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‘You're thrown in the deep end’: Adult learner identity formation in

higher education

For many adult learners transitioning into higher education is an intense
experience that challenges their sense of themselves. This article reports on a
study that examined the discourse of thirty-four undergraduate adult learners at
the start and end of their first year in two Irish higher education institutions. The
study focused on participants’ evolving sense of who they were in the new
educational context and how they incorporated this new adult learner identity into
their existing identity portfolio, their overall sense of who they are. The key
finding in this discursive psychology analysis of interview data was that
participants engaged in two interrelated forms of identity work across their first
year: constructing an identity formation narrative, about becoming adult learners;
and ongoing, day-to-day identity management. The study illustrates how these
adult learners experienced varying degrees of identity struggle, which had to be

minimised if they were to maintain a consistent and coherent sense of themselves.

Keywords: transition; adult learner; first year experience; identity formation;

identity management; identity struggle

Introduction

Educational research on the transition of learners into higher education and the first year
experience is predominantly focused on traditional-age school-leavers, with less focus on
the transition experiences of adult learners (Mehmet, Erdogdu, Kokoc, and Cagiltay
2019), who differ from traditional-age learners in terms of psychological, academic, and
life characteristics (Richardson and King 1998). This is despite the fact that the extension
of opportunities for adult learners to enter higher education is a growing international
goal, policy, and reality (European Commission 2014; OECD 2015). In lIreland,
government strategy seeks to increase adult learner numbers in higher education, defined
as learners over 23 years (HEA 2015). However, the process of transitioning, defined as
‘a capability to navigate change’ (Gale and Parker 2014, 737), is challenging for adult

learners (Allen-Collinson and Brown 2012; Kahu and Nelson 2018). The transition into



higher education is an intense experience, testing an individual’s sense of the coherence
or stability of their existing sense of who they are (Baxter and Britton 2001; Willans and
Seary 2011). Understanding how adult learners psychologically form and manage their
identities is vital to understanding their motivations, barriers to learning, and support
needs (Askham 2008; Ecclestone, Biesta, and Hughes 2010).

This study examined the discourse of thirty-four adult learners as they formed new
adult learner identities in their first year at university. With a focus on these learners’ own
discourses on forming a new identity a psychological approach was adopted in order to
examine ‘what they do’ within a discourse to enact particular identity positions (McLean
and Price, 2019). The study examined both the process of forming and maintaining a new
identity and the day-to-day identity management processes involved in knowing who to
be in the different parts of one’s life, as both are ongoing during a transition period (Bell,
Wieling, and Watson 2007; McAlpine and Amundsen 2011; McLean, Pasupathi, and Pais
2007). However, the study draws on more than psychological literature as the study of
identity, student success, and transition are informed by wider scholarship from fields

such as identity studies, sociology, socio-cultural studies, and educational research.

Theoretical framework

This study is bounded by a theoretical framework that draws on literature focused on
identity formation. Identity is viewed through a psychological lens as ‘co-constructed,
negotiated in everyday interactions, and related to the interaction between forms of
structure and agency’ (McLean 2012, 99). This study also views individual identity as a
multidimensional, biopsychosocial process where individuals have a coherent sense of
themselves over time (Askham 2008; McAlpine and Amundsen 2011; Stapleton and

Wilson 2003). In this context coherence is the relative ability to tell an overall story of



‘who we are’ to ourselves and others without experiencing psychological dissonance or
conflict. Individuals maintain this sense of themselves over time through engaging in
identity work, defined as an engagement in processes of forming, repairing, maintaining,
strengthening, or revising those constructions that produce a sense of personal
distinctiveness and coherence (Sveningsson and Alvesson 2003). Identity struggle is a
related concept that refers to the way in which individuals constantly strive to shape their
identities in the face of discursive forces within complex and fragmented contexts, to
strive for comfort, meaning and integration, and a sense of coherence and continuity
(Sveningsson and Alvesson 2003). The multidimensional identity structure, or identity
portfolio, is made up of a general identity that one portrays across different parts of one’s
life, and the context-specific-identities one forms for the different roles and contexts in

one’s life (Leonard, Beauvais, and Scholl 1999) (see figure 1).
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Figure 1. A multidimensional identity structure: The identity portfolio.

An important aspect of a context-specific-identity is the individual’s relative sense

of identification with, or belonging to that context and its other members (Ashforth 2001).



The degree to which an individual perceives that they are psychologically intertwined
with other context members influences their behaviour in that context (Leonard,
Beauvais, and Scholl 1999). Moments of change or turning points experienced by an
individual, for example, changes in relationship or work status or attending/returning to
higher education, are challenging (Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossber 2012) and cause

them to engage in concentrated identity work.

In the next section, this article will examine literature relating to forms of identity
work that are ongoing during a transition into higher education, i.e. identity formation
processes and day-to-day identity management, as well as typical outcomes depending on

the degree to which identity struggle has been minimised.

Identity work in the transition to higher education

Transitioning into higher education, and forming an adult learner identity, involves
engagement in two distinct types of identity work: an identity formation process (Bell,
Wieling, and Watson 2007), and engagement in active, day-to-day identity management
work when changing between different context-specific-identities (Campbell-Clark
2000), for example, home/family, work, and higher education. These forms of identity
work are required to maintain an overall sense of coherence and distinctiveness and avoid
too great a degree of identity struggle during the transition (Sveningsson and Alvesson
2003). For example, the new identity must be worked into the individual’s overall story
to themselves and others of ‘who they are’, and day-to-day changes between identities
must become relatively straightforward, if identity struggle is to be minimised. These two

forms of identity work will now be examined in turn.



Identity formation

Adult learners, no matter how well adjusted, face significant individual change during
entry into education (Mercer 2007; Willans and Seary 2011). The changing sense of who
they are during transition causes a degree of identity struggle (Sveningsson and Alvesson
2003) as they navigate the interaction between their emergent identity and their existing
sense of who they are (Baxter and Britton 2001; O’Boyle 2015). Identity formation is a
longer-term, more macro-level process than identity work that happens day-to-day when
changing between different contexts (Bell, Wieling, and Watson 2007). An unexpected
disconnect between student expectations and their actual experience can cause identity
formation to be more intense (McPhail, Fisher, and McConachie 2009). Also, where an
individual is forming a new context-specific-identity and also engaged in the identity
work of discontinuing the use of another context-specific-identity, for example, a work
identity, this process may be more psychologically challenging (Ashforth 2001). Some
adult learners may seek to utilise an existing identity as a resource in this identity
formation process, for instance, O’Boyle (2015) describes adult learners seeking to treat
university as if it were a work context. Utilising an identity in this way can cause conflict
as learners find themselves trying to use identities relating to other roles that may be
misplaced in an educational setting (Askham 2008). Turning points, or special events can
have a particular impact on identity formation, for example by positively or negatively
influencing a learner’s sense of belonging in or identification with the institution, and
may compel engagement in concentrated identity work in order to maintain a sense of
personal coherence and distinctiveness (Bell, Wieling, and Watson 2007; McLean,
Pasupathi, and Pais 2007; Palmer, O’Kane, and Owens 2009; Sveningsson and Alvesson

2003).



The ability of an adult learner to form an identity can be hampered by the way in
which higher education institutions often appear as alien cultures, perceived as negative
or obstructive (Askham 2008; Mallman and Lee 2016). Institutional requirements are
often perceived as invisible, unclear, and are frequently experienced as not well
articulated, taken-for-granted practices that appear to be inconsistent (McAlpine and
Amundsen 2011). Students from minority, marginalised, or disadvantaged socio-cultural
backgrounds face acute challenges, particularly in relation to intersectionality, the
complex interplay between gender, class, race, disability, and other identity categories

relating to social inequality in higher education (Webb et al. 2017).

Socialisation practices impact on how newcomers to any organisation form their
new context-specific-identities (Saks and Ashforth 1997; van der Werff and Buckley
2017). Many educational institutions employ activities to facilitate transition (e.g.
Brunton et al. 2018; 2019; Cook and Rushton 2009), as support during this period can
develop skills needed for longer-term success (Jones 2008; Nash 2005; Thomas et al.
2017). Certain activities may exclude as much as create inclusion, such as when events
designed for traditional-age learners alienate older learners (Palmer, O’Kane, and Owen
2009). This is one example of the barriers that exist for adult learners where the institution
primarily serves traditional-age learners. Such barriers will impact on identity formation
and a sense of belonging as adult learners negotiate an institutional understanding of

learners that runs contrary to their needs, experiences, and ways of being (Fairchild 2003).

Identity formation is facilitated by building relationships with peers as well as
with more senior context-members, for instance with tutors or mentors in an education
context (Bennet 2009). Socialising aids in building social networks (McAlpine and
Amundsen 2011) and assists with a sense of belonging, which should be at the heart of

efforts to improve student success (Thomas et al. 2017). The more that a sense of group



identity is widely shared and densely articulated, the stronger the identity associated with
others will be (Cole and Bruch 2006; Kreiner and Ashforth 2004). Wider social support
networks, family, friends, colleagues etc., are also critical in overcoming crises and
providing encouragement (Askham 2008; Corridan 2002; Fairchild 2003). Conversely, a

lack of social integration is identifiable as a reason for withdrawal (Jones 2008).

Day-to-day identity management

Adult learners entering a higher education institution are not only engaged in identity
formation, but also in the practical work of fitting-it-all-in, managing day-to-day changes
between different context-specific-identities, for example, changing from home/family to
higher education (Ashkam 2008; Bell, Wieling, and Watson 2007). These day-to-day
identity changes can involve a physical, temporal and/or psychological component
(Campbell-Clark 2000). The greater the contrast between identities the greater the
difficulty in ‘switching cognitive gears’, disengaging from one identity and (re)engaging
with another (Louis and Sutton 1991, 55). Adult learners typically make regular changes
between valued, time-consuming contexts with tensions between identities being worked
through in the day-to-day (Darab 2004; Fairchild 2003; O’Donnell and Tobbell 2007,
Ross-Gordon, Rose, and Kasworm 2017). To avoid a detrimental degree of identity
struggle they must actively manage their day-to-day identity work, for example, through
managing relationships with family, friends, or fellow learners (Baxter and Britton

2001).

Stay or go?

For new adult learners, the process of forming an identity and the success with
which they manage their day-to-day identity work will result in differing levels of identity

struggle. These new learners need to minimise this identity struggle in order to render



‘the new, the unexpected, the strange, and the frightening more or less ordinary’
(Ashforth, Kreiner, and Fugate 2000; Ashforth 2001, 18). Learners may attempt to form
their identity to fit the new context or modify the new context, physically or perceptually,
to better fit their sense of themselves (Bell, Wieling, and Watson 2007). Malman and Lee
(2016) found that adult learners may alter some practices in order to fit in, but may also
resist and reinterpret other normative institutional practices, which may hinder smooth
integration. Louis (1980) found that dissonance caused by entering an organisation may
cause newcomers to choose to leave, to renegotiate the terms of being there, or choose to

accept the new context, even if it is different from their expectations.

Method

This article reports a data-led, qualitative study grounded in the constructivist paradigm,
the goal of which was to examine discourse relating to the forms of identity work in which
adult learners engage in their first year of higher education. The research question for this
study is: How is a new adult learner’s discourse on their identity portfolio, and their
engagement in identity work, affected by their entry into a higher education institution

and the associated process of identity formation?

Participants and context

Participants were thirty-four, full-time, first year adult learners within two Irish higher
education institutions, 16 men and 18 women. Adult learner or mature student status in
the Irish higher education system means that participants were over 23 and entered their
institution through specific mature student entry mechanisms. Participants were enrolled
in a wide variety of programmes and varied in age from 23 to 74, with an average age of
34.6. 15 had children, 11 with children living at home, and six with children aged ten or

younger. Participants had a range of occupational backgrounds and all but three had



completed second-level education or higher. Participants were studying in two
prestigious, (429 and 310 in the QS 2020 rankings) urban, research-driven universities

that typically service traditional-age learners with a minority of adult learners.

Data collection

An idiographic approach was adopted, focusing on participants’ subjective experiences
at two points in their first year of study. Data was collected through semi-structured
interviews of approximately 60 minutes in order to achieve depth and richness in
participant data. The interviews were conducted at two points, within the first four weeks
of the academic year (data collection round one) and then nine months later (data
collection round two) near the end of that academic year. During round one interviews
participants discussed the different parts of their lives, associated identities, satisfaction
with, and prioritisation of, each identity, how identities interacted, how they thought of
themselves overall, and specifically about becoming a learner and early institutional
experiences. During round two interviews these topics were revisited so as to explore
participants’ first year experiences and their discourse on how aspects of their identity

portfolio had changed.

Data analysis

Transcribed and prepared audio-recorded data was inputted into the NVivo software
package and analysed using a discursive psychology analytic approach (Edwards 2012;
Kent and Potter 2014; Potter and Edwards 2001). In this study, language was utilised as

a resource in examining participant’s constructions of their identity and social world.

Data analysis was a data-driven, iterative process and was not structured by prior
theory. Having read the data multiple times, the analytic process involved a first step of

broadly coding by breaking data down into manageable chunks, with the researchers



keeping in mind the question, how is the participant’s identity and social world being
constructed in the interview? A second analytic step involved identifying the ‘pattern
within language in use, the set or family of terms which are related to a particular topic
or activity’ (Taylor 2001, 8), in this case identifying patterns within the codes in order to
organise them into categories according to commonality and hierarchy of meaning. The
resulting categorical system organised codes such that conceptual relationships within or
between groups of codes were shown (Taylor 2001). Data were assigned to the parts of
the categorical system to which they related. A fourth step involved review and
refinement of the categorical system and data assigned to each part of the system, before
finally examining the data sets assigned to each code, developing analytic points to

explain that data, and producing a set of findings.

It is acknowledged that the researchers are rarely neutral parties in the research
process and while adhering to tenets of objectivity they still influence the research process
and are influenced in turn by that process. Researcher identity is relevant, for example,
the topics under examination were chosen, to some extent, on the basis that they accord

with an existing ontological and epistemological stance.

Findings

This section presents findings from the analysis of participant data, supported by data
extracts. We initially offer an overview of key findings before drawing together the
study’s findings under two subsections that relate to participants’ constructions of their
identity work during: round one of data collection, which was within the first four
weeks of participant’s first academic year; and round two data collection, which was
nine months later at the end of that academic year.

The findings show that participants constructed themselves as engaging in forms

of identity work across their first year of study, and as experiencing varying degrees of



identity struggle (see figure 2). A key finding is that this identity work can be envisaged
as having two interrelated forms. First, participants were identifiably engaged in the
macro-level formation, development, maintenance, and augmentation of their new
learner identity and changing identity portfolio, developing a story about how they were
becoming adult learners and what that meant for their overall sense of themselves.
Second, they were continually engaged in ongoing micro-level processes of day-to-day
identity management as they changed between different context-specific-identities.
These forms of identity work were shown to be interrelated. The findings demonstrate
how participants’ identity formation narratives influenced how they engaged in day-to-
day identity management, for example, the type of learner they saw themselves as
shaped how they choose to interact with other learners. In turn, findings show how
participants’ identity formation narratives were influenced by ongoing day-to-day
identity management, for example during conflict between context-specific-identities.
Day-to-day events in a participant’s life had to be incorporated into their identity

formation narrative in order to maintain a consistent and coherent sense of themselves.
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Figure 2. Two interrelated forms of identity work, influenced by a degree of identity

struggle, and feeding back to the individual’s identity portfolio.

This section will first present findings relating to the identity work participants
constructed as occurring before and during the start of their first year before presenting
findings from round two of data collection at the end of the first year, which relate to

participants’ constructions of their identity work across their whole first academic year.

Identity work at the start of the first year

In their first interviews, participants constructed identity formation narratives that moved
them from how their lives used to be, to their entry into higher education, and beyond.
These narratives explained how a participant was forming their learner identity and
adding it to their existing identity portfolio. These narratives referenced internal and/or

external factors that had facilitated or hampered this work, for example, making space for



studying in their lives, reflecting on why they wanted to study, feeling a need to prove
themselves to their parents, or having a lack of experience with education. Another factor
that was described as hampering identity formation was the difficulty involved in making
a change to their identity portfolio, to their ‘way of being’. Participant 15 describes the
struggle of forming his/her student identity while also going through the process of
leaving behind a highly salient work identity. He/she shared, ‘the first morning... I cried...
because it’s just so emotional because you're leaving people who... you've grown up
with... I was very sad about it... it is very poignant... I'm finding the transition quite
challenging to say the least’.

Participants constructed themselves as engaging in identity management on a day-
to-day basis as they changed between different parts of their life. This was often described
as challenging due to having many life-parts to which they had to attend. Participants had
to manage the identity formation process and also immediately incorporate their new
identity into day-to-day identity management. In the following example, participant 17
highlights the daily struggle of changing from their home/family identity to their learner
identity, explaining that ‘preparation for leaving the house is a nightmare eh | mean all
the physical stuff that has to be done’. Participant 17 also demonstrates how the physical
separation between his/her learner identity and home/family identity helps with daily
identity management, allowing segregation between the two. He/she expresses ‘on an
emotional setting... it's lovely to close the door on something and be refreshed in a new
thing... I'm in college now I've closed the door on the house and the family... because my
cell phone is off’. In the data presented above one can see the inclusion of physical,
temporal, affective, and psychological elements in descriptions of day-to-day identity
management of the home/family identity, the student identity, and changing between the

two.



The identity work involved in forming a new learner identity and in day-to-day
identity management were constructed as being interrelated. For example, Participant 20
describes how proactively refusing to take on other commitments in day-to-day
interactions facilitated transition into higher education by ‘making space’ for identity
formation. Participant 20 explains that he/she ‘had a... major role within a political
party... I shed all that in preparation to come back to college... I kept saying no... if |
hadn't done that I would be in chaos at the moment’. Another example of this

interrelationship is presented in the next subsection.

Being on the path: Meaning making in participant discourse

Participants gave entry into education meaning through metaphors such as being
on a path from a point in their past to one in their future. This identity work was
constructed as being affected by factors such as age/life-stage development, gender, and
class. Two examples involved participant discourse on changing from primarily utilising
a work identity to a learner identity and from a homemaker/parent identity to a learner
identity, as Participant 17 describes,

| went back to school last year...l found it really stimulating... and having something

other than... are my whites as white as you know Daz promises, I've done it for twenty

years and I'm now bored with it, | consider my family reared you know and now | want
something else that's going to be interesting.
Identity formation narratives associated higher education with particular work contexts,
as Participant 15 shared, ‘I'm in a transition period I've always worked full time or at least
job shared... for me where work is leaving off I'm picking up with college’. Higher
education was also constructed as part of a personal history with education, as a site for
socialising, a place for a fresh start, or a route to the fulfilment of a personal mission.

Older participants tended to describe pursuing educational achievement for its own sake



and younger participants tended to describe being on the path to a desired way of life, a

new career, or betterment of a current career.

Identity struggle

Identity struggle was described both in terms of the effortful identity work of
forming a new identity and in relation to conflicts between their new identity and another
salient identity. Participant 25 discussed the struggle between their new identity and

his/her home/family identity,

I have to take a step back and said I don't care if you don't have any clean clothes or |
don't care if you starve there's a fridge full of food you know how to cook... but it's very
hard when you've always done it it's very hard to switch off no matter how hard I try |
still seem to be there cooking the dinner and cleaning the clothes.
Identity struggle also related to anxiety linked to the transition into the institution, of
feeling like a ‘rabbit in headlights’ (Participant 3). Participants who did not experience
anxiety tended to construct themselves as having expectations of higher education that

were realistic in terms of their actual experiences due to having previous educational

experience, and/or who had proactively prepared themselves.

Informal and organised socialisation

Having others to identify and socialise with was constructed as facilitating
participants’ transition, for example, Participant 12 shared in relation to her new social
group, ‘I get great relief from talking to the other girls’. An adult learner summer school
was described as helpful by attendees in that it reduced their anxiety, provided advice on
preparing for study, curbed thoughts of exiting before the start of the year, and provided
opportunities to socialise with other adult learners. Participant 2 described the school’s

impact on her formation of a support network, ‘that's how we met and then we all... hung



out together... it was helpful... really good to find someone doing the same course as me,
and he's literally the same age as me’.

Although some descriptions of organised socialisation activities were present in
the data, participants generally perceived that they had the freedom to become the learner
they wished to be, within the restrictions of structures like classes, etc. Associated
discourse was that of being left to ‘sink or swim’ by the institution. Participants described
the university context itself as being organised so as to facilitate traditional-age students’
way of being but not that of adult learners, which contributed to their experience of
identity struggle. Participant 20 described the disconnect he/she saw between university

structures and family life,

I've worked in an equality briefing in gender equality and women's issues and you can be
pushing for family friendly stuff and all that... it ain't family friendly when you've got a
nine o’clock lecture or one at six or five and you're getting out at six I mean they're not

catering for families.

Identity work across the first year

In participants’ second interviews, toward the end of their first year, descriptions
of their identities had changed. For example, participants with personal missions to
achieve described that goal as being tempered by an increased focus on day-to-day learner
issues like achieving good marks. Discourse relating to transitioning from worker to adult
learner continued, with these participants generally describing satisfaction with this
change. For some, the worker identity was constructed as being more in the past than had
previously been the case, as their learner identity became more dominant within their
identity portfolio, as described here by Participant 15, ‘I mean my relationship with work
now is purely social... because they are paying for my course, it's purely keeping in

touch’.



Discourse relating to transitioning from homemaker/parent to adult learner also
continued. This discourse split between a description of satisfaction with this change and
having a desire to prioritise the homemaker/parent identity over the learner identity.
Participant 29 details his/her ongoing identity struggle in the interplay between these two
context-specific-identities,

I'm here and then I'll go home and I'll cook and I'll clean and maybe read the paper and

then | have work to do and when | come into college then I'm tired you know and I've

two children at home at the moment well adult children and my husband and | find at

times I'd barely have time to talk to him you know...I'm trying to keep family first but

education is kind of taking over.

Turning points

The majority of participants described significant turning points in their first year,
such as their experience of completing assignments, sitting examinations, receiving
results/feedback, or interpersonal interactions with other learners or academic staff. For
some, examination results provided feedback that led to their ultimate decision to remain
in or exit the institution. For Participant 26, receiving examination results that met his/her

expectations allowed him/her to feel confident about being a learner. He/she shared,

| had always had it in my head that yeah this is good but | wonder if I'll get my exams so
they confirmed that what I'd been feeling was right it was the final confirmation... I
know now | can handle this and | can handle it the way I'm going about it.
This is another example that highlights the interplay between a micro-level, day-to-day
event and the macro-level development of an identity formation narrative, as the receipt

of results, happening in the day-to-day, is used to maintain and enhance the identity

formation narrative of becoming a confident learner who can handle their studies.



Overcoming identity struggle

How initial identity struggle was overcome, or not, was an important part of
participant discourse in their second interviews. Participant 24 highlighted how he/she
overcame initial identity struggle through becoming more accustomed to studying, ‘it was
completely different from what | did expect it was really being dropped in at the deep end
as soon as you started you were getting assignments but now it doesn't even seem that big
adeal’. Participant 1 described how their anxiety was caused by worrying about, and then
overcome through, forming social networks with other learners, ‘I was a bit anxious all
right... worried about how I'd get on with people... | quickly figured out who were the
people I wanted to hang around with and who weren't’. With regard to identity struggle
at the macro-level of identity formation, participant 3 expressed how a sense of coherence
in his/her identity portfolio, now including his/her student identity, was linked to a sense
of belonging within the institution, ‘it's totally settled in and a lot more comfortable with
myself as well... being here and realising that I have a right to be here’. In contrast,
Participant 21 had decided to cease his/her studies in order to eliminate the identity
struggle relating to a disconnect between who they wanted to be and the academic
programme as they found it, ‘at the end of four years I didn't want to be an engineer’.

In the second round of data collection, a minority discourse was that of still feeling
anxious or uncomfortable, of ongoing identity struggle. Participant 19 expressed how
his/her level of identity struggle within the new identity had lessened over the course of

the academic year, but was still ongoing,

I'm more comfortable now...it was really intimidating when | was coming in... to find out
what is expected of you... are you going to live up to standards that you've set for
yourself and the ones that others expect of you... it's hard to find a middle ground that
you're comfortable with and there's so much going on... it's like you're thrown in the

deep end... it's good I really do enjoy it but at the same time you're afraid.



Participants who chose to leave the institution due to ongoing identity struggle were
influenced by various internal and external factors. For example, Participant 5 explained
how receipt of examination results that did not meet her expectations were the impetus to

leave,

there was a moment when | said so that's it now and it was... after the exams I felt that I
had put in a lot of work ... and I didn't do so well... this was supposed to be fun you
know... and that's when I applied to (name of college) because I thought that would be

more enjoyable.

Identity management strategies

Participant discourse included descriptions of a number of identity management
strategies, for example, proactively preparing in the context of their day-to-day life.

Participant 26 described using proactive planning or organising techniques,

the preparations are the key to... running my life in college efficiently being in here on
time having my study time and just getting it all done, and arranging it so that I'm
travelling off peak, everything else kind of fits in around that then I've plenty of space
within that to move around then and take care of domestic issues.
However, some participants constructed themselves as being organised at what they
perceived to be a suboptimal level. Participant 23 expressed, ‘I try to be a lot more
organised but I'm not and it might work for one day and then it's gone back to mayhem’.
Participants described how their management of the change from one identity to another,
which could occur before or during physical movement, affected proactive preparation.

Participant 36 described using the daily commute to change between two identities that

he/she segregated from each other,

after my tutorial now this evening I'll go home, it's an hour on the bus so you psych

yourself up like who's working who's doing what... I... have to change my mind from



college mode to home mode and I can't be waffling on about projects and assignments

they don't seem to get it.
Other identity management strategies described were: an organised yet flexible, ready to
‘roll with the punches’ (Participant 12) approach; organising according to prioritisation
of each identity at a particular time; segregating/integrating certain contexts from/with
each other; and managing relationships with other people, especially family members.
Factors that were described as influencing identity management were both internal, for
example, a sense of control, a flexible mind-set, internal conflict, and external, for
example, money, physical and temporal factors, support from others, and interpersonal

conflict.

Discussion

This study makes three contributions to the literature on identity formation and transition
to higher education. Firstly, underpinning participants' discourse were two identity work
processes constructed as taking place throughout their first year at both a macro and micro
level (Bell, Wieling, and Watson 2007). Participants engaged in the construction of
identity formation narratives and the incorporation of the new identity into their existing
identity portfolio, and also in ongoing day-to-day identity management processes. This
finding aligns with literature highlighting the ways in which an individual may articulate
what McAlpine and Amundsen (2011) refer to as an identity trajectory. Individuals weave
a narrative thread connecting possibly disparate experiences into a coherent self-story
integrating past, present and future experiences, providing ‘a sense of direction for the
student’s perseverance and allows them to gain control over the entry/transition process’
(Palmer, O’Kane, and Owen 2009, 51; Sveningsson and Alvesson 2003). Participants
here, as in other studies, found the transition into higher education to be an effortful and

sometimes intimidating process in which their identity changed (Askham 2008; Mallman



and Lee 2016; Baxter and Britton 2001; Kahu and Nelson 2018; McAlpine and Amundsen
2011; O’Boyle 2015). Those who were leaving an identity behind, for example, a salient
worker identity, were engaged in that additional identity work as well as forming their

new identity (Ashforth 2001; Louis 1980).

Secondly, maro-level identity formation and micro-level identity management
were interrelated. Participants’ identity formation narratives influenced their perceptions
of and approaches to day-to-day identity management, for example Participant 29’s wish
to continue prioritising home/family life shaped how he/she divided her time between
university and home (Bell, Wieling, and Watson 2007; McLean, Pasupathi, and Pais
2007). In turn, it was day-to-day events, along with how a participant dealt with them,
that had to be incorporated into their identity formation narratives in order to retain a
consistent and coherent sense of themselves (McLean, Pasupathi, and Pais 2007). For
example, receiving poor examination results caused Participant 5 to alter his/her narrative

to one of choosing to cease their studies.

Thirdly, findings show that participants experienced varying levels of identity
struggle, influenced by internal and external factors, which impacted on both their macro
and micro-level identity work, and influenced the form of their learner identity. Many
participants described identity struggle as being particularly intense at the start of the year
as they talked about being dropped in the deep end and their attempts to overcome what
was initially perceived as strange and turn it into an ordinary part of daily life (Ashforth,
Kreiner, and Fugate 2000; Ashforth 2001). Identity struggle occurred in relation to more
macro-level identity work within the new identity, for example Participant 19’s struggle
to form a learner identity that would be less fearful and more comfortable, and
participants’ overall sense of themselves, for example Participant 21°s realisation that

he/she did not want to become an engineer, that this possible future identity clashed with



who he/she wished to be. This is reminiscent of Sveningsson and Alvesson’s (2003)
finding that while an identity narrative can be a stabilising force, it can also fuel
fragmentation and conflict. Identity struggle also occurred in relation to participants’ day-
to-day identity management, for example Participant 25’s feeling of being torn between
the new learner identity and the home/family identity in the day-to-day (Campbell-Clark

2000).

Practical implications

These findings have implications for those facilitating adult learner transition into higher
education, specifically with regard to factors influencing identity formation. Organised
socialisation/orientation events were helpful, especially for socialisation with other adult
learners, which is in line with existing literature (Brunton et al. 2018; 2019; Cook and
Rushton 2009). In interventions, the influence of turning points should be acknowledged
(McLean, Pasupathi, and Pais 2007; Palmer, O’Kane, and Owen 2009; Sveningsson and
Alvesson 2003) as these can impact on the new identity, and organisers should provide
positive milestones and supports to counteract the impact of negative events. Proactive
preparation should be encouraged in any institutional/programme information or pre-
entry orientation; as well as highlighting those factors that facilitate a smooth transition,
for example, support networks, socialisation with others, realistic expectations, and those
factors that can act as barriers, for example conflict between different identities; and the
strategies that can be used to overcome typically-faced-difficulties, for example being
organised but flexible. Broader, structural barriers for adult learners, particularly those
from disadvantaged backgrounds, should be acknowledged in this process (Fairchild

2003; Webb et al. 2017).



Study limitations

It is important to acknowledge this study’s limitations. This study focused on a relatively
small group of full-time, undergraduate, adult learners in two similar Irish universities.
This makes generalisation of the study’s findings challenging. However, studies whose
analytic approach produces findings with depth rather than breadth add to the sum total
of our understanding, and in this way the study adds to our understanding of identity

formation and identity management processes in adult learners.

Conclusion

This study highlights the importance of examining both identity formation and day-to-
day identity management processes, and the interplay between the two, in understanding
the psychology of adult learner transition into higher education. This study adds to the
literature used to inform the design of socialisation/orientation initiatives, for example by
leveraging factors that encourage the formation of a stable learner identity and minimise

identity struggle in learners’ first year.

Future research should explore the impact of socialisation/orientation initiatives
designed to facilitate transition into higher education for different learner types, as well
as further examine the impact of elements of the first year experience that contribute to a

learner’s formation of a new learner identity.
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