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Introduction

This study begins with an examination of qualitative methodologies as they
apply to the problem of understanding the experience of returning graduate
students. The discussion of methodology supports the narrative which
follows, a section that [ have called “Beginnings of the Inquiry.” In it, I tell
of an experience in a graduate class that became my impetus to inquiry, a
personal connection to my investigation. I began to realize that I was
responding to this new learning situation i1n ways that echoed my childhood
response to schooling. | wondered how other adult learners experienced their
return to school. My reflections led me to inquire into the continuities and
discontinuities between child and adult experience.

The literature concerning the experience of adults returning to school is
extremely limited. The Ontario Secondary School Teachers' Federation
(1988) investigated the anxieties of adult learners in the process of school
reentry. Drake (1991) relates the journey of the learner to its mythological
base, as a metaphorical interpretation of the archetypal hero's journey. The
study which I will describe, however, endeavours to expose the complexity
of the lived experience of the individuals who consented to participate in my
study, where, as Grumet (1988) observes “categorical meanings are
suspended” in order to deepen understanding of the “dialectical interplay of
our experience in the world and our ways of thinking about it (p. 67). In my
study, this dialectic can be perceived as a duet between the voices of the
participants and my own.

Approach to the Inquiry

My research perspective is consistent with the narrative approach to the
study of educational issues. Narrative inquiry is an approach which draws
upon stories of educational experience to elucidate aspects of education.
Jerome Bruner (1986) describes the necessity of both the narrative and the
paradigmatic traditions for investigation of the whole spectrum of educational
endeavour. He suggests that they diverge in their treatment of the subject:
investigations in the paradigmatic mode seek to explain the dynamics of
theory, while “narrative deals with the vicissitudes of human intentions™ (p.
16). Educational researchers like Eisner (1991), Clandinin and Connelly
(1994), phenomenological researchers like van Manen (1990); and feminist
theorists like Code (1991) and Oakley (1981) are but a few who express the
urgency for qualitative research methods into the understanding of human
experience. Gadamer, as well speaks to the problem of meaning in the
connection between the researcher and the research when he says that
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Yet my memory from Grade 3, although distant, was powerful enough to
make me stop to think and to question. I found myself wondering: “Does my
childhood experience as a student give birth to the second adult experience
as a student?” Perhaps in returning to school the adult returns not only in the
physical sense but in the psychological sense as well. Primarily because the
past intermingles with the present it may be nearly impossible to understand
or ascertain the starting point of an adult student's experience. I found myself
wondering about boundaries — where does the child start and the adult end?
An experience | have as an adult student will quite naturally flow out of the
past. Since school is the most extensive experience that a child has, this sense
of continuity is not surprising. I do not experience this present time as an
adult student as being altogether separate from past time spent as a child
student. These questions about my own graduate school experience have led
me to wonder how other adult students experience being back in school. I
wondered about what the experience of returning to school was like for them.
Were they returning in the same way as [? Was there similar interlacement
between their experiences as returning students and their childhood
experiences of school? To find out, over the next six months I had research
conversations with 30 other adult students who had returned to school.

Adult Learners': Perspectives on Returning to School

Feelings — Fear.
JENNIFER’S STORY: My son was starting Grade 1 just about the

same time I was starting graduate school. I remember him being all
upset and saying 'But mommy I don't know anything ... I can't start
Grade One when I don't know anything.' He was so upset. When I
looked into his face I knew I was feeling the same way about going
back to school. [ was worried — like I didn't know enough or that I

wasn't good enough.'
Jennifer's comments may point to the notion that fear is a universal feeling
among human beings. We all face fear; however, I wonder just how different
is Jennifer's fear of going back to school from that of her child going to school
for the first time. Her child's fear may have more to do with the unknown
because the child has not had the experience of school and does not know
what to expect. Conversely, Jennifer's fear, the adult's fear, may have more
to do with the known. [ was initially surprised by Jennifer's candour. In truth,
[ was quite touched by it. Jennifer's vulnerability helped me become more
open to the truth of my own experiences. Buber (1988) refers to all real living
as meeting: "I and Thou" (p. 11). The dialogue between Jennifer and me
created a kind of transparency between two people. Through speaking with
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Perhaps we who would be educated must struggle with uncertainty. In fact,
this struggle may be what makes learning possible. For Cassie, a return to
graduate school has meant a return to the uncertainty about learning she faced
as a young child.

Feelings — Rediscovery.

ELLEN’S STORY: It is wonderful to be in the classroom without
being responsible for anyone's learning but my own. Yesterday I sat
and read for hours. I did not even realize that so much time had
passed. It seemed like only ten minutes ... my mind seemed to be
suspended by my own questions. At one point I started to cry
because I felt so open and fresh, like a newborn baby. I feel so
vulnerable, so young ... it is as if I'm renewing my own heart, seeing
with new eyes and crying real tears. In a very real sense, I feel as
if I'm rediscovering the world.
Ellen also seems to find freedom to learn in a way that was quite different
from when she was in the classroom as a teacher. In educational circles these
days, there is much talk about the need for the teacher to be a learner along
with her students. After speaking with Cassie and Ellen I question how
realistic is it to place a teacher in position of “owning her learning” when she
is, in fact, responsible for the learning of the whole class. What may be the
“difference then, between being in school as teacher and being in school as
adult student?

Feelings — Passion returns.

ELAINE’S STORY: Life back at school is: time spent as a graduate
student; everything else is merely a slice away from that [i.e., time
taken away from being a graduate student]. To others around us it
may appear as though we have become completely self-centered.
The writing, thinking, never stops; your thoughts may temporarily
go underground but resurface at any moment. You take every
opportunity to engage everyone around you in your research. And
somehow everything relates back to your research; my family is sick
of it, even my books in my study wind their way into every room of
the house. One thing is certain; I have started to become curious
again, devoted to and fixated on my new found reading and
research, like a child with a favourite plaything.
Initially I thought that writing this paper would merely give me a chance to
understand what the experience is like for students in graduate school,
however, it has given me much more. For some, the experience of being back
has been like a renaissance. And for many, the experience has been one of
returning to an earlier sense of self — with childlike curiosity and playfulness
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about life. Yet how does this renaissance occur? And why? Had I not been
surprised by my curious reaction to that piece of paper in that graduate class
then I would have missed seeing something new. But I cannot help wondering
on some level whether I was not open, almost prepared for something new.
I think of the words of Carse (1986) who states, “to be prepared against
surprise is to be trained. To be prepared for surprise is to be educated” (p.
23). In retrospect, I now realize the unexpectedness of my reaction in the
graduate class marked a new beginning for me as a graduate student.
Suddenly I understood that my being back at school went beyond holding a
glossy I.D. card that presented my student photograph. It went beyond
attending classes or doing research. For all intents and purposes, being back
opened up a relationship with myself and the intense love of knowledge I
possessed as a child. Some people, like Natalie Goldberg (1986), whom I
cited above, have a love of learning that seems heated, open. My desire to
learn, my commitment to learning is more quiet, but still there, silent,
circulating just beneath the skin. For some such people, as myself, graduate
school may be a chance to bring this love of learning forth.

Relationships in Graduate Study

JAN’S STORY: He made such an impression on me. He respected
each and everyone of us and this came across in everything he did
... he made me rethink the teacher's role ... I feel so inspired, I only
hope in some small way I can do the same for my students.

Being back at school places one in a relationship with a teacher. But if
it is a positive one, what is the quality of that relationship? In talking further
with Jan it became apparent that he had entered a relationship that was
almost familial - a relationship with all of the nuances that van Manen refers
to as a pedagogical relationship. van Manen (1994) suggests that

'pedagogy’ ... brings out the relational quality between teacher and
student, in a manner unlike any other educational concepts such as
curriculum, instruction, or teaching. The term 'pedagogy’ shares with
terms such as 'friendship,' 'love,' or 'family' that they evoke first of all an
implicit relational significance. (pp. 140-141)

Moreover, van Manen goes on to suggest that
our relation to a real teacher — someone in whose presence we experience
a heightened sense of self and a real growth and personal development —

is possibly more profound and more consequential than the experience
of relations of friendship, love, and so forth. (p. 143)
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JUNE’S STORY: This sounds almost sentimental but I fell in love
with learning all over again because of one professor. I sat there
like a wide-eyed child that first day in his class. I realized how
important he is, I get downright defensive if anyone says anything
about his quirks or idiosyncrasies because he is my friend, my
mentor.

Surely a great teacher is someone we can never forget even though he or she
may not know about their far-reaching effects on us.

JILL’S STORY: [ felt like a caged animal. I felt like I needed to

break out. I felt very, very, very, frustrated. This person

[instructor] would actually change my commas around. I wanted

the commas in a certain place for a reason. I know the rules of

grammar. I know how to write. Sometimes, she would change — put

a sentence in, that would take the whole essence of my paper away.

It seems like I have done nothing but learn the answers to a certain

professor's questions.
Jill did not enter into a positive pedagogical relationship with this teacher.
However, I think that it would be simplistic to infer from Jill's story that
being back in school either introduces one into a pedagogical relationship or
it does not. In order for there to be a pedagogical relationship, there must be
reciprocity. There must be trust on the part of both participants in the
relationship. As Bollnow (1989) has said, "trust demands a response. There
is no trust without faith which we have toward a person who has trust in us”
(p. 38). Moreover, perhaps some students do not appreciate professors who
want to engage them in their own learning. They may, in fact, be critical. For
example, Chris, another of my participants, said “I came to get information.
[ know what it is [ need ... I paid a lot of money to be here and I'm not getting
it.”

Feelings — The experience of disappointed expectation.

BEN’S STORY: I expected Graduate school to be enlightening ...
I know it is a common notion that Graduate students should do
their own work but you pay all this money ... I don't want to come
to classes and then teach the classes myself ... I came to get
information.

Ben's story suggests that an irreparable rift may develop when expectations
fail to meet with reality. Jim's story is similar.

JIM’S STORY: What is it like to be back at school may be best
answered by saying it is like being in love with knowledge when the
rest of the world is not. [ didn't give up my life to sit in a room of
people who are so undisciplined that they can not get away from
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Relationships With Knowledge

A man must learn to understand the motives of human beings, their
illusions, and their sufferings. (Einstein, 1984)

LEANNE’S STORY: [Itisn't that I'm brighter than anyone else;
I'm an impostor really, but I figured out long ago when I was
getting mediocre grades that no one is interested in what I think.
What they want to hear is what they think; my job becomes one of
figuring out what that is.

So far, I have mainly alluded to the experience of graduate school as being a
chance to become richer — to enlarge a life — to develop relationships with
self and others, yet it would seem that some do not experience it this way.
Leanne is very much aware that she is “prepared against surprise.” Her
success actually depends on how well she goes about it. This she refers to as
doing the “studenting thing.” She candidly asserts that she is willing to play
the game — to get the 9's, to get the scholarships, to get the university job.

Throughout this paper I have been flirting with the word student. It
would seem that one can be a student without being a learner. How we come
back to school may largely depend on our intentions. I wonder just how much
the experiences of graduate school are determined by our different intentions.
Perhaps some students are here on a journey more in keeping with a
preplanned package tour. They want the tour to be predictable — finite. They
want a ticket to a job. Others may not want the prepackaged tour. Instead they
want a relationship that will help them find out who they are in relation to
their studies. They have a commitment to ideas. If one's intention is education
in the deep sense of the word, then one would expect to do more than just
mental operations embedded in a series of tasks involving little personal
engagement or commitment. The way we experience graduate school may best
be understood from the way we enter graduate school. There is a world of
difference between being and doing, learning to get information, and learning
as a transformation.

Relationships With Institutions

LESLEY’S STORY: A4s teachers, we are accustomed to school; yet,
the experience of teaching is different from being a graduate
student back in school. It is probably good 1o have the experience
of being a student again. I had forgotten about the power structure
in our institutions of learning. Sitting in this desk takes me back —
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atmosphere” an atmosphere filled with such tension, that an adult student felt
constricted by the feeling of having been in the same position as “those poor
students.” There was an actual physical and psychological release from the
oppressive feeling only when the copy machine toggled a memory. With this
memory came a new outlook. Was there a switch in outlook only because
there was an implied change when the role of teacher was recalled? I wonder
about the nature of the transfer of power between teacher and student. How
do we treat our students? As adults or children? If we treat adult learners as
powerless children, are we teaching them to treat the children they will
eventually teach likewise? Miller (1988) has remarked on the way we divide
people into groups of ‘us’ and ‘them.’ He says:

One of the most prevalent forms of the fragmentation of life is our
division of people into “us” and “them.” At this level we ignore our basic
connectedness as human beings. Here we can divide people according to
colour, people that believe in a particular “ism” from those that don't and
ultimately people that must be bombed in order to preserve our “way of
life.” It is much easier to build the bomb when you view the enemy as
“them.” It becomes much more difficult when we see the enemy as “us.”

(r 2)

Relationships With Self

DAN’S STORY: Ultimately Karyn, I would have to say that being
at school as a graduate student has become an experience of
learning to trust myself. I have been through an intense process of
rediscovery regarding my education and the best part is that I have
learned to trust what I think.

Dan's words became of paramount importance to me, making me think of
Plato: “Thinking is the talking of the soul with itself.” For Dan it seemed that
being back at school had placed him on a path back to trusting himself. But
what had he trusted in before, if not himself? I found myself reflecting on the
experience of my own education. Indeed, if Dan was anything like me, he
would have spent the better part of his schooling learning to think that what
is most valued and true is in proportion to how little we had to do with it. Yet
how can children learn to trust themselves if they lose sense of the reality of
their own experiences and that of others.

I now knew what I had objected to in the aforementioned graduate class.
It was not so much the task of writing what I felt knowledgeable about.
Indeed, to be fair, I knew that sheet of paper was sent around to ascertain
common interests for focus groups. I believe what [ was objecting to was the
residue of arid intellectualism which tends to separate the knower from the














