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ABSTRACT

Objectives:
The question posed in this paper is whether women only programmes, designed to encourage women into Higher Education (HE) are appropriate, enhancing the learning experience for women, and thus, presumably, attracting more women into HE. In answering this question the paper aims to establish not just whether women experience learning in a different way to men but more specifically whether women as individuals experience learning in different way to other women. The argument is that women who gain a qualification feel better equipped to manage an enterprise.

Prior Work:
The paper therefore begins by examining the literature that has studied the ways in which women learn and their experiences of learning and subsequent attempts to address this with specifically designed programmes and approaches. The paper then draws on the thinking which focuses on the individual learner, identifying that learning is a situated activity, influenced by many factors.

Approach:
This study therefore examines the experiences of women who have just enrolled onto a part time HNC business programme following a substantial time away from education. It takes the induction programme as a way of investigating the experiences of women as they take their first step into the Higher Education process. In using induction as a specific activity the paper draws on literature that identiies particular learning practices to shed light on differences, rather than similarities. The purpose is not to examine the induction process per se, but rather to use induction as an experience that is representative of the way in which women may ‘consume’ HE.

Implications:
The implications of such findings are that women only programmes are only likely to enhance the student’s experience if they are designed to respond to the differences amongst women rather than being designed to provide an offering that is different to existing programmes that are developed from a masculine derived model.  

Value:
As many programmes are designed to encourage women into entrepreneurship, the findings of this paper are of value in helping programme designers and policy makers understand whether such programmes will enhance the learning experience of women and thus achieve the programme objectives.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is written within the context of widening participation alongside the Government’s agenda encouraging more women into enterprise activities. The consequence of these two initiatives is that many Higher Education institutions have taken advantage of the Government funding available and developed a number of women only programmes; many of these specifically in the area of business and/or enterprise. Given such an emphasis, the question posed in this paper therefore, is whether women only programmes in Higher Education (HE) are appropriate, enhancing the learning experience for women, and thus, presumably, attracting more women into HE and possibly onto enterprise. In answering this question the paper, through existing literature, aims to establish whether women experience learning in a different way to men and consequently explores the results of such findings. The research undertaken in this paper specifically aims to explore whether women as individuals experience learning in different way to other women.

The paper therefore begins by examining the literature that has studied the ways in which women learn and their experiences of learning and subsequent attempts to address this with specifically designed programmes and approaches. The literature includes research from Belenky et al (1986), Greer and Greene, (2003) and Muir and Atkinson (2005). The paper then draws on the thinking of authors such as Lave and Wenger (1991), Engestrom (2001) and which has subsequently been developed by others (Trowler, 2005, Mann, 2000, Haggis, 2004) that focuses on the individual learner, identifying that learning is a situated activity, influenced by many factors, whereby the individual is inextricably a part of their past and present experiences and context. 

Bearing in mind these viewpoints and taking the literature into consideration, the research undertaken by this particular study attempts to build on these two streams of thought by assessing whether women differ even amongst themselves in the way in which they experience education, and so determine the appropriateness of targeting women as an homogeneous group, as a way of enhancing the learning experience. 

This study therefore examines the experiences of women who have enrolled onto a part time HNC business programme following a substantial time away from education. It takes induction as a way of investigating the experiences of women as they take their first step into Higher Education. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

This review takes as its start point the literature concerning women’s entrepreneurship before moving moving on to the literature that has investigated women as ‘learners’. Winn (2004) found that both men and women start up in business as they desire control and autonomy and women particularly wish to make some sort of social contribution as well as financial gain. This desire to make a contribution other than financial could also influence attitudes to start up as well as growth which in turn may influence the way in which a woman may run her business. Referring to risk, Brindley (2005) points out that growth is a risk factor and as such women may be less inclined to follow a growth strategy, as it could impact on the very relationships that she deems to be important within the business, i.e. employee, customer relationships. However, in Ljunggren and Kolvereid (1996) the findings point to the fact that women perceive themselves as having higher entrepreneurial abilities than men do, and higher perceived control as well as drive. The conclusion drawn is that women go through a more rigorous self screening process than do men, which could be a reason for fewer start-ups, as they only set up in business if they feel confident to do so. Developing the issue of confidence Brindley (2005) found that women with a lower level of confidence may be more risk averse than those who have higher confidence levels. So too, are lack of experience and lack of expertise seen as being barriers to women starting up in business (Brindley 2005, Mirchandani 1999, Winn 2004).  This suggests that providing women with transferable skills, in terms of confidence may help through the life cycle of the business. 

It is within this context of the woman attempting to minimise the risk that we see the role of Higher Education emerging. Expertise and experience were identified as key factors in business start-up, and so the opportunity to achieve qualifications and represent in tangible terms an ‘ability’ and achievement could be seen as a way of reducing risk for the woman and building up her expertise. Women will also be ready to ‘learn’ to accommodate a system that reinforces the values, norms characteristics and socialisation factors that require women to change rather than the system itself. 

Higher Education therefore could play an important role in developing women entrepreneurs. But what is that role? How far are universities seeking to develop the opportunities that women present to the workplace and are they recognising and addressing the barriers that may exist for women taking their position in the workplace? Or is it perpetuating a system that is resistant to changes that are taking place?

There are many studies that have focused upon women as a ‘group’ and attempted to identify how they learn. Key to this are Belenky et al (1986) who seek to identify the themes that have emerged from women as both knowers and learners. These studies have been undertaken in an effort to distinguish women from men in the way they learn. As a result of such research there has been an increasing number of programmes designed specifically for women. The development of these programmes has also been in response to government initiatives as well as to research by HECSU (The Higher Education Careers Service Unit, 2004) which indicates that more women than men felt they needed a degree to obtain their job. Such programmes reflect the separatist ideology where the intent is to ‘function in a significantly different way from the already existing masculine derived models’ (Greer and Greene, 2003, p12). They therefore consider women as a group, and explore the way in which they learn by recognising their similarities, rather than exploring and responding to their differences. 

Muir and Atkinson (2005) examine the challenges of a two year full time Masters programme designed specifically for women as potential entrepreneurs. However, their findings, when considering the women ‘on the ground’  appear to support the notion that although there are benefits of women-only courses, the past experience of women and the context and ways in which they study leads to a demand for wide ranging and intensive support. 

Such studies and the resulting programmes appear therefore to have viewed women as a group of similar individuals. This would contradict the body of research that suggests that as contexts and situations for learning vary so will the individual’s experiences vary or may even be unique to that individual (Vygotsky (1978), Engestrom (2001), Lave and Wenger (1991). Their findings would imply that to provide women only programmes may not be appropriate because the learning experience could still be different between women but they do not specifically consider the differences amongst specific groups of individuals as considered in this research i.e. women. 

It is at this point where there appears to be a gap in the literature. Research as discussed above has instigated women only programmes, recognising that women learn in a different way to men. There have also been studies that identify the individual responding to a situation in their own unique way. However, such research could be applied in relation to women learners, if those differences between women were to be explored to assess whether they experience education differently from each other and in a way that does not categorise individuals. Haggis (2004) attempts to analyse individual, situated narratives about learning in a way that avoids categorisation. Therefore, she is wary of categorising ‘women learners’ as she found that generalised statements about learning derived from research can tend to ‘pigeon-hole’ groups of students, and value judgements can be made about ‘types’ of students that become embedded in systems. This would therefore appear to argue against the case for women only programmes as she would claim that these models do not take account of complex interrelationships and factors which can result in unexpected behaviour. She would argue that as a consequence, policy based on pre-existing models can often be made that may not generate appropriate results. 

James too, (1998) calls for ‘independent autonomous discourses that would not disadvantage one group over another’ (p105) and so an understanding of the power relations that exist is therefore important in determining whether women only programmes can enhance the learning experience or will merely reinforce the imbalance of power that may exist. 

Mann (2000) and Lea and Street (1998) view specific learning activities as social practices in order to understand the power relations that can exist within such contexts. Mann (2000) uses academic reading as a social activity whereby two perspectives can be considered: a historical perspective and a socio-political perspective. The historical perspective captures the notion that students come to reading with a biography. The socio-political perspective, however, ‘captures the quality of reading as an activity which is undertaken within particular social contexts and which is set within a context of possibly unequal relationships between the student and significant others, such as parents and university tutors (p314)’ so reinforcing this idea that power relations are operating within the learning experience; namely reading in this instance. 

The issue of power relations is expanded further by Lea and Street (1998) who use an academic literacies approach to examine student writing practices and highlight the way in which issues of identity and institutional relationships of power influence these practices. They emphasise how meanings as understood by staff, students or the institution should be challenged to give greater insight into academic literacies and academic learning. Lea and Street identify that the students themselves, staff and student interaction and the institution, are subject to relations of power and authority rather than being issues of the skills and competencies required of students as they begin their career as a graduate. 

Imbalances of power as identified through such practices as reading and writing are further recognised by Muir and Atkinson’s research (2005) regarding women only programmes. They identify that women only programmes cannot always address those deep-rooted issues that are embedded within institutions and may even reinforce the power relations that already exist. Despite the fact that there are more women in higher education than men, (Equal Opportunities Commission, 1996 cited in Peters 2000) the values and structures that exist continue to be laden with masculine values. Although many departments and centres have attempted particular initiatives it is still likely that women are reduced to a ‘type’ and so implicated as such in the power relations that exist. It can therefore be questioned whether women only programmes are an adequate response to this. 

This review has therefore considered the relevant literature regarding the aim of whether women experience education and learning in a different way to men and has examined the way in which women only programmes have been developed as a response to this. Using the literature this study has considered the notion that all individuals will experience education in a different way because the individual’s history that will make the learning experience unique. What existing studies have not considered specifically is whether women as individuals experience education differently to other women and whether they have differing perceptions of and responses to the interactions that might take place that could impact on their overall experience. With this in mind this particular study now goes on to address these issues in an effort to begin to explore that question. 

METHODOLOGY

Methodological approach

In order to begin to explore these differences amongst women, this paper builds on the approaches that have already been used by researchers cited in the literature above such as Mann (2000), Haggis (2004) and Lea and Street (1998). They view particular ‘learning’ activities, such as reading and writing as social practices in order to explore the way in which issues of identity and power relationships can influence the experience of these activities. In order to explore the way in which women may experience the programme, induction is selected as a ‘snapshot’ of the programme, and is viewed as a social practice. It explores how these same issues of identity and power relationships, that may be found in the experience of a particular programme, can also influence the experience of induction amongst women students specifically. Induction also represents the student experience as a whole rather than a focus on student learning alone. Students as they enter onto the induction programme bring with them their cultural identities and their values that have been shaped by their social class, gender socialisation, ethnic background as well as previous educational influences. They are about to move into yet another activity that may shape their identities as their responses and actions and potentially their learning experience will be influenced by the group or at least by their perceptions of the group, of which they are about to become a part.

Sample

The research will present case studies of the experiences of three women enrolled onto a part time HNC business programme with the intention of progressing onto a degree. The sample is purposive, with the criteria for selection being that the participants are women, classified as mature students who have an interest in starting their own business. The HNC programme was selected specifically as it represents the first step into Higher Education for these women. The content of the HNC covers the main disciplines of marketing, HRM, finance, strategy and management skills. A total of 40 students enrolled onto the programme, 26 of whom are women. The women in the sample are aged between 21 and 41, so identified as mature students, are white and are known to be considering starting up their own business. Since the findings are not intended to be generalisable a large sample is not required. It attempts to illustrate how the individual, subjective experience of the programme, the expectations of the programme and of university life, can influence their experiences in unique ways. It seeks to explore whether each experience may be different to the experiences of other women on the same programme and how that might influence their move to entrepreneurship.
Data collection

In an attempt to explore differences this study adopts the same approach as Mann (2000), Haggis (2004) and Lea and Street (1998) focusing on individual narratives and their stories about school, family, employment. These stories are considered in conjunction with their expectations and perceptions of the induction programme as an introduction to university life. Their narratives are also explored in the context of their life beyond the university and their impressions of the university as an institution. It has been very important to maintain the integrity of the individual case study so as to avoid the generalisations that can easily be made. The results are not expected to be generalisable and so will avoid categorisation.

Consequently, the questions selected allowed students to provide accounts in a narrative form that tells of their experience in a sequenced way, where the sequence of events is relevant to this research issue and, of course, to the student (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996).  The interviews were therefore non-standardised (Saunders et al, 2003), and were taped, with permission gained from the interviewee in advance of the interview. 

Each individual was seen as being a separate case study so as to gain a rich understanding of the context of the research and the process being enacted (Saunders et al, 2003). The purpose was to also test this as a method for the evaluation of a larger sample and provide the basis for further study. 

Data analysis

It became clear that certain themes were emerging from the interviews regarding how women experience education against the backdrop of their differing contexts. The analysis therefore was based on a descriptive framework using the narratives of the students and where certain issues were identified. Trowler (2005)had adopted certain themes that would take a social practice approach to addressing teaching and learning at a meso level. This approach was felt to be relevant to this paper insofar as this too discusses experiences of education at a meso level i.e. at induction, and amongst a specific group. 

These themes are:

· The significance of social context

· The social dynamics of the group on that night and subsequently

· The interaction between the social context and learning environment

· The significance of semiotics

· The significance of micro-politics 

· The significance of organisational context

To this end, the quotes in the next section (cf Findings) have been selected from the narratives as being significant in unearthing the themes, and so are identified as being the most relevant in addressing the research question and the aims. 

Limitations

The methods of analysis used in this research and the richness of the data are only possible with a small sample. As such this approach may become more problematic if a larger sample were interviewed.  However, given the focus on individual experiences, this approach does not search for generalisability and as such sample size is not an issue. 

In addition to the difficulty in analysing such data there is also the issue that the researcher as a member of the institution could potentially limit responses. In an effort to overcome this, interviews took place at the individual’s place of work rather than on the University campus.

FINDINGS

The themes identified above have been used to simplify the analysis and the presentation of data. The quotes selected reflect the specific aim of this part of the research that seeks to explore whether there are differences amongst women in the way that they experience education. These quotes are significant as they illustrate the relevance of Trowler’s (2005) themes to this study and the way in which an understanding of these issues can shed light on the way in which the social context of the women can influence the way in which they experience the various interactions and as a result the total experience that is education. This then could have a bearing on the way in which programmes and practices within programmes are designed and implemented.

The names of each of the women have been changed.

The significance of social context for subjectivities

Trowler (2005) here quotes Coffield (1999, p493) to illustrate how the focus is shifted from ‘a concentration on individual cognitive processes to the social arrangements and relationships which shape, for instance positive and negative ‘learner identities’ which may differ over time and from place to place.’ As the women’s stories progress, their learner identities become clearer.

Alison seemed to have a mixture of positive and negative perceptions of herself as a learner. On the one hand she recognised that she had not done well at school but on the other hand she believed that she was capable and this was reinforced and encouraged by her parents. The reason for ‘failing’ at school was because she hadn’t tried and had no interest. Not a lack of ability. 

Lynn has a much more negative perception of herself as a learner and she never believed that she had the ability to take a higher qualification. She was actively discouraged at school and her parents never expected her to progress. Consequently she never thought she would achieve this and still doubts herself. 

“Yes, I’ve had one assignment mark back and then I couldn’t quite believe it, but even so you think that it’s a fluke or for the next assignment I won’t get a good mark.” 

Helen has been strongly supported by her family, and her boyfriend’s family. She has had no negative responses to her plans and ambitions and as such has a much more positive perception of herself as a learner. She believes strongly that she will be able to succeed in her studies.

Although initial discussions with the participants reveal that all the women felt they needed a degree to get on, further exploration identifies varying motivations, many deriving from their perceptions of themselves as learners.

Alison wants the qualification to help her in her job and also to help her husband in his business. However an underlying motivation is because she feels she has something to prove to herself and her parents, having not pushed herself at school.

“I’ll also feel very satisfied because I’ll have proved I can do it. I’ll be very proud.”

Lynn states she is not ambitious but then at the same time acknowledges that she is doing the qualification for career progression as well as learning for the sake of learning. She questions why she really wants to do a degree and feels uncomfortable in undertaking a degree purely for career progression. 

“It’s a means to an end for me which I think is wrong as I would like to have done a degree before, expanding your knowledge and all that.”

Helen too has different motivations. She sees that her degree is what she needs to become a successful business woman. But an underlying motive is to avoid over reliance on her boyfriend. 

On the surface, their stories are similar. They come from similar backgrounds and they are embarking on the programme with nervousness, but motivated by wanting to get on. However as the stories unfold their perceptions of themselves as learners and what is motivating them to study are very different in each case and can influence what encouragement and support may be needed.

The significance of organisational context.

In examining the significance of the organisational context in influencing the learning environment, the women’s preconceptions of the university and what it meant to them to be a student, were explored.

When Alison was asked about her feelings of the programme, and whether it had met her expectations she expressed disappointment. 

“Cos it’s new and university, I was expecting to do a lot more myself. I think I was expecting it to be a lot more informative and adult and interactive whereas we’re just sat there and somebody’s talking to you all the time.”

She appears to have had certain expectations of what university means and yet those expectations have not been met. These expectations can also be shaped by clear expectations of her performance at work. This is conflicting with the learning environment where she feels she does not know what to expect and likewise what is expected of her.

Both Lynn’s and Helen’s preconceptions of university led them to believe that the programme would be difficult. However, both have found it easier than imagined. What Helen finds reassuring is the fact that the afternoon is broken up by coffee breaks and finishes early. These ‘easing techniques’ makes her feel more comfortable in contrast with Alison who in expecting to work harder states:

“I’ve come here to learn, not to have coffee.”

Lynn’ excitement with learning is only too apparent.

“I have enjoyed it and it has made you think in a different way. It has made you question things. I always like spouting on to my husband and tell him about what we have done.”

The concept of what it is to be a student is derived from their pasts where a University has been something to strive towards, and thought to be beyond reach thus raising expectations of the level of difficulty of learning. The fact that it has been easier for all than they expected has caused different reactions. For Alison it has been a disappointment, for Lynn it has been a relief and has made her excited to learn. For Helen the easier way of life is welcome. 

Their perceptions of how ‘becoming educated’ may shape their future identity, and can impact on the learning experience. For Alison it is the ‘back up’ and confidence to take the step to ‘be the one in charge’, although that prospect is daunting for her.

Lynn is unsure of how she may view herself as a result of her degree. A recent secondment meant that:

“I was called on to be a different person.  You were in meetings where you had to be quite forceful and push forward your ideas…..But at the same time when it was all over I just thought I don’t know whether I liked the person I had become, because I seemed to be quite bolshy.”

 Helen believes that she will become a lot stronger as a result of taking a degree and is determined to complete it. 

There is the recognition then that progression may bring additional responsibility or an identity that the student does not recognise as being positive. These impressions are different for each student and will impact upon the learning experience for the student in a different way thus influencing the motivations and the drive to continue.

The interaction between social context and learning environment

For the purposes of the paper this section considers induction as representing the learning environment as well as having a social context. It explores the impact of the induction programme and the way in which it sets expectations. 

All three felt that the induction evening was stressful. The reasons mainly were that they didn’t know what to expect, and there were so many people. An interesting observation from all three was that they were disturbed by the presence of the degree students, perhaps indicating a feeling that they felt ‘inferior’ in some way to these ‘more advanced’ students.

Alison’s feeling of discomfort was perpetuated by the fact that she felt the induction programme although explaining functional aspects of the programme, for example how to access the library, student support etc, did not explain what was expected of her. And yet Lynn felt that the induction evening set the expectations for the programme and she probably enjoyed it more than anticipated. Helen felt that the induction evening was very ‘scary’ for the same reasons as Lynn and Alison. However, the worst part for her was that she was aware that she was probably the youngest there. 

Interestingly there is a gap between the expectations of the programme leaders and the students as regards the purpose of the induction. The provision of factual information whilst seen to be essential to the tutors was of secondary interest to the students. When exploring their experiences of the programme the stories told of how they felt, their unease, their wanting to be reassured, and their reactions to the others in the group (see social dynamics) and not of the usefulness or otherwise of the information. In this sense, their experiences were very similar. However, their perceptions of the evening differed in terms of whether expectations were set or not. This is something that is important for programme leaders to consider in designing induction programmes that meet student needs.

The significance of semiotics

The meaning that certain ‘signs’ have for the individuals has been explored. All three noted, and were slightly daunted by, the formality of the evening, the large number of people, the use of PowerPoint and the formal tiered lecture theatre.

Alison: “ It was just the amount of people and I just walked in and it was a lecture theatre (Signalling that it was tiered) and I thought ‘whoa’. I found it sort of off putting.”

This seems to reinforce the power issue for the students that they are there to listen and be told what they should expect. This had a different effect on Alison, who seemed a little irritated by it and Lynn and Helen who felt comforted by it. All three also noted that all presenters were white, males wearing suits. Lynn appreciated the formal approach and Helen feels more at ease anyway with male staff.

Alison, however found that:

“It was like, get your coffee and sit down and listen to us. It was very sort of...they’re at the front and doing their thing.”

A point noted by all three was that the HNC students were asked to sit on one side of the theatre and the degree students for another. This reinforced the feelings of unease for all of them that maybe they were inferior to the others. 

The omission of certain information can also been seen to signify where the balance of power lay.

 Alison felt that key aspects of information were not passed on, the implication being that information that is not given is unimportant. This was reinforced at the very end of the induction programme when a woman raised her hand and prefaced her question with ‘I know this might be a silly question but….’ And went on to ask about term times so that she could arrange child care. The implications are that term times and childcare are secondary to the structure of the programme. The preface made by the student asking the question reflects that she too has acknowledged the unspoken and apologises for raising the question.

Although in some instances the emotional responses to the ‘signs’ were similar in other surprising ways they were different and perhaps indicated how values are transferred and accepted by some and yet not by others. This can be considered in the next section.

Micropolitics

In Trowler’s terms micropolitics concerns how “subjectivities, power relations and conceptions of role and interpersonal dynamics manifest themselves and impinge on teaching and learning” (p5). For the purpose of this research, this has been considered in the light of the interaction between staff and students and how that has impacted on the student’s experience 

The changing shape of the power relations becomes something to explore as students become more established within the learning environment moving away from the more formally recognised balance of power between students and staff at induction. However as time has gone by the power relations have taken a different form. 

All appear to tacitly acknowledge the power that lies with the tutors. However delving into the complexities of their stories the perceptions of power begin to change. Alison feels that the power should be held by the tutors to a certain extent but again is having her expectation of university life and her experience of learning as a student shaken which is altering her perceptions. 

She expresses dissatisfaction over the way in which a particular lecturer delivers the lecture. A concern apparently expressed by other students. These concerns have not been passed onto the tutor, but it is obvious that the tutor is aware.

“It almost made us feel it was our fault that she almost felt like she wasn’t producing and I thought well it’s not my problem it’s her job. Why are you talking to me? Why are you putting the onus on us to help her improve her teaching skills. I thought it was a bit unprofessional.”

Alison is taking on a position of power in refusing to take responsibility for this but at the same time is acknowledging that the tutor holds a position of power and so should take the responsibility herself.

Lynn’s perceptions of the tutor/student power balance was different. She felt that  a supportive tutor made a huge difference. 

“The very fact that he offered his phone number 24/7 and kept reiterating that if we needed him at any time we must contact him and I just thought that was really great.”

The tutor still has the power as he controls whether he and his mobile number are available to the students. However, the interpretation by the student is that this is the appropriate use of power. 

As regards the predominance of male tutors, Helen responds that she feels much more comfortable with male staff and more able to approach them and ask for advice. 
“Yes, because I don’t know whether it’s things that have happened to me in the past but I just feel intimidated and as if they (the female tutors) are going to shout at me.”

Helen therefore feels that power is abused by women but not by men. Although she has not had experience of that on this programme, her previous experience is shaping how she responds to male and female tutors.

The power balance manifests itself in different ways. There is the emerging struggle of students to grasp some power but there is the acknowledgement that the tutor still holds the power. Generally all three appear to be accepting of this but with one only to a point. For two, power is represented by the man in a suit, but for another that is reassuring. What threatens her most is the female tutor who ‘looks at me because I’m blonde and thinks I’m an airhead.’ In this instance the student feels that the female tutor will use her own perceptions of her ‘intellect’ to wield power over the young student. 

 The social dynamics of the group

Trowler discusses “why and how is it that classes develop a character of their own” and the consequent impact on the teaching and learning processes (2005 p5). The women tend to shape their own identity in the context of their assumptions about the others on the programme
Lynn: “And you sort of think everyone else is really clever and they have done all this before and you are going to be the only one struggling.”

From the narratives of the three women the social dynamics of the group are a crucial factor in shaping their experiences as students. This is partly what made them so nervous on arrival at the induction evening and yet at the same time is what makes them develop a sense of belonging as the programme moves on. As these new social relationships are formed a new identity is formed as they become a member of ‘a group of students’.

The experience of becoming part of the group has been different for all three. 

Alison felt that other students on her programme has helped her considerably. She believes they’ve become quite good friends and ‘we’ve bonded really quickly’. It appears that the dynamics of the group have provided a positive impact upon her and has encouraged her to attend.

Lynn however has not really become involved with the group which has left her feeling isolated. 

“I think they were January starters so they were all in a block and I sat one side and they sat on the other so I’ve never got to know them.”

Just as feeling part of the group can impact on the experience so can a lack of bonding have an important effect on the student’s perceptions of the whole experience. 

“It’s not really ideal, it’s not what I thought it would be. I just think it’s like, you feel so isolated on your own.  It’s probably me as well.”

The age of the group has been very off-putting for Helen. What has sustained her is getting to know another person of a similar age in the same group. They have now become friends which is important in helping Helen to enjoy the experience.

“Most of the other people are older than us, but because I’ve made friends with him it’s really good now because I’ve got him there, it makes it more enjoyable because as well as learning you can have a laugh. “

She states that if her friend leaves the programme she will still continue, but it will be a much greater challenge for her.

The impact that the group has is a key factor in shaping the student experience. The strength of the group could also go someway to redressing the balance of power as previously discussed where the tutor of Alison’s group feels uncomfortable because she is not getting through. The character of the group could influence whether someone stays on the programme or not, or could influence attendance. The group experience has been different for all three and as such will influence their perceptions of the total student experience in different ways.

DISCUSSION 

The previous studies as discussed in the literature (e.g. Belenky et al, 1986, Muir and Atkinson 2006) have identified that women learn in a different way to men. However, what they have not considered is whether women experience education in a different way to men and whether women experience education in a different way from each other. The importance of the whole experience of the student rather than that of the learner alone is important as was pointed out by James (1998) and as such the use of induction allows the ‘experience’ to be explored. 

Using Trowler’s framework (2005) the study has attempted to expose the different ways in which each case has experienced their first taste of education after a long absence against the backdrop of the student’s own social and cultural context. This experience has also been shaped by the many different interactions that have taken place during the programme. 

The findings would suggest that on a superficial level, the women appear to have similar stories, and are from similar backgrounds with the same concerns about what the experience will be like. However, as their stories progress and are explored, it becomes clear that they have different motivations, different perceptions of themselves, different desires and different expectations. There were also differences in terms of how they perceive what a university education means and how the outcomes of that education may shape their future identity. Some welcomed the changes, and others were unsure. They also interpreted the interactions with others, such as staff and fellow students differently. So too, however has the examination of their experiences of the induction programme itself highlighted the fact that their perceptions of signs, situations, and social interactions can differ greatly from each other. These differences could have an impact, therefore on what would motivate them to continue and how institutions should respond to such varying desires and motivations in order to enhance the total student experience.

The fact that the findings have identified such differences in experiences amongst individuals supports the work of Vygotsky (1978), Lave and Wenger (1991), and Engestrom (2001) who would argue that individuals will create their own meanings of an experience in relation to their own context and as such will perceive an experience in a different way. Haggis (2002, 2004, 2005), Mann (2000, 2001) and Lea and Street (1998) too explore the relevance of the individuals context in influencing the way they may respond to interactions and learning experiences. The findings of this paper support this to a certain extent as it is apparent that it is not possible to generalise and draw conclusions that state that because they are women, then they will behave in a certain way and so can be responded to accordingly. The three cases identify that there can be no clearly identified patterns of behaviour or experience simply as a result of them being women from similar backgrounds.

Why, then, is it necessary to explore differences amongst women particularly when previous studies have acknowledged that there are differences in the way in which all individuals experience education regardless of what ‘group’ they belong to?  Bearing in mind Trowler’s point (2005) that certain levels of analysis are missing, i.e. the meso level, then  it is justified that such an approach that focuses attention within a group is important, especially as the research identified in the literature review has not done this. In addition to this argument there is the point that emphasis has been placed by the Government on encouraging women into education and onto entrepreneurship. This stresses the importance of focussing on this group in order to identify whether such differences amongst women are significant and how these differences may be responded to in future decision making as regards enhancing the woman’s experience of education.

In response to this then, the findings could suggest that the similarities that exist are sufficient to justify women only programmes. There are similarities in relation to what they expected from the programme itself. There are also similarities when exploring their experiences of the programme and the stories told of how they felt, their unease, their wanting to be reassured, and their reactions to the others in the group, rather than the usefulness or otherwise of the information. So too, did the women view the social factors and group integration as being very important. 

The findings also indicate that there were similarities in the emotional responses to the ‘signs’ and yet in other surprising ways they were different and perhaps indicated how the values and power balance are transferred and accepted by some and yet not by others. This too was evident with the changing shape of the power relations as students became more established within the learning environment, moving away from the more formally recognised balance of power between students and staff at induction. What did not appear to change was the tacit acknowledgement that the power lies with the tutors. However, delving into the complexities of their stories the perceptions of power begins to change. There is the emerging struggle of students to grasp some power but there is the acknowledgement that the tutor still holds the power. Generally all three appear to be accepting of this. So what this appears to be identifying is that there are some similarities amongst the women in the way they experience education and indeed it could be the recognition of such similarities that has driven the development of women only programmes. 

What the findings have not unearthed is whether the similarities and differences are gender related or could equally apply to male or female groups.  Previous research would appear to confirm that there is enough evidence to justify women only programmes, encouraged by a ‘separatist ideology’ (Greere and Green, 2003). But on the other hand there is the argument put forward by Haggis (2004) that such models do not take into account the complex interrelationships and factors that exist. 

The key point that arises from this then, and one which requires further exploration is how women only programmes could be designed to recognise the commonalities that exist and thus enhance the experience for women, whilst taking into account the complexities and so avoid categorisation and a blanket approach to ‘women’s programmes’. However, even so this would still not address the issue that Haggis (2004) raises regarding the value judgements that can be made when students are reduced to a type. Consideration of induction has reflected the way in which the institution perpetuates these values. It has also highlighted the way in which the institution attempts to confirm these value judgements and present them to the student at the very beginning of their student experience to shape the ‘student identity’ and ‘teach’ how things are done around here. These findings therefore would support previous research (Peters, 2000) which indicates that power relations exist, and more specifically point to the predomination of masculine values. 
In the future and in response to the above findings, maybe it would be possible to design women only programmes that recognise the differences amongst women whilst at the same time meeting those needs that are similar. However, that would not alter the fact that the programmes are ‘women only’ and thus still reducing women to a type. Therefore, would such programmes be merely sticking plasters that would not heal the system and would not address the underlying issues and values of the higher education system and the imbalance of power that is perceived to exist?
CONCLUSIONS

This paper set out to address the question as to whether women only programmes in Higher Education (HE) would enhance the learning experience for women and would attract more women into HE. By attracting more women into HE, and the achievement of a qualification this would then presumably encourage women towards entrepreneurship. That women experience education in a different way to men is acknowledged and yet policy makers, in attempting to address those issues may assume that these experiences are shared by the majority of women, not recognising that the experiences amongst women may too differ. These programmes may go some way to responding to women’s needs but there maybe the tendency to generalise and make certain assumptions. Similarly the approach to the development of women owned enterprises has followed a separatist agenda without recognising the breadth of the underlying issues. It is these issues that are then explored by focusing on the experience women gain in Higher Education and the potential impact (or not) in enterprise development.

The purpose of being aware of the individuality of the student must be to attempt to enhance the student experience in some way. As the research has shown, failure to do so has implications for the student experience.   

The tendency to generalise can bring with it the potential to stereotype and make value judgements about a particular group of students, and about the barriers they face. Consequently there can be a lack of understanding concerning the type of support that such students require, the way programmes are structured, and more generally how the student experience may be enhanced. In response to the question posed, the findings of this paper would indicate that the experience of women students may be enhanced with women only programmes that are designed to recognise the differences amongst women, whilst at the same time meeting those needs that are similar amongst the women. The research however, has also found, along with other research that there is an issue of power relations that exists within Higher Education institutions and it is questionable whether such programmes would address this imbalance of power. However, as the focus of this research concerns the enhancement of the women’s educational experience, and not the issue of power on an institutional scale, then this is an area that would require further investigation.
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