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Abstract 
Despite the growth and diversification of the student population, many British universities are still organised to cater for young students without caring responsibilities. Drawing on feminist frameworks of gender equality, this paper explores the ways the governmental discourse of equal opportunities is articulated, sustained and resisted by staff and studying parents in a 1960s university. While many respondents attempt to comply with the prevailing learner norms entrenched in government policy, some also articulate an alternative discourse justifying the ‘special treatment’ of non-traditional students. However, this paper extends a third narrative that attempts to re-imagine university as an inclusive space. 
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Introduction 

The dramatic growth in student numbers associated with the shift from an elite to a mass education system across virtually all developed countries is central to current transformations in terms of structure, purpose, social and economic role of higher education (OECD, 1998; UNESCO, 1998). One key feature of these developments lies in the challenge posed to universities to meet the educational needs of an ever more diverse group of learners (Coffield and Williamson, 1997). The Government’s Lifelong Learning agenda has, certainly in terms of rhetoric, broadened the scope of higher education. However, these policies have mainly consisted of ‘adding on’ students from non-traditional groups, for example through the creation of new Access routes to university, rather than leading to a re-thinking of higher education to reflect the experiences and aspirations of more diverse groups of students. 

This paper draws on a recent research project investigating the learning needs and experiences of students with dependent children in a 1960s university. Drawing on feminist approaches to equality and difference, it explores the various ways the governmental discourse of equal opportunities is articulated, sustained or resisted by academic staff, those providing support services and studying parents. This highlights the ways in which the construction of university as an exclusionary space is yet to be challenged by the entry of a more diverse student population. 

The paper starts by examining recent changes within higher education, including the shift to a ‘mass’ higher education system, and the neo-liberal underpinning of attempts to deal with the diversification of students. It then seeks to further theorise the type of equality spearheaded by the Government and possible alternatives by drawing on feminist theories. Finally, it explores staff and students’ approaches to current policies and equality at university. 

The ‘massification’ and diversification of higher education

In 1960, in the UK, only 6 % of those under 21 went to university, compared to 43 % of those aged 18-30 in 2003 (DfES, 2003). This dramatic increase has been fuelled in part by the diversification of the student population and the participation of groups considered non-traditional in terms of previous education, social and family background, gender, age, life situation, motivation to study, current and future occupational profiles (Schuetze and Slowey, 2002; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). The proportion of mature students has notably been on the rise. It is estimated that over half of those currently in higher education are over 25 (DfES, 2003: 71). 
Widening participation was given impetus in the 1997 White Paper ‘The Learning Age’ (DFEE, 1997). The 2003 White Paper ‘The Future of Higher Education’ confirms the importance of this theme. It explicitly acknowledges the necessity for universities to target and accommodate mature students and puts forward a vision where ‘all HEIs [would be] excelling in teaching and reaching out to low participation groups’ (DfES, 2003: 22). Indeed, the expansion of higher education is viewed as central to the development of a fairer society where ‘good-quality and accessible “second-chance” routes into higher education for those who missed out when they were younger’ are provided (DfES, 2003: 67). Hence, the 2003 White Paper urges universities to create new flexible ways of accommodating these students. But the ‘massification’ of higher education is also considered a necessity if Britain is to have the skills base to sustain its economy. It is estimated that by 2010, 80 % of the 1.7 million new jobs which are expected to be created will be filled by university graduates (DfES, 2003). As a consequence, the Government aims to increase participation in higher education to 50 % of all those aged 18-30 by 2010 (DfES, 2003: 57). 

Yet, it remains elusive as to how to attract and retain these students. The 2003 White Paper recognises that the introduction of Access courses enabling those without A-levels to enter higher education has not been followed by a meaningful increase in the number of mature students.  However, subsequent reports appraising the current widening participation strategy have focused on younger students.  Students with caring responsibilities are conspicuously absent with the rare mention of mature students concerning access rather than retention (DfES, 2006). Although universities are now required to collate a range of information on their student body, including retention rates by age groups, there is a striking lack of policy attention to the integration of non-traditional students in higher education.
In addition, this has been made more challenging by important qualitative changes linked to the increased commodification and ‘marketisation’ of the education sector (Tett, XXXX), such as the shift from a ‘fat’ to ‘mean-and-lean’ pedagogies (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003) with a reduction of taught components and an increase in self-learning ones, or the divide between the academic and the pastoral components of university life, with the latter now devolved to specialised support services. Indeed some of these changes have been triggered by the reduction in per capita funding that has accompanied the shift to a mass higher education system. It is estimated that funding per student has decreased by 29 % in real terms between 1976 and 1989 and by an additional 38 % between 1989 and 1999 (Giddens, 2002 cited in Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003: 598). 

These transformations have also been taking place in the context of neo-liberalism and the articulation of a ‘risk and responsibility ethos’ (Beck, 1992) where the Government is seen as opening up opportunities. Yet the onus is on the individuals to ‘take them up, to aspire to greater things, to develop their own potential, to strive for economic and other benefits for themselves whilst contributing to the good of society and the economy’ (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003: 599). Indeed, the diversification of the student population is linked to the lifelong learning agenda which is firmly rooted in the neoliberal production of self-governing and self-actualising individualised subjects (Peck and Tickell, 2002). Thus, the 2003 White paper explains: 

The pace of both social and technological change means that education, including higher education, can no longer be confined to the early years of life. This is truly an era of lifelong learning. Today’s generation of students will need to return to learning – full-time or part-time – on more than one occasion across their lifetime in order to refresh their knowledge, upgrade their skills and sustain their employability. Such independent learners investing in the continuous improvement of their skills will underpin innovation and enterprise in the economy and society. Lifelong learning therefore implies a fundamental shift from the ‘once in a lifetime’ approach to higher education to one of educational progression linked to a process of continuous personal and professional development.

 (DfES, 2003: 16)

This reframing is perceptible in New Labour’s lexical change from ‘student’ to ‘learner’, with the latter construed as an active consumer of higher education (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003: 599). Meanwhile however, neo-liberal individualisation works towards erasing the significance of structural inequalities, thus making students’ inability to overcome them seen as a personal failure. As Moreau and Leathwood (2006: 33) explain: 

This also echoes common constructions of the student in educational discourse as an autonomous independent learner, a construction which is gendered and culturally specific, with particular implications for students who do not fit with the traditional norm of a young, White Western, able-bodied, male student. 

In addition, with the increased commodification of higher education, non-traditional students whose needs are more complex and expensive to respond to tend to be ignored and thus further marginalised (Tett, XXX). This rationale may explain why universities have not undergone major adaptations to their increasingly diverse student body (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006; Schuetze and Slowey, 2002; Read et al., 2003). Thus, by shifting the responsibility to adapt to the education ‘market’ on individual students, the concept of inclusion in Higher Education remains notional. Mirroring the way in which the Government has used the idea of social inclusion, it is understood as ‘inclusion as cohesion [which] is achieved when specific social problems are removed or rendered invisible such that they no longer deviate from, or threaten the ‘reasonable’ norms…’ (Cameron, 2006: 397). 
In contrast, some geographers have been conceptualising inclusive spaces as spaces where difference is seen as a positive multiplicity rather than disruptive (Massey, 2005). For example, Parr (2000: 231) in her study of mental health drop-in centres explains that the acceptance of a ‘wide variety of bodily behaviours’ made these spaces inclusive to users, creating places ‘infused with a dynamic collaboration which allows for difference to be expressed (or performed)’. Thus, inclusive spaces are not static but always in becoming and built on allowing the positive expression of differences, both in material and imagined senses. Yet, as this paper shows, the ‘massification’ and diversification of higher education has not led to the construction of university as a space where non-traditional students are always comfortable expressing their differences and were their needs are acknowledged (MacDonald and Stratta, 1998). Higher education institutions have retained much of the power to define what constitutes appropriate student behaviour and modes of study and normative boundaries are often firmly reiterated, both practically and discursively. However, in order to further analyse the tensions between different ways of understanding differences, inclusion and equality we are now drawing on conceptualisations developed by feminists, chiefly in relation to social policy. 
Equality and difference: the Wollstonecraft paradox

One of the challenges of analysing the inclusion of students with dependent children is that they do not constitute a common analytical category. Instead, they are often seen as intersecting with being mature students, although this is far from always the case. Cross-cutting issues such as age, class, marital status, disability or the availability of family members in the local area are also influential. Issues pertaining to being a studying parent are also highly gendered (explored further in Wainwright and Marandet, forthcoming). Indeed, the bulk of caring work is still largely undertaken by women, while men are more likely to face difficulties juggling employment and studies. However, the study included one male primary carer who faced similar issues as studying mothers as well as a doctoral student who had substantially increased his family responsibilities since working chiefly from home. So integrating this very diverse group of students certainly does not simply equate with gender mainstreaming. Yet, models put forward by feminists seeking to theorise gender equality (often with a focus on paid and unpaid work) offer useful matrices to analyse various strategies pertaining to the inclusion of this diverse non-traditional group of students, in a culture built around young, independent and flexible ‘learners’. 
Gender equality in policy is often conceptualised within three different theoretical frameworks that can be summarised as ‘equal opportunities (sameness), special programmes (difference) and transformation (shifting agendas of the political economy)’ (Rees, 1998 in Unterhalter, 2006: 621). The first approach is often seen as stemming from a liberal feminist standpoint in which equality is achieved by enabling women to be more like men, primarily though anti-discrimination legislation. A crucial problem with this framework is that it implicitly accepts a male yardstick (MacKinnon, 1987: 34). Under a cover of ‘gender blindness’ (Kabeer, 2003) that ignores the different socially determined roles, responsibilities and capabilities of men and women, this model overlooks women’s barriers to participation. In addition, it obscures the feminised social reproduction work done in the private sphere that generally enables the very construction of the public space as unencumbered by caring responsibilities (Lister, 1997; Pateman, 1992; Squires, 1999; Young, 1998). Not only does this approach fail to acknowledge that it favours certain groups at the expense of others, but it also pathologises the latter by casting them as deviants. In the liberal framing, the characteristics of the ‘other’ are perceived as the problem (Bacchi, 1999). Yet, this produces a paradox: considering the close links between public and private spheres, how can this model argue for ‘sameness’ as a standard in one domain while leaving ‘difference’ (such as women’s predominant responsibilities in caring work) untouched in another (Walby, 2005)? In addition, Phillips argues that if we accept as a premise that talent is equally distributed in society, then equality of opportunities should lead to a substantial equality of outcomes (in Armstrong, 2006: 291). 

Despite these problems, this conception of equality has received a renewed interest in the recent years. Phillips observes (2006: 30): ‘equality of opportunity was once understood as the conservative counter to a more radical “equality”, but has in recent years been adopted by egalitarians of all persuasions’. Indeed, the ways in which the Government has addressed the diversification of the student population is based largely on this approach. For example, Read et al. (2003: 265) in their paper on mature students at university explain that: 

… the construction of the need for timetable flexibility or childcare facilities as a ‘problem’ or a ‘special case’ for mature students springs from the notion that such students are ‘different’ from the norm of the young male learner. 

As Rose (1993) shows, the mind-body opposition inherited from the Enlightenment and further entrenched by modernity is reproduced in higher education, where learning is perceived as relying on rationality, objectivity and independence, traditionally associated with masculinity and threatened by the invasion of (feminised) emotions, bodies and caring responsibilities. 
The second model on the other hand acknowledges and essentialises the different responsibilities and contributions socially constructed as male and female (Walby, 2005). In this approach, coined ‘the caregiver parity model’ by Fraser (2000), policies do not attempt to challenge these differentiated roles: ‘the aim is not to make women’s lives the same as men’s but rather to “make difference costless”’ (Fraser, 2000: 39), for example by enabling mothers to combine part-time paid work and caring for their family. One of the main flaws of this model is that the different gendered roles that are promoted are valued differently: caring work, part-time jobs, feminised employment sectors and academic disciplines, or ‘Access’ students are all pitted against the idea of the normal worker or student (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003). In education, this framework is used to justify special measures such as affirmative action or other types of different treatment. For example, Leathwood and O’Connell (2003: 600) show that the Government’s plans to increase the proportion of working-class students at university consists of channelling the majority of them into new two year degrees, that already appear to be considered more vocational than ‘traditional’ academic degrees. 

The dilemma based on recognising the value of the work women do as mothers and carers in the private sphere, while promoting their right to participate on equal terms with men in the public sphere, has been coined the Wollestonecraft paradox, from the author of the 1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (Lister, 1997). Looking more generally at marginalised groups, Young (1998: 420) develops the dilemma further: 

On the one hand, members of oppressed groups must continue to deny that there are any essential differences in order not to justify the denying of member of minority and oppressed group’s rights. On the other hand they need to affirm that there is a difference ... that make[s] application of a strict principle of equal treatment ... unfair because these differences put groups at their disadvantage.
Fraser (2000) proposes a third model which corresponds to Rees’s ‘transformation’ mentioned above (1998). Her ‘universal caregiver model’ is based on the idea of citizens who are all caregivers and where all jobs would be designed around this premise, for example with shorter working weeks and free childcare provision. The idea is to promote a society where men are more like most women are now: both caregivers and workers. Applied to higher education, this ideal type suggests a university where learning would be organised around students who also care and work, thus displacing the model of the young, middle-class and independent student. This vision entails cheap, flexible and good-quality on-site childcare provision, and more generally the integration of children on campus. This also means that the traditional organisation of studies (full-time and classroom-based) will have to become more flexible by introducing, or expanding, methods of teaching and learning that are independent of pace, time and other restrictions. 
Although the frameworks suggested here have to be seen as ‘ideal types’ that are often hybridised in reality, these three ways of conceptualising equality between different groups offer useful tools to analyse the various ways staff  and students in our study articulate the inclusion of university students with dependent children. 

The research project: the learning needs and experiences of students with dependent children

The research project was completed over a 12-month period starting in September 2005, in a 1960s university on the outskirt of a large metropolitan area. Although perhaps not as diverse in terms of student population as a post-1992 university (Read et al, 2003), 1960s universities are seen as more open to ‘non-traditional’ students than older universities and the research site attracts both international and local students. It is also perceived as having a young student population (see Wainwright and Marandet, 2006, for full details). However, figures available for 2003-2004 showed that 45.3 % of the total student body was aged 21 and over and therefore considered mature students. In addition, over a quarter of all students (28.2 %) were aged 25 and over. Yet, considerable variations appear between Schools. Importantly, retention rates fall as the age of the student rises. For example, in 2003/4, the retention rate among under 21s at Level 1 was 89.7 %. However, this drops to 78.1 % for 30-39 year olds and 72.5 % for over 40 year olds.  Data on the number of students with children was not collected. 

The project was carried out in four different stages. It included a literature and policy review to provide contextual information on access to higher education, widening participation and service provision for students with dependent children and an analysis of available data from the University in terms of retention rates, the age profile of students and subject areas where numbers of students with dependent children are potentially high. The second stage of the study consisted of 18 in-depth interviews with staff of various University services (such as admissions staff and student support services) and at least one academic in each school (deputy heads of schools and/or senior tutors). The third stage involved a questionnaire survey of the target group, covering issues such as their motivations to study, the choices they made, the issues they faced and the changes that would benefit studying parents. Questionnaires were sent electronically to all subject areas, although where permitted researchers visited lectures and enlisted the help of administrators in order to raise the profile of the research to the target group.  A total of 71 questionnaires were completed and returned. The results were analysed with SPSS (the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). The analysis of the data includes descriptive statistics such as frequencies (percentages), as well as simple bivariate statistical tests such as chi squared and correlations, which explore possible relationships and associations between variables, such as gender, employment status or marital status (for a comprehensive discussion of these results, please see Marandet and Wainwright, forthcoming). From the 60.6% of questionnaires where respondents indicated that they were happy to be contacted for an interview, a sample of eighteen students was selected in such a way that it included one person from every University School and where possible, reflected the characteristics of the wider pool of questionnaire respondents. The characteristics of those surveyed and interviewed are presented in the table below: 
Figure 1. Profile of students interviewed 
Interviews where conducted either face-to-face or by telephone and enabled an in-depth exploration of topics covered by the questionnaire.
Equal opportunities and non traditional students  

The Government’s restrictive ‘equal opportunity’ approach to the inclusion of non-traditional groups of students in higher education is the main discourse in this study (after Foucault, 1972). It is has a clear influence on the materiality of students’ lives and is reflected in many staff accounts and to a lesser extent, studying parents’ narratives. The university has an explicit widening participation strategy and equal opportunities policy as well as a learning and teaching strategy acknowledging the diversity of the student body. Yet, the ways in which studying, and more widely, university life are organised appear to rely on the assumption that students are young school-leavers unencumbered by family responsibilities (or term-time employment, despite the important proportion of students engaged in it). The questionnaire survey revealed that over a quarter of all respondents (25.4 %) felt isolated or had the impression of not belonging to university. In addition, although one third (32.4 %) of students with dependent children thought that the university did provide an inclusive learning environment, the remaining two thirds either disagreed (33.8 %) or did not know (33.8 %). More strikingly, less than one in five (18.8 %) saw university as providing an inclusive social environment, while almost half (46.5 %) said it did not. 
This lack of inclusion is translated through both lack of specific services and particular rules that engender the exclusion of this group of students. Maybe the most conspicuous feature is the lack of childcare facilities on campus, which was also perceived as a reason why the university failed to attract more mature students. An on-site childcare facility has not been deemed ‘viable’ for this university for financial reasons as well as lack of space. Instead, staff have been offered ‘childcare vouchers’ and students with children can benefit from (small) discounts in local crèches. However, many interviewed students stressed that they only discovered the unsuitability of the university for their needs after they had started their degree. For example, one international student only found out when he was well into his course, that his family could not stay with him in the student accommodation when they were visiting him during holidays. As a result he felt that students in his situation were not made welcome: 

The fact that children are not accepted in the student halls is written in the small prints of the documents they send you upon acceptance. They should make clear in their marketing material, what expectations students can have. They should say: if you’re married, we do not cater for this. 

(Student, male) 
Similarly, the university has a no-child on campus policy. Students who may need to bring their children onto campus therefore need to gain written permission from the university first. Again, many parents complained that this was not made clear when they applied: 
I think they should give you much more information. For example, you’re not allowed to bring your child on campus. That was never said to me at the beginning. So there had been some times where I was forced to pay out for a whole day of childcare because I have to come in for 10 minutes to hand in a piece of coursework. 

(Student, female) 
Lack of information continues once at university and for many students with families was interpreted as a sign that they did not fit in with university culture. One student highlighted the need to centralise information for non-traditional students as there is little incentive otherwise for services to address their needs: 

Perhaps have somebody or persons or a department even that would deal specifically with people in the situation like mine, purely because it is quite easy to get pushed from pillar to post, ‘we don’t deal with that here’, ‘we don’t deal with that here, you have to go to…’ and no one wants to take responsibility. 

(Student, female) 

Lack of information about available benefits contributes to increasing some of these students’ financial hardship and compromises their retention. Studying parents also felt that the late availability of timetables each year conveyed a lack of consideration for their situation and mirrored assumptions that students do not have any other responsibilities and commitments: 

When you have children at school and you need people to pick them up, and you’re told about two weeks before the actual term starts what your timetable is gonna be, it is difficult … You’re almost expected to have people on hand to look after your children and that isn’t always the case. 

(Student, female) 

In one school, an alternate timetable system meant that students had lectures on two different days on alternate weeks, thus forcing some parents to pay for childcare for four days a week as nursery and childminders would not let them book alternate weeks. The timing of lectures was also perceived as exclusionary; many mature students who gave up employment to study for a degree were surprised that university required them to be more flexible than their workplace had, for example, by scheduling lectures in late afternoon and evening. As this student summarises, there is ambivalence about parents’ inclusion at university: 

Sometimes you feel that you belong to this place, and sometimes you feel ‘no, I don’t’. I have a child and I can’t come here on a regular basis. And I can’t interact, I don’t have enough time. I can’t even take part in some of the seminars. So in that way I feel really lonely and I only have my daughter to talk to, really. 

(Student, female) 

Students reported varied degrees of flexibility from staff. However a number of them faced a complete lack of understanding from tutors: 
I am the only parent left. Everybody else has quit. … Because there was absolutely no flexibility and they couldn’t get childcare for the half terms and couldn’t come into university and that was very much frowned upon. 
(Student, female) 

Indeed some members of staff are very reluctant to make exceptions for students whose family may require them to seek ‘special’ treatment. Despite university policies and the government’s statement that all higher education institutions ought to open up to new groups of students, there is a sense that university is entitled to perpetuate discriminatory practices. Instead, the onus is on students to fit in or find a more suitable setting. Therefore, students with familial responsibilities are ‘othered’ by dominant discourses, as can be seen in this quote: 

One of the things that university is right about I think is that people embarking on a degree ought to have researched what the requirements are, what kind of timetable requirements there are, what kind of financial implications there are and the level of work that is required in order to complete a degree. You are not forced to do a three year full-time programme. You can still get the degree by studying part-time, like distance learning; there are other ways of acquiring a degree. 
(Academic staff, male)  

This discourse is particularly interesting since parents appear to have a lesser degree of choice of university than other students due to their restricted mobility (Reay, 2002). The survey suggests that proximity is the most important factor for choosing this particular university with 63.1 % of respondents citing it as a reason. Alternatives, as the quote infers, are often less valued; in addition, many students are eager for face-to-face interactions that a distance degree does not offer (though some expressed regrets after realising how few contact hours were involved in a university-based degree). There is some degree of awareness that university practises can be unfair and exclusionary, but the perception that parents who wish to enter higher education should accept this state of affairs and adapt to it is still surprisingly widespread:  
Ideally we could have child friendly hours but we do not have the resources to do that. … There will be a time, probably next year where we will be teaching till 8 o’clock in the evening and that will be totally un-friendly and unacceptable. But what you’ve got to do is you have to recognise if you’re a parent that you might have a timetable where you’ve got to come in at 9 in the morning and then you’ve got nothing for a few hours and then another lecture in the evening. 

(Academic staff, male)  

Interestingly, students with dependent children are often aware of these discourses within university and to a large extent sustain them by trying to conform to the norm of the independent young learner. 
Trying to fit in: parents and the ideal of the ‘care-free’ student 
Many interviewed students appeared to comply, to some extent, to the model of the neo-liberal student on which equal opportunity policies are based. The questionnaire survey reveals that although a majority of students (65.7 %) felt very or fairly comfortable raising their concerns with staff, over one in five (22.8 %) declared themselves very or fairly uncomfortable with the idea. However most interviewed students expressed reluctance to talk to academic staff about any problems linked to their familial responsibilities. As this father articulates, students often try to measure up to the neo-liberal ideal where individuals are expected to be responsible for the management of their private lives:   
To be honest I try not to let things [family life] impact on my university life ’cause I know I’ve come in here as a mature student, I have responsibilities and I don’t want to keep knocking on doors and try to make excuses, even if I have genuine reasons, I try to get on with it, I do. But perhaps that’s the wrong way. 
(Student, male) 

One member of staff even reminisced about a particular pregnant female student in a male-dominated school who insisted on being treated strictly like her classmates: 
She refused to submit a mitigating circumstances form. She felt that it was her lifestyle choice to become pregnant and have children. And she didn’t want us to make any exceptional arrangements for her. Even when she was heavily pregnant, we wanted not to give her late penalty for late submission etc. but she was very strong willed and she did not want any additional support. She said she was not going to use having a baby as an excuse. Because it was her decision. I think what she was trying to tell us was that it was not irresponsible what she was doing and that she was taking all the responsibility and she was prepared to accept that level of commitment of study and being a mother. 

(Academic staff, male)  

Many students with children thus appear to feel that, in order to perform a suitable student identity, they have to abstract themselves from and internalise their private biographies. As a consequence, failure to comply with the assumptions made by universities about students are seen as personal rather than structural, as this student support service staff member explained: 
Quite often the fact that they have children will be some way down the line, they will blame themselves first, their own lack of ability… without actually even taking into consideration [their situation]… putting them in an entirely different position from the younger cohort

(Staff, University services, female)
Indeed, this discourse makes it particularly difficult for parents in higher education to recognise that they may not be responsible for their difficulties coping. As a consequence, they may be more reluctant to access university services such as counselling, even when they face problems. As one student put it: 

I just felt pathetic going to a counsellor and saying ‘I can’t cope’; I just felt it was a silly thing to do. 

(Student, female)

This can be an important issue, as studies have shown that women returners to education often lack confidence (Buckingham et al, 2004 and 2006; McGivney, 1999). While many students reckoned that ‘university as a whole, they don’t welcome people like us’ (Student, female), most interviewees displayed a desire to fit in despite the sometimes heavy personal costs. It is worth noting however that in schools where mature students represented a larger proportion, such as the School of Health Sciences and Social Care, students with dependent children often displayed a greater sense of inclusion. Yet, across the board and despite suggesting compliance with the equal opportunity framework, a number of staff and students expressed resistance to the neo-liberal discourse and articulated the need for special treatment and flexibility as a matter of fairness. 
Justifying special treatment as a fair strategy 

Many students surveyed acknowledged the complexity of their situation. A number of those who were full-time stated that they would have considered studying part-time were it not for the financial costs involved. However, most interviewees reckoned that they managed to keep up with the coursework despite feeling that their grades would be higher under different circumstances. In relation to this, some students conveyed expectations that the university should have a flexible attitude towards them in order to accommodate their situation. Many interviewed parents highlighted the differences of lifestyle and responsibilities between them and younger, independent students as a justification for such special treatment, as this single mother expressed: 
You know, fair enough, there are 9 o’clock lecture starts but what I didn’t know is that if I arrived 15 minutes late because I had to drop my son off at school they wouldn’t let me in into the lecture theatre. I got banned from two lectures because my tutor wouldn’t let me come in at 9.15. …I can understand them getting annoyed with 18 year olds who are living on campus not getting here for 9, but to then treat a 28-year old, I was at the time, mother, the same way and kind of chastise me because I’m 15 minutes late as if I had been laying in bed after a hard night of drinking… To me it was just the ultimate insult.

(Student, female)
Staff members can often support these students and facilitate their retention by having a flexible attitude and help them deal with any conflicts of interest that may arise. Many interviewed students praised the assistance they received from their tutors. However, staff attitudes vary from those academics taking a pro-active stance, such as asking students with caring responsibilities to let them know so they can work around it, to those with a rigid approach to student support. Interestingly female staff that we interviewed, especially when they were mothers themselves, displayed a better understanding of the situation of studying parents and a greater willingness to accommodate them where possible, some of them even making parallel with their own struggles to balance study or work and family responsibilities. The attitudes of male staff were varied and did not seem to be linked to their age or position. Departments and schools also demonstrated varied levels of awareness and adaptation. Some, for example, have strived to group lectures and seminars on two or three days so that students can juggle studying with work or caring responsibilities more easily. 

Many interviewed academic staff articulated a discourse of exceptionalism as far as students with children were concerned, with some stating that they had allowed children to be present during lectures or tutorials: 

Sometimes it’s about understanding it as crisis management. You have what looks like good childcare in place and suddenly it falls apart. Now what can you do? You can either go: ‘no, sorry you can’t do that’, or you can accommodate it. 

(Academic staff, female) 

This special treatment was sometimes expressed as complying with current policies: 
I mean you do have situations where students would require extensions because of child illness or other pressures and we help when we can … It’s an equal opportunity thing. I mean we try to facilitate parents where possible so they can get their education going.
(Academic staff, female) 

However this special treatment is not only about making occasional exceptions but is seen as distinguishing and setting apart the needs of non-traditional students from the rest of the ‘mass’: 
It’s about differentiating between different students’ needs and understanding how they come to a situation. 

(Academic staff, female) 

Importantly, this attitude contributes to shifting the blame from the students to the system and thus challenging the logic of the neo-liberal model. For example, this lecturer explains: 
Some of it is also about changing a culture in terms of understanding that students are not trying to be difficult … this is not her just being incompetent, this is about: she’s a single parent, she needs to get her kids to school, there’s nothing we can do here and you have to be a little flexible as well. 
(Academic staff, female) 

However, many of the interviewed staff felt that recent shifts within university such as the emphasis put on research, the specialisation of the pastoral care of students, the casualisation of staff and the increased staff-student ratio made it more difficult to develop or sustain a culture where exceptions could be made and students felt comfortable approaching staff about ‘personal’ problems. For example, one academic member of staff explained how as his department was merged into a school, administrators who were well-known by students have been replaced by a large counter with rotating staff and ‘queues like in a supermarket’ (Academic staff, male). It is unlikely that students will now use this avenue to air personal issues as they used to do with departmental administrators, if nothing else because of the lack of privacy and familiar faces. In addition, the ability of academic staff to make exceptions had also been hindered by the ongoing tightening up of regulations around children on campus or late coursework submission. Paradoxically maybe, the diversification of the student population’s needs has been paralleled by an increased rigidity of university life, leading staff and students to articulate an alternative vision of university. 
Transformations: a longing for an inclusive university
Narratives from members of staff, but especially from students with dependent children, expressed a third way of conceptualising the inclusion of non-traditional groups at university. This approach was predominantly deployed as a normative view, corresponding to some extent to Fraser’s universal caregiver model (2000), and describing a university that would be organised around the diversity of its students’ needs. However, the ways in which some students’ accounts blurred boundaries between the public and private spheres also provided grounding in their lived reality. 
Narratives of transformation first stemmed from recognition of the prejudicial nature of some higher education practices: 
You realise that not finalising timetable or not giving students an idea of it, how that disenfranchises certain groups of students.

(Staff, University services, female) 

[If as a parent] you have 5 lectures all on 9 o’clock slots, basically it means that you can’t do a degree.  There are elements of discriminatory practice. 
(Academic staff, female) 

This awareness was matched by a necessity to review comprehensively the ways university life is organised:   

There is a need for a holistic approach. In other terms recognising that students come from a variety of backgrounds. 

(Staff, University services, female) 

The university’s ‘equal opportunity’ discourse was also challenged by students, articulating the inseparability of their identities as parents and as students, and further highlighting the discriminatory nature of certain practices: 
People look at it [having children] as if it was a lifestyle choice, like I choose to wear a pink hair band or something. I think it should be seen along the same lines as a colour, a disability, a creed, a sexuality… 
(Student, female) 

By doing so, not only did students challenge the public/private divide on which the ideal of the neo-liberal learner and equal opportunity policies rely, but they also questioned the logic of governmental policies: 
It just seems bizarre when the idea is that they’re trying to get more parents back into studying and back into work and it just feels that they don’t really want you there. 

(Student, female) 

As has been seen in this paper, caring responsibilities often act as a constraint on students’ time and ability to study, and are also the focus of guilt as they feel less available for their children. As this student, explaining why she almost dropped out two weeks before Christmas put it: 

I felt that I was neglecting my family, I had so much work to do…I was going home and working till 10-11 o’clock at night, every night and all weekend. I have real issues with not being able to see my daughter and not being able to spend any quality time with my family. And it’s been incredibly difficult …it’s been difficult juggling it all. 
(Student, female) 

However, family also has a positive effect on students’ lives. Echoing other studies (Reay et al., 2002; Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003), the survey found that over half of all respondents (55.4 %) decided to (re)enter higher education in order to be a role model for their children. This is the second most important motivation, just behind training for a specific career (61.5 %) (multiple answers were allowed). However, female students were twice as likely to give this as a reason to go to university (63 % of women c/f 33 % of men; chi-squared = 4.608, df=1, p=0.032). Interviews conveyed a similar picture of the positive role of children in encouraging and sustaining students’ entry and progression at university: 
I always wanted to do a degree but she was the one who kind a gave me the kick up the bum because it’s just me and her and I want to kind of be a positive figure in her life. 

(Student, female) 

Indeed for many students with familial responsibilities, higher education is far from being an individualised process but rather is embedded in a network of relationships and dependencies that transcend the public-private divide. For example, some explained how they relied on their partners, parents, older children and even friends to help them cope with their caring responsibilities, especially when the timing of learning requirements made it difficult to access formal childcare, as in the case of late lectures or placements. In addition, a number of accounts highlight how parents’ participation in higher education in turn exerted a positive influence on their children: 
He knows mummy’s at uni … I think he sees mummy is very busy and also mummy does homework… I think he sees that if mummy can do it: ‘I can do it too’. So he is encouraged and motivated by me, influenced by me, to do his own homework as well, as mummy does it … so we learn together. 

(Student, female) 

Narratives by staff and students thus sketch a vision of university where the boundaries between students’ private lives and their role as students are fluid. By insisting on the embeddedness of their identities as learners and parents, interviewed students stressed the artificiality of the current ‘equal opportunity’ approach as well as the limits of the ‘special treatment’ framework, and opened the way for re-imagining university as an inclusive space. 
Conclusion

Drawing on frameworks derived from feminist theorisations of the welfare state, this paper has analysed the narratives of staff and students with dependent children in a 1960s university about the inclusion of the latter group. The paper argues that these accounts can be analysed around three axes. The first one reflects the Government’s main strategy, relying on ‘equal opportunity’ policies and focused on non-discrimination. It views students as abstracted from the context of their private life and is built around the assumption of an independent and flexible learner. However, students’ narratives highlight how they feel excluded as parents, by the lack of provision that acknowledge their needs, such as childcare or early receipt of their timetable. Yet, despite the gap between this model and the reality lived by students with dependent children, many of them strived to comply with this discourse. 
A number of interviewed staff and students however, articulated a second type of discourse which revolves around exceptions and ‘special treatment’ as a way to enable non-traditional groups to take part in higher education. This narrative was constantly justified by referring to the idea of fairness. However, changes such as the higher staff-student ratio and the tightening of university rules means that this strategy is not always sustainable. It is also highly dependent on the good will of staff and so is not consistently applied. Yet, this indicates that certain flexibilities could be built in the way universities are organised without significant cost implications. For example, enabling students with caring responsibilities to arrive late or leave early, making lecture notes available electronically and enable students to email their written work could make a significant difference in enabling mature students to combine their various roles. However, this model still ‘others’ non-traditional ‘learners’ by constructing them as exceptions to the norm.  
 A third discourse directly challenged the logic of the ‘equal opportunity’ approach, in particular the neat separation of the public and private spheres. These narratives presented students’ lives as highly embedded in a network of relationships and dependencies and highlighted the discriminatory nature of practices that are not reconcilable with familial responsibilities. This discourse parallels Fraser’s ‘universal caregiver model’, and promote the idea of a more inclusive university based on the idea that all students are potentially also caregivers. This would entail a recognition of the inseparability of students’ private and university life, with the provision of (subsidised) on-campus childcare and play schemes, suitable accommodation, information targeted at studying parents, and a more flexible and modular re-organisation of study through the introduction or expansion of ‘methods of instruction and learning independent of place, time and other restrictions’ (Schuetze and Slowey, 2002: 323). Ultimately, by shifting the burden and cost of adaptation from the individual to institutions and the Government, these narratives run against currently prevalent neo-liberal policies and opens up discursive spaces to imagine a more inclusive university, modelled on the plurality and diversity of its students.
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