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Context

Land of Saints and Scholars

Estimated national participation rate 
(new entrants aged 18–20) 52%

Full-time mature entrants to higher education 
(as % of all new entrants) 13% 



As an acknowledged ‘public good’ university education is not 
consumed equally



You are at least 8 times more likely…

To progress to higher education as a school leaver …



…than as a mature student



If you live here you are 7 times more 
likely to go to college …



… than if you live here





Competition

Participation in Irish higher education has continued to increase 
year on year

Increased demand = increased competition



Progression rates

One in six students in the higher 
education system is failing to progress 
past their first year



HEA report on Retention 2010: prior educational attainment is 
the greatest influence on successful progression







UCD – Mature Student Entry

For matures: three routes

• Merit

• Access Courses

• MSAP 



UCD Access Courses

Access to Arts & Human Sciences

Access to Science, Engineering & 
Agriculture



So what?



… Putting the We in Retention



The UnUsual

Suspects



Access participants



Access participants – who are they?

Notice me…



Transition



Food for the brain

I feel alive for the first time –
my brain feels alert.  I’m 
snapping back in to action and 
I love it.  And my children are 
looking at me differently.  It’s 
like I have something to say!



Elements in Access that contribute to 
retention  

Show me how to play 
the game …



Social



Social

Meeting like-minded 
people and having a 
cuppa after class to 
keep the buzz going!



Elements in Access that contribute to 
Retention  



UCD Access Courses

I need the confidence 
to take the next step



UCD Access Courses

I need a plan and 
some help in getting 

there



Academic skills

I feel that I have been 
equipped with a study 
skills survival guide that 
will get me though any 
amount of academic 
challenges



There's more to learning than earning!

Positive self-concept

Problem solving skills

Better relationships

Social networks



Achieving the impossible

Going to university 
for me seemed like 

an impossible 
dream.

It was always at the 
back of my mind but 
I couldn’t figure out 

how to get there



Ingredients to improve retention
• Connecting with people

• Learning new things

• Having direction/purpose

• Build resilience

• Develop identity as learner

• Consolidate strengths



Putting the me into we….



Societal benefits

• First generation entrants

• Bringing culture and 
expectations into under-
represented homes

• New role models munity 
and social networks

• Social cohesion

• Physical and mental 
health benefits
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Higher Education Authority Ireland

• 2010 HEA Study shows that the national average 
for non-progression for mature years students in 
Irish universities is 12%. 

• Progression being progress to the following year.

• UCD’s MY Student non-progression rate is  
between 6.5% and 7.6 %



Mature Student Retention



Who Are Mature Students in UCD

Those who have no third level experience or may not have completed secondary 
school

Those who have some association with third level

Those who come into UCD on secondary school results

Those who have degrees but are studying to a second undergraduate degree



Overview MY Students UCD/Ireland

Dr. Bairbre Fleming 2013 UCD 
Survey

MSI all Ireland 2103 Survey

438 /926 mature students surveyed 
responded

Approximately 2,000 respondents

Gender 58% F    42%M 55% F /45% M

Mean age 36.4 46.5

Median age 32 34/35

Parents did not complete 3rd level 80% 80%

Married or w/partner 40% 36%

Child Dependents 37% 43%

Adult Dependent 45%

Receiving state financial assistance 50% 60%

Out of education more than 3 years 59%

No participation in post-secondary 
education before entering HE

32% 27%

Finances difficult or precarious 60% -66%



MY Entering and Non-Progression

Year Year

2013 2014

Entering UCD 1st 
years

153 157

1st year 
withdrawal

4 
(2.6)

3 
(1.9%)

https://sisweb.ucd.ie/usis/W_HU_REPORTING.P_DISPLAY_QUERY?p_query=AS100-2a&p_parameters=4AC0AA83D8AE1CCD9628512A76681DA0D9DF59F41F24FC82B7450DD4C67687C378584D9CFF2EC5B866650856DBD5F5D2AD1E1B41F81EC907F8B5A2D4B48D2A2A247DFC58F25393DFEC530BECE7C5AE5B15495A8F7CAB25CDDECD055F7205D28502132852755C00309165D4EEA5B55EDC3448CAB1FAA240FCEA00A773B68E9FB0F30FC0123D936C8DEA193BF2EB16A9DF89171A1ECF92F4211F144D2E215A8D4FC7628D08B335D35DF55C3D6139AC3283BA0B97300A50E6FE8262A24AA20F58F0
https://sisweb.ucd.ie/usis/W_HU_REPORTING.P_DISPLAY_QUERY?p_query=AS100-2a&p_parameters=4AC0AA83D8AE1CCD9628512A76681DA0D9DF59F41F24FC82B7450DD4C67687C378584D9CFF2EC5B866650856DBD5F5D2AD1E1B41F81EC907F8B5A2D4B48D2A2A247DFC58F25393DFEC530BECE7C5AE5B15495A8F7CAB25CDDECD055F7205D28502132852755C00309165D4EEA5B55EDC3448CAB1FAA240FCEA00A773B68E9FB0F30FC0123D936C8DEA193BF2EB16A9DF313D8843F0D741422C4CFD040288D97520D93D9B0E4640003E4D2B156B185C7D51604353D745EEC8CFE823D7A7FBAD53


Access to Degree

2011 – 12 

Access progressing into 
UCD n=88

2012 – 13 

Access progression into 
UCD n=81

• 88 Completed 1st year of 
undergraduate degree 
(0% non-progression)

• 78/79 Completed 1st year 
of undergraduate degree 
(2.5% - 3.7% non-
progression)



March Year 2 (4th semester)

2013/2014 2014/2015 2015/2016

New Entrants 153 157

Total MY Students 851 801

13/14 New Entrants 
Not Registered
March 14/15

17 (11.1%)

14/15 New Entrants 
Not Registered
March 15/16

15 (9.6%)



March Year 2 (4th semester)

2013/2014 (153/851) (17) 2014/2015 (157/801) (15)

3 Students were on a Leave of Absence 3 Students were on a Leave of Absence

3 Students were on maternity leave 1 was on a medical leave 

1 student had come in as a transfer 
student in 2013 and had graduated.

1 is active but probably not engaged.

10 Actual Non-Progression  = 6.5% Max 12 Actual Non-Progression = 7.6%



Keys to Retention

Communication – targeted, early, often and concisely

Engagement – make mature students feel part of the campus

Support – ensure mature students know which supports are 
available and how to access them

Information –

Information Delivery



Application and Affirmation

• What is important for the entering mature student is to 
affirm that the leap of faith they made by applying to 
and accepting a place in higher education is reasonable 
and an attainable goal

• This affirmation to the entering mature student needs 
to make transparent that they are not alone, that they 
can succeed and that others like them have completed 
the course having come from similar circumstances, 
mindsets and backgrounds



Mature Students’ Adviser

• 1st and perhaps most important support as it 
is from this office that institutional supports 
flow. 

• This service also provides one-to-one  advice 
regarding academic, social, personal or 
financial concerns and is an important first 
engagement with the university



Writing Academy

• 2-3 day programme bringing new mature years entrants up to speed on 

writing, critical thinking, library use and study techniques and alleviates 
some of the anxiety surrounding writing for 3rd level



Mathematics Support

In collaboration with our Mathematics Support Centre mature years 
students entering degrees with math are offered a 2 day mathematics 
refresher programme



Mature Student Orientation Day

All entering mature students are invited to a half day
orientation programme held on the Saturday before
the official university orientation 

This event showcases 
• UCD student services
• Provides an opportunity for mature students to meet other 

mature students within and without their academic 
discipline

• Have a campus tour
• Engage with a student panel Q&A with current mature 

students



Mature Student Orientation Day



The process/programme of retention

These targeted programmes are designed to get
the mature students past the first hurdles
regarding

• Their questioning of their academic ability
• Feeling isolated as the only mature student
• Having a grasp of the campus and its services
• Alerting them to the one-to-one service provided by my 

office

An awareness of the different supports especially is essential 
for retention



The process/programme of retention

Once term begins regular targeted 
communication through email and social 
media especially through the first 6 weeks of 
academic term

Connection with a student mature student 
society



Retention

• A January 2016 Irish Times study on retention 
rates for all HEI in Ireland suggested a retention 
rate of 85% or so for UCD

• In accordance with the data shown previously I 
believe it is safe to say that mature years students 
in UCD have a non-progression rate of 7.5% at the 
top margin or a retention/persistence rate of 
92.5% at a minimum. 
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