

occupation of experts with higher education as a means to

an end is counter-balanced in adult students' by their

concern that their education not only be valuable, but

personally worthwhile. Their accounts suggest that higher

education be recognized in terms of its worth and meaning

to the individual student and not solely considered for its

utilitarian value. John wanted "to find out why I was

doing what I was doing." And Bruce talked about his
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education as a matter of learning "about why things happen

as they do." These students wanted to be knowledgeable

as well as employable.

Hannah Arendt pointed out that "utility established

as meaning generates meaninglessness ."' 5
Quoting from a

passage of John Locke, she argued that the intrinsic worth

of a thing "is an objective quality of the thing itself,

outside the will of the individual purchase or seller;

something attached to the thing itself, existing whether

he liked it or not, and that he ought to recognize ." 4

The concern expressed by students suggests that the issue

is not whether higher education should be a means to an

end, clearly it is that, but that it is usually exclusively

understood by this standard. Accounts of individual

students brought another perspective to this matter.

Standards and Students* Life Experiences

"I don’t want a second-class education," remarked

one student, who gave voice to adult students’ mindfulness

of whether their education was as good as the traditional

kind. The painstaking carefulness with which John

selected only those evening courses which duplicated the

traditional day-time curriculum attests to his unabaited

concern with acquiring an education which met the academy’s
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standards

.

The worth of learning or its merits in one situation

as distinct from another is not the issue here. Learning

about music in college is no more or less worthwhile than

learning it in another arena. The issue is that studying

in an institution of higher education entails the

judgment of a student's work by standards established by

the academy, whereas learning under other auspices clearly

does not. Institutions of higher education are accountable

to standards of quality established by academic tradition.

Meeting these standards is acknowledged by an accrediting

process of the institution and similarly by awarding

students with a degree. Learning in an institution of

higher education takes on, therefore, a significance that

it does not have elsewhere as it defines an educated person.

Students accounts reflect an awareness of these standards

and judgments and they want their education to measure up.

Adult higher education has redefined traditional

standards when it turned its purpose to that of meeting

students’ developmental needs by making students' sharing

of their experiences the primary substance of course

content. Nowhere is the paradoxical position of adult

higher education more clearly manifested than with respect

to students' life experience and the place given it as
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subject content. The implication of this substitution

of life experience for subject content is that individual

experience can teach the wisdom of the ages.

Students' accounts, however, suggest that on the

contrary, life experiences are often as puzzling as they are

illuminating. Rather than function as the singular in-

forming centerpiece of educational content, students' ex-

periences were, as often as not, the very phenomena want-

ing comprehension. Life experience seems better suited

as the personal filter through which course content is

sifted and finally made meaningful. Clearly it was ex-

perience that fascinated as well as perplexed students but

coming to grips with it, making sense of it, resulted from

an education that drew upon the wisdom of humankind.

There is much about conventional views of adult

higher education which intimates a disposition to minimize

the intellectual work required in traditional higher

education. This is demonstrated not only in the trend

toward emphasizing life experience in the classroom, but

in the preference for a pragmatic, utilitarian kind of

curriculum, the notion of collegiality between student and

teacher and the inattention to distinguishing between

educational programs which allows college courses to be

equated with television correspondence shows.
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This is not to say that adults may not need special

assistance with their studies. Having been away from formal

education, they lack immediate familiarity and perhaps

ease with academic work. What services can be offered to

facilitate their progress seems an appropriate accommo-

dation to their circumstances. Nevertheless, there is

a tendency to trivalize the rigor of traditional higher

education which often masquerades behind a rhetoric that

purports to advocate the special needs of adults.

There is much about the practices of adult higher

education that reflect what Richard Hofstadter describes

as anti- intel lectual ism. He suggests that ant i- intel lect-

ualism is expressed as a "resentment and suspicion of the

life of the mind. . . and of those who are considered to

represent it; and a disposition constantly to minimize

the value of that life."*’ He points out that "again and

again it has been noticed that intellect in America is

resented as a kind of excellence, as a claim to distinction,

as a challenge to egalitarianism, as a quality which al-

most certainly deprives a man or woman of the common

touch. Of the opinion that this attitude is nowhere more

"impressive" than in education, Hofstadter claims that.

". . . ours is the only educational system in the world vital

segments of which have fallen into the hands of people who

joyfully and militantly proclaim their hostility to
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intellect .
"

'

Adult students are no less subject to this attitude than

educators and their stories reveal yet another dimension of

it. Hofstadter suggests that another aspect of anti-

intellectualism is that as "an idea, it is not a single

proposition but a complex of related propositions. . . as

an attitude, it is not usually found in a pure form but in

gambivalence." Perhaps Mike's doubts about college and his

disdain towards his teacher can be partially accounted for

as an ant i - intel lectual viewpoint. And John's determination

to do college on his own terms while enrolling in the

Honors program may be another instance of such an ambiva-

lence. Although she welcomed the accelerated pace of her

non- traditional program, Sunni eventually wondered whether

a traditional one might be better for her. And even though

Bruce enjoyed the advantages of designing his own curriculum,

he wanted an education "as good as the next guys." Several

students expressed a willingness to exploit the non-

tradit ional rules and procedures of special programs but

even though they enthusiastically endorsed the unoithadox)

of adult higher education, they expressed an equally felt

concern that the quality of their education not be comprised

in the process. Their anti - intel lectual attitudes not-

withstanding, they wanted to be educated, knowledgeable
w

and better able to make sense of their own individual
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experiences

.

Summary

This dissertation opened with an examination of

what most experts think about adult students and their

higher education and how these experts arrived at their

views. In the course of this exploration a range of

issues not addressed in the literature were brought to

light. One notion which seems to merit consideration is

the worth of higher education and its meaningfulness to

students. Another is the crucial function of the

professor as teacher rather than trainer or facilitator.

And finally, students' accounts point to the importance

of adult higher education measuring up to traditional

academic standards.
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