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During and since the mid 1980's niral Saskatchewan experienced social and economic 

changes of an unprecedented magnitude. Prompted in large part by the mal fàrm crisis during 

that tirne, Kate, a rural wornan, wife and mother, fàced the loss of a way of We that up until that 

t h e  she had taken for granted. Her response was to begin her pursuit of a university education. 

This case study used a descriptive narrative and a metaphor of trails to describe the 

leamhg experiences of Kate, a rural aduIt student pursuing a university education. At the time 

of the study Kate had been taking university courses fiom three universities, working toward a 

degree in anthropology through Athabasca University and a Fine Arts Degree fkom either the 

University of Regina or Saskatchewan but taking courses fiom wherever she could get them. 

Data was collected through informal interviews and inciuded the critical incidents that prompt her 

pursuit of a university education, the paths of her learning journey and the changes in herselfand 

her Life as a result of her journey. Recurring themes of Kate's learning experiences were the sense 

of isolation, the validation of litè experiences and the change in her self-perception. 

Underlying her learning experiences were two mitigating sets of circumstances. One was 

that the distinctiveness of the rurai sub-culture manifests itselfin the barriers to her learning as 

well as the unique famiüal, cultural and social context of rural areas. The other set of 

circumstances was found in the policies and practices of universities and the ways in which these 

public institutions try to meet the needs of adult learners and rural society. 

Reconciliation of these perspectives to each other - an individual adult learner living in 

rural Saskatchewan and the practices of universities - was the underlying purpose of this study. 
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Ten years ago the dejcit on my farm was about a hundred dollars; but by well-designed capital 
expenditure, by drainage and &y greuter attention io details, I have got it into the thousands. 

Stephen Leacock (1 869- 1944) 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

Seeking Reconciliation 

Picture this. A full-tirne employee of the governent whose job description required a 

focus on the public policies of university education including issues of accessibüity, accountability 

and hancial austerity. This same person as a wornan living in rural Saskatchewan witnessing 

rural depopulation and environmental degradation as well as personally experiencing k m  Mure 

and loss of a way of Me. At the same t h e ,  she was a part-tirne graduate student. In reality, that 

was a description of my situation at the onset of this study. 

P -ose of the Study 

April 11, 1995 
I want to look at a single case - not the masses of students and straregic planning but a 
single case. Maybe there 's some kind of reconciliation between what we do in Sask Ed 
and what that means to individuals. I couldn 't taZk about my single case - perhaps it 's 
just me not other students. . . I need a voice to either work my way through the 
incongruity or to seek a balance - a perspective_f).orn someone else. 

Personal j o u d  

1 made this comment in my journal afier working on a number of proposed governrnent 

policies deahg with access to university education, specifically in rural areas. Some of these 

policies included distance or muhi-media education, regional leamhg authorities and credit 



transfer - ail fiom the perspective of university education as a public policy of govement. The 

question that came to my mind as 1 reviewed and analyzed these policies was what they wouId 

ultimately mean to the end-user, that is the individual student. It was a perplexing question for me 

because I am ais0 a rural adult lemer. 

My on-going requisite analyses of government policies pertaining to universities inevitably 

developed into a fascination for universities as unique institutions of public education. What 

makes universities unique are three related hctions: research, education, and comrnunity or 

public service. Even though the prevailing notion was that these fùnctions are interconnected, the 

balance of university activities appeared to tip toward research and education. 1 struggled to find 

indications of the ways in which universities responded to or interpreted the function of 

community or public s e ~ c e  in relation to the other two fùnctions. In particular, as 1 witnessed 

and experienced the on-going struggle and decline of rural Saskatchewan, 1 became increasingly 

interested in how universities could and should manifest these hc t ions  in wal areas. 

With these perspectives in mind - the bureaucrat looking at public education policy, the 

rural resident searching for the ways in which universities W e d  their role of community service 

and my experiences as an adult learner - 1 began to seek reconciliation between what 1 had leamed 

about the policies and practices of universities, what 1 saw al around me in m a l  Saskatchewan 

and my experiences as a rural adult learner. 

1 t was during this t h e  of questionhg and contemplation that 1 was introduced to another 

rural adult leamer. Kate, a pseudonym, was in her early 401s, the mother of four energetic 

children ranging in age fiom 7 to 14, and the wife of a f m e r .  As we engaged in the "getting to 

know more about you" idle chatter, 1 told her that 1 worked for the government in Regina and she 



told me that she was taking university "classes", working toward a degree in mthropology fiom 

Athabasca University but taking courses fiom wherever she could get them. 

1 was imrnediately attracted to her story. CertainIy, there were other rural adults t a h g  

university courses either at a distance, off-campus or on-campus but 1 knew of none who were- 

actively pursuing a degree through distance education. Furthemore, 1 knew from my policy work 

with distance education that student retention and completion rates of degrees through distance 

education were extremely low. 1 thought that her persistence was rernarkable. As well, 1 knew of 

no other adult student juggling courses f?om three universities at the same t h e  - distance or 

otherwise. 

1 believed that her individual story was worth exploring. The opportunity to do this 

presented itself when 1 actively searched for a way to reconcile what 1 knew about universities, 

how 1 felt about rural Saskatchewan and rny own experiences as a rural adult learner. As 1 said in 

rny personai j o u d ,  "1 need a voice to either work my way through the incongruity or to seek a 

balance - a perspective f?om sorneone else." 

Specifically stated, the purpose of this case study is the search for a reconciliation of my 

experiences as a mal  adult leamer and the knowledge and experiences that I had about 

universities, rurd areas and adults as leamers. To achieve this, 1 believed that the best action was 

to discover Kate's experiences through an interpretive case study and descriptive narrative. In 

this way 1 was able to be actively receptive and to learn from her experiences as an individual 

rural adult learner. 

A s  1 came to know more about Kate's mory, to learn and interpret her experiences, 1 was 

rewarded by finding a measure of reconcüiation in the validation of rnany of my own experiences 



that 1 had as a rural adult learner. Many of these were personal experiences that 1 could put to 

rest afier listening and learning of Kate's experiences. 

1 was not rewarded to the same extent with the other reconciliation that 1 sought, that is, 

university poiicies and practices and their connection with rural Saskatchewan Rather, the 

interpretation of Kate's experiences as she wandered through nearly ten years of university 

courses fiom three separate institutions provoked new contradictions and more questions in these 

areas. 

1 opened this chapter with a quote fiom Stephen Leacock - one that 1 think is quite 

appropriate to this case study. In the same way that Leacock experienced fàrming, 1 experienced 

Kate's learning. Coming to the case study with a reasonable about of knowledge, then exploring 

M e r  and interpreting Kate's experiences, I am leaving with more questions and contradictions 

than 1 brought with me - just as Leacock left his fàrm with more debt! Thus, 1 continue to be 

fàscinated by Kate's story. It is meaty stufhnd probably warrants M e r  exploration in addition 

to the study of her learning experiences. For example, how much of her experiences is grounded 

in a feminist perspective? What do her children think of her learning and what role does her 

husband play? How does her story relate to the stages of adult development and Me changes? 

However, 1 needed to confine the interpretation of her case to her Iearning experiences. 1 will 

begin her story with some background on the three areas of major interest: universities, mal 

Saskatchewan and rural adult leamers. 

niversiti~ 

My interest in the policies and practices of university education developed fiom my work 



in government. Specifically this work dealt with pubiic policies and strategic planning objectives 

of universities, often referred to as higher education. From this perspective 1 looked at trends, 

strategic planning, fiinding, post-secondary reviews, cornmittees, roles and mandates of 

universities, and political agendas loaded with sentiment about the public accountability of 

universities and increased accessibility to students, particularly those at a distance. 1 was also 

made aware of some questions and concerns fiom the public - concerns about issues such as 

accessibility, costs, and quality of university education. Moreover, govemment Iistens to a 

mysterious voice that pronounces equality of access for rural areas - a notion not to be coniùsed 

with equality of educational opportunity.' 

These issues corne at a particularly challenging period for universities as public education 

institutions. Decreased provincial and federal governrnent fùnding have put most of Canada's 

universities in d icu l t  financial situations. Research grants have either decreased or become more 

diEcult to attract. Faculty unrest has been widespread across the country and student 

enrolments, contrary to the best forecasts, have k e n  unpredictable. 

To survive, universities are examining many options and programs including alternative 

funding schemes, a variety of course delivery options and incentives to attract students. 

Universities are undertaking initiatives such as rationaking programs, recruitrnent drives, multi- 

media education, special fùnd-raising with corporate Canada and joint programming with 

colleges. Maintaining or increasing student populations are often an important component of 

'One way to dserentiate the two notions is to consider equality of access as the same 
kind of education king accessible to al1 residents. EquaIity of educational opportunity is the 
provision of equal opportunities for education which may Vary fiom place to place depending on 
a number of fhctors including the circumtances of the lemer, the location and the cost. 



these initiatives. 

Even though most universities still tend to rely on the traditional 18- to 24-year old 

student population, there are a nurnber of factors that are likely to increase the importance of 

adult learners (Anisef, 1 989; Foot, 1 996). One of these factors is that university p rogrm and 

coileges will continue to be under h d i n g  pressures. Adult learners as a nudent group have the 

potential to bring much needed additiond tuition revenue to universities (Human Resources 

Development Canada, 1994). Another fàctor is that some universities rnay be forced to close or 

change dramatically unless they h d  and justiîy their niche in higher education. Serving the 

particular needs of aduh learners may be a way of establishg just such a niche. 

Changes in demographics are another fàctor. One of the most significant developments in 

higher education in recent decades has been the increased participation of adult learner~.~ This 

increased participation means that adult students, whether they are full-the, part-the or distance 

education students, wilî very likely become an important sector of the student population (Foot, 

1996; Academic and Priorities C o d t t e e ,  University of Saskatchewan, 1993). 

Very few of these adult students will have the opportunity or option for fidi-the 

attendance. In addition, adult students often need to extend the length of tirne devoted to earning 

a degree because of family and employment obligations, .financiid limitations or the shortage of 

student spaces. 

Of particular note is that arnong adult Ieamers, women now represent 52% of fùll-time 

2 ~ d u l t  learners are identified as mature persons who are older than traditional 18- to 24- 
year old students. Another distinguishing feature of adult leamers is that they tend to have 
experienced employment, as weU as circwnstantial and fàmiiy life outside the boundaries of the 
education system. 



students and 62% of part-the students. As well, women account for 54% of fùll-the graduate 

students, 46% of master's and 35% of doctoral students. The proportion of wornen is even 

higher among part-the students. Specincally, 63% of undergraduates, 43% of masters and 42% 

of doctoral students are women (Human Resources Development Canada, 1993, p.8). 

Global economic competition is another factor that is likely to increase the participation of 

adult learners. This competition is likely to demand improved productivity, innovative economic 

strategies and the ability to respond and react quickly to changing economic environrnents. Often 

this will result in organizational restructuring and displacement of workers including proféssions. 

In turn, this displacement may create a stronger demand for people to stay involved - at least 

some of the tirne - in the work force beyond the age of 65. 

In addition to these factors, forecasts show that growth in the traditional full-the 1840 

24-year old student population at universities will be slow for the rest of the 1990's while the need 

for education of people already in the worlâorce will increase as people re-train or re-educate 

throughout their iives (Foot, 1996). 

Rural Saskatchewan 

I am a rural resident by fortuitous happenstance not birth. In hct, 1 lived in the city until 

my early 20's. Prior to that t h e ,  sumrnerfalow to me was a piece of farm machinery. What 

surpnsed me when I did becorne a mal resident, is how little we city foIk knew or understood 

about rural lXe. This was, and continues to be, a source of disrnay for me c o n s i d e ~ g  the deep 

agrarian roots of Saskatchewan. 

Over the last decade I have become increasingly aware of the difference and disparity 



between rurai and urban areas. Part of my initiai discovery of this dserence between the two 

worlds originated in my reading of a report fiorn the 1955 Saskatchewan Royal Commission on 

Agriculture and Family Lifé. One particular portion of this extensive and amazing study looked at 

the diffèrences, amenities and features that distinguished rural Saskatchewan fiom urban 

Saskatchewan up to and including the mid 1950's. Although dated, some of the conclusions of 

the study based on circumstances in the 1950's are insightfùl. The study found that: 

25 percent of rural homes were crowded and 25 percent were in need of major repairs; 

only one-third of the f5rms in the province would have electricity by 1 956; 

of all the provinces, excluding Newfoundland, Saskatchewan ranked lowest in the 

percentage of homes with ninning water and conveniences such as flush toilets. 

These, as well as other deficiencies in rural areas, prompted the Royal Commission (1 955) to 

comment: 

If 1,000 typical homes fkom the s m d  toms  and fàrms of Saskatchewan were to be 

assembled and arranged on a city Street the result would be a slum area of major 

proportions that would rival the slurns of the big cities in Canada (p.39). 

The effect of this study were profound. For example, the study acted as a catalyst for 

widespread rural electrification and better roads and services to mal residents. Whde no longer 

accurate in today's context, the report painted a picture of the large degree of disparity between 

rural and urban areas at the tirne. This disparity has obviously diminished in many, many areas. 

Regardless, current research (e.g. Baker, 1 985; Dunleavy, 1 988; McDaniel 1 986; Nachtigal, 

1982, Stabler & OKert, 1992; Tilburg & Moore, 1985) indicates that there are still inequities 

between rurai and urban areas parîicularly with respect to access to education and employment 



opportunities. 

Rural Adult Eduçatian 

Rural areas include fàrms as well as small t o m  and villages with fewer than 1 0,000 

people. Being rural descriks a common state of mind of rual residents, the components of 

which include a strong work ethic, an appreciation of nature, close family ties, a sense of tradition, 

and a relatively homogeneous population in economic and culttual terms. There is also a 

predominate interaction between famiy, cornmunity and career of an intensity that is not 

experienced in urban areas. VoluntariSm, nightly meetings and cornmunity involvement ark a way 

of life in rural areas. 

Pertaining to rural adult education, access, distance and isolation are the major barriers to 

participation. Distance or multi-media education courses have been developed to ameiiorate 

these barriers, to provide equal opportunity to education. Essentially, these terms have been used 

to refer to a system of education projects developed to provide an educational course at a 

distance. This includes off-campus, print materid, computer-assisted instruction, and video 

technology . 

In order to maximize the understanding of Kate's 1earning experiences, distance education 

should not be confused with educationfrom a distance. Educotionfrom a distance is a phrase 

which describes the collective learning activities pursued by students who live in rural areas and 

who have limited access to a university campus, as well as its associated fàcilities and services. 

Kate, for exampIe, lives about 100 kilometres fkom the nearest university campus. She is pursuing 

a university education from a distance. She is doing this by taking distance education courses 



fiom Athabasca University, off-campus courses presented through the University of 

Saskatchewan and on-campus courses at the University of Regina. 

OveMew of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the learning experiences of Kate, a rural adult 

learner, using an interpretive case study design and descriptive narrative. In presenting the case at 

hand, 1 made a number of assumptions about the research design, universities as public education 

institutions, rural adult learners and my own personal experiences. 

My assumptions underlying the research design are that an interpretive study of a single- 

case provides the opportunity to probe and discover, in depth, the experiences of an individual - 

the end-user of any form of education. Another assumption with this choice of design is that 1 

needed to accept and tolerate ambiguity. 1 also needed to be sensitive to the individual. Stated 

another way, 1 needed to pay attention to the individual human dimension which is the essence of 

an interpretive case study such as this. 

1 held a number of assumptions about universities. Firm among these is that, as pubiic 

institutions, universities are accountable to the public and should provide a service to their cIients, 

in this case, the student. This service to clients needs to be considered and modified as the 

student population and external environment shift. Insofar as public policy and universities are 

concerned, universities, not govement, are the best institutions to meet the needs of students. 

Governrnent policies guide the public role of universities. However, the practice and delivery of 

these policies manifest thernselves in the seMces provided by universities. Ultimately, it is within 

the power of the universities to change or arneliorate these services. 



Last in my list of assumptions about universities is that the feature that distinguishes 

universities fiom other educationai institutions is the interaction of three hctions: research, 

education, and service to the community which is in fàct the larger society. Political, hancial and 

social forces wiU continue to demand changes in the attitude and the operation of universities to 

m o d 9  and adjust these functions. 

There are two overarching assumptions about rural ad& learners in this study. The first 

assumption is that adult learners are a distinctive student population. Along with this asswnption 

is the notion of the centrality of the individual, The second assumption is that there are 

distinctive characteristics of rurd adult learners that set them apart fiom urban adult learners. 

These characteristics are the result of cultural, familial, geographic and econornic idluences that 

are not experienced in the same way by urban adult learners. Rural adult leamers also &ce 

barriers to their education that are not fêced by urban adult learners of which distance is the most 

persistent. Another barrier for rural adult learners is the lack of access to appropriate university 

program andlor the sequential courses needed to meet program requirements. 

The rematimg group of underlying assumptions are those asçociated with my own 

personal experiences. In general, my assumptions were that my own experiences as a mai adult 

leamer were atypical. These experiences included a sense of isolation nom the community and a 

general lack of support for pursuing an education. 

Rationale and Simiificancc 

The rationale for conducting this study is that understanding the experiences of a rural 

adult learner pursuing a university education nom a distance is an important perspective in aduh 



education. The importance of this perspective is supponed by the following statement fiom 

Memarn and Caffarelia (1 991) as they described how we might develop a better understanding of 

adult learning. 

Learners thernselves will be a major source of our understanding of learning in adulthood. 

We would in fàct suggest that future research in adult learning be collaboratively designed 

with adults who are learning on their own or in infornial ways, as weli as with participants 

in formal leaming activities. We also suggest that research which takes into account the 

sociocultural and political context of adult leaming might weli advance our understanding 

of the problems of access and opportunity that continue to trouble the field. Finally, much 

of what we know about learning is derived fiom nonadults or select adult populations such 

as college students and the elderly. We suggest that there is still much to be learned about 

l e d g  that takes place in adulthood (p.3 1 6). 

This study will focus on developing an understanding of the perspective of an individual 

student. It is my belief that the experiences of individual students offer the greatest promise to 

making significant contributions to the knowledge base and practice of adult education in niral 

Saskatchewan. 

This study is sigdicant for a number of other reasons. Technological developrnents have 

created unlimited potential for leamhg opportunities and options; however, this potential must 

consider the distinctive needs of individual students, including their socio-econornic 

circumstances. 

Both federai and provincial governments have drastically reduced fùnding to universities. 

Many universities are in serious financial situations. Decreased fllnding has forced universities to 



become more cornpetitive and creative in theû revenue generating abilities as well as to cut 

operating expenditures. Improving leaming opportunities for adult leamers has the potential to 

generate much needed revenue for universities. As demographics change, universities wîU need to 

look at this student group as weli as a variety of other potential clients apart fiom the traditional 

1 8- to 24-year age cohort. 

Increased accessibiity to a university education is an issue for many people Living in rural 

areas as welJ as politicians, government policy makers and aboriginal groups. The need for 

fostering a 'critical mass' of rurai adult learners as an important component of rurai economic 

development and growth will likely continue. Public and political opinion wiü question a d o r  

pressure universities to meet society's needs and work toward this goal. 

Limitations 

1 have attempted to develop meaning and understanding about this case rather than draw 

conclusions or generate theory. Accord'mgly, the writing is intended to be such that the reader 

cm naturally draw his or her own cornparison to other cases. 

Using a case study design to purposively understand the singular case is a limitation of this 

study. However, as Stake (1994) suggested, case studies can be usefùl in leading us toward 

generalization as long as we remain diligent in seeking to understand the case rather than seeking 

either to generalize or create theory. With this rnind, case studies can enhance our knowledge by 

contributhg to pior and subsequent research. 



What we see and rhink and know depends on when and where we are born. on where we happen 
to be in tirne and space: hence the responsiblity to understand the contemporav scene and ifs 
motivating values and ideas to the best of our abilities so as to participate in the flow of cultural 
existence. 

Stan Rowe, (1 990). Home place: Essavs on ecoIogy p. 1 36 

Chapter II. Literature Review 

Universities, Adult Learners and Rural Saskatchewan 

This study examined the leamhg experiences of a mal adult learner in pursuit of a 

university education. In the introductory chapter, 1 remarked that the nature of this research 

emerged fiom my three areas of interest: policies and procedures of universities and university 

education; rural Saskatchewan and rural adult education. Each of these areas is immense and 

diverse. That being the case, I needed to focus the discussion of the fiterature review to those 

concepts which are the most closely related to this particular case study. 

Universities and the fiinction of community service 

Universities are among the oldest public institutions in the world, dating back to before the 

Middle Ages. OrigUiaIiy established as religious and contemplative centres of learning, modem 

universities are now considered the apex of educational institutions, the intellectuai birthplaces of 

world leaders and the guardians of acadernic fieedom. To me, they are also among the world's 

most hcinating organizations. 



Canadian universities are public institutions in that they are supported largely by public 

fwids. Changes to university policies, diminishing financial support and fierce cornpetition for 

research h d s  have in rnany ways forced universities to evolve into complex business 

organizations. A large part of this evolution has been driven by the generally-accepted public 

mandate of universities. That mandate is a composite of three functions: research, education and 

community or public service (Cameron, 199 1). 

Of these three, research, the fiuiction of advancing knowledge, and education, the 

function of teaching and l e h g  are the most entrenched in academe. Cornmunity s e ~ c e ,  a 

more amorphous function, is the notion that universities have a role in meeting societal needs, 

expectations and dernands (Cameron, 1991). The focus of this discussion is Iocated in issues 

around the university's fûnction of cornrnunity service as it pertains to a segment of 

contemporary society, adult learners and rural areas. 

The function of community or public service is described as the ways in which universities 

meet the needs of the society (Lajeunesse & Davidson, 1992). Definhg the parameters for what 

exactly constitutes the needs of society is open for interpretation. As an example, the 

Accessibrlity Task Force (1 989) of the University of Saskatchewan provided this lofty and 

idealistic rationale for its place and role in society. 

Because we live in a world of rapid change, it is imperative that the maximum nurnber of 

quaWied people fiom the widest possible ethnic, socioeconomic, and geographical 

backgrounds pursue personal and intellectual development through higher education. This 

will give them the base of skills and understanding, the resilience, to cope with new 

conditions, to adapt and innovate throughout their Lives, to make responsible judgrnents 



regarding technology and social and environmental change. (p. 1 ) 

As a less discrete fùnction than research and teaching, universities and their fàculty have 

performed the role of public service more or less as a peripheral activity integrated with policy 

direction, research and teaching (Carneron, 1991 ; Lajeunesse & Davidson, 1992). In short, 

meeting the needs of society has k e n  considered an "ancillary h c t i o n  to the mainstream in 

academic Me of universities" (Lajeunesse & Davidson, 1992, p. 76). Lajeunesse and Davidson 

(1 992) described how universities have looked previously upon their community service as a way 

to rneet society's needs. 

Higher education institutions have, until recently, defined their co~nmunity seMce function 

more in social and cultural terms than in economic terms. They have perceived themselves 

as a cornmunity resource, representing educational and scientSc assets as well as cultural 

and recreational centres available to dl. For fàculty, community service has involved 

bringing knowledge and expertise to bear on the debates, issues and problerns fàcing 

society (p.76). 

Universities are subject to a number of different pressures which are prompting them to 

re-think this view of comrnunity service. One of the major pressures was and continues to be 

reduced government fiinding and financial austerity. Another is the assertion fiom various 

constituencies that universities need to play a greater role in assisting and participating in the 

economy (Lajeunesse & Davidson, 1993; West, 1988). As Lajeunesse and Davidson (1 992) 

pointed out: 

the social and economic values of higher education to society are changing to include not 

only advancement and transmission of knowledge, in and of themselves, but also a greater 



participation of institutions in the transfer and application of this knowledge in the 

economy (p.77). 

One more pressure king exerted on universities is the increased enrolment of adult 

leamers most of whom are part-time students (Anisef, 1989). This increased enrolrnent has been 

the leading fàctor for the structural change in university student population (Academic Plamimg 

and Priorities Cornmittee, 1993; Anisef, 1989; Council of Ministers of Education of Canada, 

1995; Fisher, 1995; Foot, 1996; Human Resources Canada, 1994) . Of particular note is that the 

majority of adult leamers are women. ' 
What has been happening in society to prompt this increased adult enrolment? Foot 

(1996) rernarked on some of these changes which encouraged adults to enrol in university 

courses. 

. . . these people were part of the Large fiont end of the baby boom, and their presence in 

the labour force had created a bottleneck. Some of them decided to go back to school 

rather than continue to pursue non-existent job opportunities, while others decided to quit 

dead-end jobs and get trained for more prornising careers. An economic recession and 

technological change further diminished job opportunities and increased the allure of 

postsecondary education (p. 154). 

This increased participation of adult leamers will likely continue to grow well into the next 

century as the buk of the population, the baby-boomers, grow older and pursue lifelong learning, 

The Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (1995) state that women now account 
for 5 3% of full-tirne undergraâuate enrolment and 60% of part-tirne enroiment. Wornen's weaker 
socio-econornic position relative to men's is cited by Guppy and Pendakur (1 989) and Coulter 
( 1 989), as a prirnary rnitigating fàctor to more part-the enrolrnent by women. 



training and re-training programs or use education as a leisure activity (Anisef, 1989; Foot, 

1996). 

The extent to which universities are thought to have responded to the contemporary needs 

of adult leamers and the larger society is largely based on one's perspective. From an institutional 

perspective, advocates of universities point to a number of achievements, such as corporate 

partnerships in research and prograrnming including MBA programs. Many courses and degrees 

now include components of workplace iiteracy, employabiity skills and critical thinking as part of 

their course content. Entrance programs, open university requirements, certificate and programs 

for senior students have also been developed. Distance education courses have increased in 

number and irnproved in delivery mechanism. Faculty and program content are focusing more 

attention on the skills that individuals need to have in a rapidly changing and highly technological 

society (Lajeunesse & Davidson, 1993; Sweet, 1989; Verduin & Clark, 1 991). 

Other observers provided a different perspective, stating that universities have ken  slow 

in responding to the contemporary needs of society. For example, some remarked that there is a 

continuing lac k of appropriat e and accessible opportunities for sequential and systernatic part-time 

audy (Skolnik, 1992;Thompson&Devlin, 1992). Anisef(1989) claimed that eventhose 

sequential program that have been developed for part-tirne students are less prestigious and lead, 

not to degrees, but to certificates. Poor coordination of credit transfer between universities drew 

the attention of the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (1995, February). Institutional 

services such as counselling, access to faciiities and administrative procedures are organized for 

day-tirne, traditional students not adult learners the rnajority of whom attend part-time 

(Campbell, 1 993; Codederation Coliege, 1988; Cross, 198 1 ; Fisher, 1 995; Thompson and Devlin, 



Taking a more business-like Mew of the cost-effectiveness of universities, West (1 988) 

commented on the return-on-invernent of public dollars and the cost of a university education to 

students. In a paper prepared for the Fraser Institute, West concluded that "productivity in the 

inmuctional activity of universities has M e d  to grow significantly over the last ten years" and "if 

there are any future improvements in productivity in universities, they mua be in the form of 

econornies in the most costly input, student tirne" @.xi.i). 

In swnmary, the extent to which universities are meeting the needs of adult leamers and 

the larger society fhlls short of the mark (e.g. Anisef, 1 989; Campbell, 1 993; Codederation 

College, 1988; Coulter, 1989; Cross, 198 1 ; Foot, 1 996; Merriam & CafEuella, 199 1 ; Skolnik, 

1992 Thompson & Devlin, 1992; West, 1988). 

While these comments and observations reflect an overall Canadian perspective, I would 

readily apply these remarks to both a Saskatchewan and a rural perspective. As the literature 

revealed, rural adult learners participate in education for the same reasons that urban adults do. 

However, the context of rural Saskatchewan does create its own particular societal needs for 

increased emgloyment, community and economic development in addition to adult learning needs 

for training and re-training . 

In this section 1 hoped to draw attention to one of the primary roles embedded in the 

mandate of Canadian universities: meeting the needs of  society. Adult leamers, including those 

eom rural Saskatchewan, have enrolied in ever increasing numbers in universities. However, the 

extent to which universities have understood as well as met the needs of this particular group in 

society is questionable and would benefit fiom further reseiitch beyond this study. 



Adult Learnine: Theo-. Practice and the Ubiauitous "1" 

After a considerable struggle with nurnerous sources 1 came to a satisfactory and 

surprisingly simple base line of understanding of adult leaming. Adult leaming is grounded - 

hook, line, sinker, theory and practice - in the interaction of the situational and psychologicd 

context of the individual; the adult learning process as it is experienced by the individual; and, the 

accumulation of Hie experiences, particular motivational factors and human development of the 

individual learner (Boud & Grifan, 1 987; Candy, 1 99 1 ; Cross, 1 98 1 ; Knowles, 1 978; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991 ; Merriam & C e e l l a ;  1991 ; Mezirow & Associates, 1990; Schlossberg, Lynch & 

Chickering, 1989). 

Coming to an overail understanding of adult learning theory was a formidable task. My 

salvation lay in the iàct that 1 was not alone. Twenty-five years ago, Knowles ( 1 978), one of the 

key figures in developing the adult learning theory of androgogy, referred to the field of adult 

learning theory as a "jungle" (p. 99). A more curent source cornrnented that the variety of 

theories in adult learning have become confllsing and contradictory rather than helpfid for 

someone trying to understand the rneaning of adult leaniing (Cranton, 1994). 

Much of the reason for the variety of adult learning theories and subsequent confiision 

cornes fiom the complexity and diversity of adult leaming which 'Cprobably c m  never be 

adequately explained by a single theory" ( Medam & Cafkella, 1991, p. 265). Adding fuel to 

the fie, Cross (1 98 1 ) complained that there was a lack of attention to theory in adult education. 

Cross (1 981) claimed that the variety of theories as weil as the continued lack o f  attention to 

theory arises fiom "the enormous diversity of adult leaming situations, the practitioner 

domination of the field, the market orientation of nonsubsidized education, and fiankly, the desire 



or perceived need for theory" (p. 221). 

Merriam and Caffarella (1 99 1) presented a meaningful fiarnework of organizing adult 

l e d g  theories that 1 have chosen as a vehicle for discussion of the literature. Their fiarnework 

organizes the nature of adult leaming into theories based on the characteristics of adult leamers; 

the He situation of aduh learners; and, the changes in perspective of adults through the leaming 

process. 

Prior to this discussion 1 would like to reiterate a point that Boud (1987) made in his 

discussion of ad& learning theory. Boud's declaration was that the diverse nature of learning for 

individual adult learners is explicit in the variety of theoretical perspectives and experiences which 

pertain to each and every adult learner. Thus, on an individual basis discrete theories blur or may 

even be re-configured (Boud, 1987). Furthemore, as Merriam and Cafhella (1991) remarked, 

"a phenornenon as complex as adult learning will probably never be adequately explained by a 

single theory" (p. 264). 

Theories gounded in the characteristics of adult levers ,  

This group of theories is based on the distinctive characteristics of adult learners. The 

most widely recognized theory of this grouping is the theory of androgogy developed by Malcolm 

Knowles. Iduenced by the work of Eduard C. Lindeman and John Dewey, KnowIes (1 978) 

developed this theory of androgogy (the art and science of helping adults l e m )  based on the 

notion that adult leamers possess unique learning characteristics which are different fiom the 

characteristic of chiid learners. In surnrnary, androgogy is: 

premised on four crucial assumptions about the characteristics of adult learners that are 



different fiom the assumptions about child learners, on which traditional pedagogy is 

premised. These assumptions are that, as a person matures, (1) his self-concept moves 

fiom king a dependent personality toward one of king a self-directing human king, (2) 

he accumulates a growing reservoir of experience that becomes an increasing resource for 

leaming, (3) his readiness to learn becomes oriented increasingly to the developmental 

tasks of his social roles, and (4) his tirne perspective changes fiom one of postponed 

application of knowledge to imrnediacy of application, and accordingly his orientation 

toward learning shifts fiom one of subject centredness to one of problem centeredness 

(Cross, 198 1, p.223). 

Cross (1 98 1) developed another mode1 which she called the Characteristics of Adult 

Learners. Cross as wel as other adult education theorists recognized that an important fàctor in 

adult learning is the circumstantid or situationaI context of the individual. Concemed with the 

absence of situational context in Knowles' theory of androgogy, she added the dimension of 

situational characteristics such as part-the, fU-time learning, voluntary or compulsory learning 

(Cross, 1 98 1). 

The outstanding feature of this tradition of theories is the belief that adult leamers are a 

distinctive group of leamers (Cross, 1 98 1 ; Kno wles, 1 978; Merriam & Caffarella, 1 99 1 ). This 

distinctiveness cornes fiom the ways in which adults leam, how they receive and accept 

knowledge, and what they want to l em.  Leaming for adults is greatly aBected by individual 

selfkoncept and is a reflective action. The nature of adult learning is often practical, self-directed 

and includes action as a component of learning. Learning for adults cm be participatory or 

collaborative. It can be a f o n d  or infornial voluntary act and is mitgated by individual 



psychological fàctors. Using life experiences as a resource is a notable characteristic in adult 

learning. However, these life experiences can make learning an anxious and provocative 

experience for adults particularly if prior learning experiences were negative. 

The recognition that adult learners are a distinctive group is embedded in other adult 

learning theories. The extent of this recognition is such that many adult educators consider 

androgogy as an overd view rather than a theoretical perspective (Cross, 198 1). 

Theones based on an adult's life situation, 

Aduh's We situation theories have roots in androgogy. These roots appear in the 

assumption that adult leamhg is unique, distinctive and grounded in the individual adult's Me 

situation, Leamhg occurs in everyday events and settings. Culture as a set of everyday fàctors 

and contexts infiuences how and what the adult learner learns. For these reasons, proponents 

such as Lave and Wenger (1991) claimed that adult leaming is a situated social practice rather 

than a developrnentai or behavioural response. 

The constituent actions for this view of adult learning are the reflection which hciiitates 

meaning-rnaking of Life's experiences and the integration of the knowledge into daily life 

(Loughlin, 1993). These actions - reflection of We's experiences and integration of knowledge - 

result in the learning that occurs in everyday We. 

The primary characteristic of  teaching and leamhg in adult's life situation theories is that 

teaching and leamhg is best situated in authentic practice or application (Lave & Wenger, 1 99 1). 

In other words, teaching and learning should be as close as possible to the social situation of the 

leamer. In this way, knowledge has a better chance of king used when the learner needs it. 



The practical application of the adult's life situation theory is accormodated by the adult 

student's involvement in decisions about where, what and how teaching and learning should 

occur. Teaching and leaniing are not bounded by an educational program (Candy, 1991 ; Lave & 

Wenger, 199 1 ; Merriam & Caffàreila, 1 99 1 ). One mode1 for educational practice is self-directed 

learning. Self-direction Ieaniirig places the unique characteristics, goals and situationai context of 

the individual at the centre of the learning (Boud, 1 987; Candy, 1 99 1 ; Cranton, 1 994 ). 

A criticism of adult's life situation theories is their tendency to reveal information about 

the motivation behind learning gleaned through the insight of  the learner's characteristics, We 

situation and learning expectations, rather than the nature of  the learning process (Merriam & 

Cafkella, 1991). Another short-cornhg of the practical application of the theory is that rnany 

adult learners do not have the t h e  or desire to take on the responsibiity of designhg his or her 

own learning. 

Theories in relation to the transformation of perspective. 

Adult learning theories based on adult characteristics were developed from notions of 

distinctive characteristics of adults. Theories based on adult We situations use the c haract erist ics 

of adults in the context of the individual's life and social situations. According to Meniam and 

C e e l l a  (1 99 1) only Mezirow's perspective transformation theory claims to explain the nature 

of Iearning that is unique to adults. 

The rationale for this claim originates fiom the description of the cognitive forces that 

operate in such a way that learning occurs. These cognitive forces are the mental construction of 

our thoughts, assumptions and perspectives based on Me's experiences into our personal meaning. 



As adult leamers we then use the particularly adult skil of king able to reflect critically upon 

these thoughts and assumptions. This critical reflection is grounded in our sociocultural situation 

and involves the process of reflective assessrnent of prernises and assumptions. From this critical 

reflection we then facilirate our leaming and proceed with an action that is based on that leaming. 

This in t m  resuhs in a new perspective and reflection (Loughlin, 1993; Mezirow & Associates, 

1 990; Mezirow, 1 99 1 ). Thus transformation of perspective is the primary characteristic behind 

this group of theories. (Mezkow, 1 990; Mezirow & Associates, 199 1 ). 

Bea known, or perhaps the best developed, is Mezirow's (1991) theory of perspective 

transformation, which he equated with emancipatory learning. Mezirow described the knowledge 

gained fiom emancipatory leamhg "as that gained through criticd self-reflection, as distinct fkom 

the knowledge gained fiom our 'technical' interest in the objective world or our 'practical' 

interest in social relationships" (p. 87). 

As individuals, our understanding of the world is derived ftom cultural experiences in 

childhood . Usually this understanding remains subcomcious in adulthood. Even though this 

understanding is subconscious, it becornes a important determinant for the way in which we 

interpret or d e  meaning of our experiences. Interpretation of experiences involves the actions 

of confïrrnation, rejection, extension and developing beliefk. Through this interpretation we 

develop meaning schemes - our own personal beliefs, attitudes and emotional reactions. Adult 

learners engaged in reflective learning either confirrn these beliefk, attitudes and reactions or 

transfonn them to new and daerent understanding. In other words, Iearning is the process of 

either confinning existing meaning or developing a new or revised interpretation of meaning and 

experiences. Mezirow (1991) said we learn "in order to add to, extend, or change the structure 
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of our expectations, that is our meaning perspectives and schemes; learning to change these 

structures of meanhg is hdamentally transformative" (p. 62). 

For convenience 1 have included Mezirow's transforrnative learning theory in this group of 

adult learning theories. Linked by the concept of perspective transformation, Mezirow's 

transformative learning theory described the emancipatory social action of perspective 

transformation as a collective action of individuals. Facilitating the collective critical reflection 

and subsequent social action is the role of education. The result of this collective action is social 

change. Thus, transformative learning theory is meant to describe a theory of aduIt education 

rather than a theory of adult learning (Boud, 1987; Merriam & Cafkella, 1991; MeWrow & 

Associates, 199 1). 

At the onset of this discussion 1 referred to the ubiquitous "1" as a means to draw attention 

to the underlying centrality of the individual in adult learning theories. Ad& learning is 

conditional on the psychological and sociocultural setting of each individual aduIt. For 

individual adult learners, learning is an activity that is added to the activities of the many other 

roles that they play such as worker, parent and care-giver. These roles arise fiom the context of 

their lives, which is in turn intimately tied to the sociocultural setting in which they iive ( M e h  

& Cafkrella, 1991). 

The subject of this study lives in rural Saskatchewan. There is a distinctiveness of k ing a 

mernber of a subculture unique to rural communities; that is, a group of people who share unique 

life experience or unique qualities within the larger society (Tilburg & Moore, 1985). 

This next section provides a description of the rural subcuiture, the circumstances of rural 

Saskatchewan during the t h e  of this study and an o v e ~ e w  of rural adult education. By 



providing fïrst the theory and then contextuai information, 1 hope to develop an understanding of 

the integration of theory and practice that may be rnanifested in the learning experiences of the 

individual adult lemer who is the subject of this case study. 

Toward An Understandina of the Rural Subculture 

Frorn an overall perspective, rural areas can have much the same diversity of economic, 

ethnicity and culture as do many urban centres. However, there are dominant demographic, 

econornic and social conditions that mark king m a l  in contrast to king urban (Barker, 1985). 

Observers of rural adult education described a number of urban/rural distinctions as a 

background for their discussions (Barker, 1 985; Nachtigal, 1 982; Tilburg & Moore, 1985). 

Rural areas are characterized by an agricultural or similar natural resource-based tradition, sparse 

population, isolation and loosely knit communities. Urban areas tend to have more service 

occupations and serve as education and govemment centres. Unemployment and poverty are 

higher in nual areas and housing standards are lower. There are fewer culturai attractions and 

public services are minimal (Barker, 1 985; Nachtigal, 1982; Stabler & OIfert, 1992). Conversely, 

many rural residents consider that agrarian values, beliefs, and traditions as weli as a slower pace 

and lower crime rates counterbalance many of the short-comings (Tilburg & Moore, 1985). 

Obviously, rural areas have a lower population density in cornparison to urban areas. The 

composition of the population in a given rural area is also distinctive, tending to be more 

homogeneous in ethnic background, wealth and traditions. This means that there is Iess 

dmerentiation and demographic stratification within the total population than in urban areas. 

Rural areas are identified by a predominance of personal, face-to-face social rehtionships 



among similar people and a comparative slowness in altering the traditional cultural heritage. 

Rurai residents have a closer association with nature and are more influenced by the naturd 

environment than urban residents. In rural areas, there is a particular way of social fûnctioning 

that has evolved fiom the overarching interaction of fàmily, comrnunity, and career (Nachtigal, 

1 983; Tiiburg & Moore, 1 98 5). As Nachtigal described in this commentary: 

In general, the layers of bureaucracy found in Iarge urban/suburban comunities are 

lacking in small cornrnunities. Communication can, therefore, be more direct, and verbal 

transactions can be substituted for written communiques. The validity of information is 

likely to be based as rnuch on who said it as on what was said. Social relationships are 

more personal and tightly lait; people are known as individuals, not just statistics. Srnall- 

town rural society is generally more integrated, with individuals performing multiple roles. 

Running the town's business is a part-the job; construction workers stili have multiple 

skilis; doctors, when available, are general practitioners, not specialists; businesspeople 

tend to be entrepreneurs, not employees of large retail chains. Values tend to be more 

traditional, with more fanny structure intact, although this is changing in communities 

where in-migration is taking place. Traditionally, rural comunities are more 

homogeneous in ternis of race and socioeconornic status. T h e  is sti. measured by the 

seasons of the year rather than the ticking of a tirne clock. In rural areas, a man's word is 

still likely to be a biiding agreement; trust is not yet a thing of the past (pp.7,8). 

Tilburg and Moore (1 985) went so far as to suggest that people living in mal areas 

should be considered as a subculture sharing common characteristics, attitudes, values, and 

motivations that ditferentiate m a l  residents fiom those living in urban areas. Furthemore, these 



attributes are comrnon in rural areas around the world modified by local dimensions and 

circurnstances suc h as economic and environmental condit ions (Nachtigal, 1 982). 

Rural Saskatchewan - 1 980's and beyond 

About one-halfof Saskatchewan's population was considered rural at the tirne of this 

audy (Stabler, OIfert, & Fulton, 1992). Agriculture and agriculturally related activities are the 

prirnary econornic activities. From the depression in the 30's until the nid-1 980ts, changes in 

rural areas were cyclical with poor crop years and depressed economic circumstances followed by 

periods of recovery. In total however, the balance over this t h e  was positive. Transportation 

systems improved, nual telephone and electricai s e ~ c e  became wide spread in rural areas and 

consumer conveniences long taken for granted in urban places nual areas became commonplace 

(Stabler & Olfert, 1992). 

Since the mid- 1 980's unprecedented and sipifkant economic and social changes have 

occurred in rural Saskatchewan (Stabler & Olfert, 1992). World overproduction of grains, the 

fidure of the General Agreement on Trades and Tarif& (GATT) , drought and high interest rates 

brought about changes in agriculture and w a l  communities that had never been experienced 

before (Stabler, OKert & Fulton, 1992). Rural unemployment rates were above those in urban 

areas, poverty rates were higher as weU. Acting as a multiplier effect, the hardships fkcing 

famiers exacerbated the econornic problems of rural areas and depopulation continued. 

Ultimately the entire province was affecteci. 

These econornic changes forced change on communities and individuals in ways that could 

not have been predicted. F m  size increased, substituthg capital for labour and increasing the 



out migration of fann famiiies. Population shifts caused the consolidation of public sector 

facilities such as hospitals, schools, and administrative offices. This consolidation expanded and 

upgraded the inhstructure in growing towns and cities while depleting the infiastructure in 

srnaller communities and niral areas. Technological infktructure, such as satellite locations and 

fibre optics were also consolidated (Stabler & Olfert, 1992). 

Improved transportation systerns had their own impact, which was sometimes detrimental 

to niral areas (Stabler, OIfert & Fulton, 1992). There were shifls in shopping patterns and the 

urbanization of rural tastes so that rural businesses already bampered by a poor fànn economy 

suffered at the hands of more urban centres. Rd line abandonment became a death knelI for 

many srnall towns. In cornparison to larger t o m s  and urban centres, smaller rural communities 

became increasingly inferior in their provision of services, unable to provide the libraries, schools 

and hospitals in the same way that larger, urban centres could. Over t h e ,  residents used the 

medical, commercial and recreationd fhcilities at a distance and underutiiised the ones at home. 

Kate, whose experiences are the subject of this case study lives near a town that Stabler 

and OIfert (1 992) categorized as a minimum convenience centre. n i e  mom distinguishmg feature 

of this type of rurai centre is that there is no single presence such as a hospital, school, library, or 

business that can be counted on to be permanent or present (Stabler & OKert, 1992). In other 

words, there is no core of permanent businesses and no guarantee of medical, education or public 

services and buildings. Furthemore, they predicted that these areas wili continue to decline 

which WU M e r  worsen unemployment rates and rural depopulation. 

Certainly, the decade of the 80's was difiïcult for the fàrm economy and rural centres but 

the decline of the rural economy during these times also produced social and M y  problems. As 
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ButaIa (1 994) commented: 

The circumstances of our neighbors and acquaintances grew more and more critical and 

the talk everywhere - on the streets, on coffee row, at dances and M y  gatherings - grew 

more and more despairing. Loss was everywhere around me, fear, anger and an 

omnipresent, inexorable sadness at the destruction of a way of lXe several generations old 

and of the dream of the fiiture that had proven to be mattainable (p. 177). 

Rural Education and Rural Adult Learners 

In the preceding section 1 commented on the nature of the Saskatchewan's rural 

subculture and rural communities, using the particular economic and social circumstances that 

afFected them during the last decade. To complete an understanding of the leamhg experiences 

of the subject of this study, 1 investigated literature on rural adult education. Miile significant 

attention has been given to adiilt learners as a group, there has been a strong urban bias to 

educational research and only limited attention to rural adult education (Tilburg & Moore, 1985). 

A review of the literature revealed very Little about the needs and experiences of mal 

adult learners, particularly in the Canadian context or in pursuit of a post-secondary education. 1 

found none which focused on a rural woman's perspective. Most of the iiterature tended to view 

rural education fiom a different focus, such as the delivery and technology of distance education 

or in the context of isolated areas or special populations. As Tilburg and Moore (1985) stated, 

'huch of the rural education literature has not addressed the rural subculture as a unified group 

sharing common characteristics, attitudes, values and motivations" ( p. 538). In spite of the 



paucity of information, there are important concepts about rural adult education that 1 found 

valuable for the purposes of this study. Most notable of these concepts is that while there are 

many shared cornrnonalities among urban and rural adult learners, m a l  adult learners are subject 

to distinctive circumstances and dispositional characteristics that set thern apart fiom their urban 

counterparts. 

Urban and rural aduIt Iearners are thought to be alike in how and why they leam (Barker, 

1985; McDaniel, 1986). For example, rural and urban adult learners are thought to leam alike 

and have the same educational needs and expectations. Both groups of learners are motivated by 

the same reasons to participate in education including occupational advancement, personal 

development, social relationships or changes in personal circumstances (Dunleavy, 1988). 

Admission and academic requirements are the sarne for both groups. Finally, just as with the 

population of urban adult learners, women tend to participate in rural education more t h  men 

(Dunleavy, 1 988). 

Rural and urban adult learners also experience many of the same problems of retuming to 

and participating in university education (Campbell, 1993; Cross, 1981 ; Darkenwald & Merriam, 

1982; Fisher, 1995; McDaniel, 1986; Thompson & Devlin; 1992). For example, the naturd 

circumstances of adult Me almost guarantee that adult learners wiii be involved in a number of 

activities in addition to studying. These circumstances as weii as institutional organization and 

administration, adult responsibilities, personal attitude and past learnjng experiences have corne to 

be known as barriers to education for both rural and urban adult learners (Cross, 198 1 ; 

Darkenwald & Merriam, 1982). 

The lirerature identified Cross (1 981) as the progenitor of the term barriers to adult 



education (Darkenwald & Merriam, 1983). Over tirne, modifications have been made to her 

ideas but in generai these barriers are referred to as: 

situationd barriers which relate to a person's situation at the tirne; 

dispositional barriers which refer to a person's attitude towards herser and her learning; 

informational baniers which indicate that there is a lack of awareness of educational 

opportunities; 

and, institutional barriers, which are the result of the management and organization of the 

educational institution (Cross, 198 1 ; Darkenwaid & Merriam, 1982). 

In spite of sharing rnany characteristics, ckcurnstances and barriers, there are differences 

between urban and rural adult learners. The most notable of these is the additionai barriers fàced 

by rival adults. 

McDaniel(1986), through a research study of adult leaxners in seven north-west states 

identified Mme of these additional barriers. For example, the findings of the mudy showed that, in 

addition to distance, lack of timely access to instnictors, counseilors, administrative offices and 

libraries was an additional barrier to w a l  leamers. Another major b d r  was the iimited variety 

and availability of classes. (Barker, 1985; Cross, 198 1 ; McDaniel, 1986; Thompson & Deviin, 

1992; Tilburg & Moore, 1985). 

The literature also revealed that rural adults had dflerent dispositional, personal and 

situational barriers (Barker, 1985; Dunleavy, 1988; McDaniel, 1986; Tilburg & Moore, 1985). In 

comparison to urban adult learners, rural adults tended to have completed fewer years of formai 

education. They were more likely to feel uncodortable in their academic abilities and ofien feel 

that they are too old to leam. Rural adult learners were also concemed with how M y  



mernbers or individuals in the community might react to their interest in education - a barrier that 

is unlikely in urban areas (Tilburg & Moore, 1985). 

Many mal  adult leamers felt that they were at a "cultural disadvantage" because of their 

lack of access to plays, concerts, lectures and social events. Rural adult learners appeared to have 

more problerns with finding suitable child care. As well, additional travel costs and associated 

expenses for rural residents can become particularly burdensome during t h e s  of a depressed farm 

economy. Dunleavy (1 988) added that "limited employment opportunities for rural adults also 

diminish the desire for formal education and training" (p. 1 O). 

Data fiom another study on mal  barriers reviewed by Tilbury and Moore (1 985) 

suggested that rural adults appear to have M y ,  career and comunity more intenseiy integrated 

into their personal lives in cornparison to their wban counterparts. The result of this integration is 

that fiee time to pursue an education was limited and dficult to juggle around the activities of 

M y  and community. In addition, in most cases, only the individual adult learner considered 

educational pursuits of prllnary importance. 

Finaily, an interesthg investigation by Tilburg and Moore (1 985) is worthy of mention at 

this point in the discussion. Tilburg and Moore examined the research on the fàctors that acted as 

barriers or motivators to participation in rural adult education. The data suggested that primary 

motivators for participation were the personal attributes of traditional moral values and attitudes 

of independence and self-reliance which appear to prevail in rural populations. One of the major 

factors that participants indicated as a barrier was the inherent personal interaction with other 

students such as sharing information and personal intereas with class mernbers. In short, Tilburg 

and Moore suggested that isolation may be self-irnposed and even desirable by some mal adult 



learners. 

Summarv 

1 reviewed the literature reviewed in these areas: universities, adult leanring, rural 

Saskatchewan and rural aduit education. The discussion on universities concentrated on their role 

in meeting Society's needs particularly adult learners. 1 followed this section by describing a 

theoretical background for understanding of adult learners. Underlying these theories is the 

notion that the individual, his or her unique situational context, and his or her own personal 

leaming needs are germane concepts in any theory of adult leaming. 

Using this understanding of the centrality of the individual in adult education 1 examined 

the particular sociocultural aspects of this case study - the context of  rural Saskatchewan durhg 

the last decade and the nature of rural adult education. Spurred on by rural depopulation and the 

recent economic recession in rural Saskatchewan, post-secondary education for rurai adults 

received public and govermental interest as a necessary vehicle for meeting the societal needs of 

m a l  areas. This interest was and will likely continue to be linked to  attempts to foster economic 

development and nual rejuvenation. 

1 began this literature review with an investigation of one of the prirnary functions of 

universities - specincally, meeting the needs of society. In Saskatchewan, an hponam 

constituent of our society is the individual rural addt learner. There are dserences between 

urban and rural adult learners mainly in the types of barriers to learning but also in particular 

dispositional characteristics unique to the rural sukulture. 



Maps are a way of organizing wonder. 
Peter Steinhart, 'Wames on a Map" in PrairyErth (a deep map) by 
William Least Heat-Moon (1 99 1). 

Chapter III. Method 

Unfolding the Map 

In the fkst chapter 1 stated that the purpose of this study was to learn fiom the experiences 

of Kate, a rural adult learner. 1 did this as a way to search for a reconciliation of my own 

experiences as a mal adult leamer and the knowledge and expenences that 1 had regardhg 

universities, rural Saskatchewan and rural aduit leamers. 

This study followed a qualitative research methodology, specificaily an interpret ive case 

study design and descriptive narrative. One primary goal of qualitative research is to develop an 

understanding of the reality of the individual. My desire to develop a deeper understanding of the 

reality of Kate's learning experiences as a rural adult learner prompted my choice of a qualitative 

methodology. 1 was also aware that qualitative research is grounded in a naturalistic paradigrn 

which recognizes and advocates that the reaîïty of the individual is best understood fiom the 

setting in which she exists. Two components of Kate's setting are universities and rural 

Saskatchewan. 

As a way to develop an understanding of the reality of the individual, the researcher 

becomes a key research instrument - inquiring, probing, interpreting and describing experiences. 

Narrative writing is used to provide the descriptive nature of the research. In this way, writing 



also becomes a means of inquiry and discovery. 

The focus of qualitative research is on 'iinderstanding and describing process more than 

behavioural outcornes" (Merriam, 1991, p.3 1). In other words, qualitative research focuses on 

developing insight into the experiences of the individual rather than a measurement of the 

outcome. In this case study for example, 1 am moa interested in leaming about Kate's 

experiences, not the outcome of her efforts. Reaching a better understanding of the participant's 

reality is the most important concem of qualitative research. 

Learning fiom the reality of the individual becornes an inductive, rather than deductive, 

process of data analysis. As Loughlin (1 993) stated, "The analysis does not superimpose a 

structure on the data, but rather the meaning is allowed to emerge" (p. 89). Thus there exists a 

tact understandimg: the nature of qualitative research is such that the researcher's d y s i s  of the 

data becomes an intuitive, creative and somewhat ambiguous process. 

The Research Desim 

1 selected a case study research design to hlfill the purpose of this study. This choice 

recognized the unique infiuences and situational contexts that prevailed upon the learning 

experiences of this addt learner who was the subject of the study. There are, for exarnple, 

unique social and cultural iduences in rural Saskatchewan that act upon Kate's learning. Kate 

lives at a distance fiom a university campus. There are virtually no other adults taking university 

courses living nearby. She is not bound with any other students in a single university, fhculty or 

program. These social and cultural iduences cannot be separated fkom her leaming experiences. 

This choice of a case study design is supported by the following observation fiom Yin (1 984): 
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"Case study is a design particularly suited to situations where it is impossible to separate the 

phenornenon's variables fiom their context" (Merriam, 1 99 1 , p.33). 

Selection of the case 

Kate, a pseudonym, is a married wornan in her early 40's living on a fàrm about 120 

kilometres fiom Regina. She has lived in the same general area al1 her Me. As the daughter of a 

grain elevator agent she moved fiom town to town, al1 within about 100 kilometres of where she 

now lives. Directly out of high school, she spent one year in Fine Arts at the University of 

Regina, durhg which time she continued to date a boy she had met in high school. She quit the 

University and moved with her boyfiend to Kelowna - to work and see something of the world. 

They returned home after less than a year, got rnarried and went fàrming on his parents' tàrm. 

For about two years, Kate worked as a secretary, then as a care-giver to disabled people. Then 

she began her M y  and dropped out of the workforcc completely. 

Today, she is the mother of four active children, ranging in age fiom 1 2 to 1 8 at the time 

of this research. Kate's husband works long hours in the busy fmnhg season, fewer hours in the 

winter months. She works on a seasonal basis in the service industry. 

Kate has taken university courses, delivered in a variety of ways, fiom three universities 

for more than a decade. In itself, 1 believe that this is unique; however, it is even more remarkable 

when this is considered with the fàct that she has accomplished al1 this wMe living at a distance 

fiom any university campus. She has actively pursued an education fiom a distance. 

The unique circumstamces and learning experiences of Kate provided the basis for the case 

study. As Robert Stake (1994) rernarked, case study is deked by interest and what can be 



leamed specifically by an individual case rather than the generalization beyond. He also said that, 

" we take the case fiom which we feel we c m  l e m  the rnost" (p.243). 

The understanding gained &om the individual case rnight weIl provide insight into larger 

issues or refïnement of theories such as those about rural adult leamers or the policies and 

practices of universities. Stake (1 994) cautioned, however, that damage to the study can occur 

when 'the commitment to generalize or create theory runs so strong that the researcher's 

attention is drawn away fiom features important for understanding the case itself " (p.238). He 

also warned that directly comparing one case with other cases can duninish opportunities to leam 

the most that we can fiom the particular case at hand. 

Data Collection and Anal~sis 

In choosing ways to organize their study, researchers oRen accentuate one task or 

another. In this case study the tasks that I have accentuated are the process of interactive 

interviews, writing as a means of inquiry, and descriptive narrative to present the case. In this 

way I tried to maximize my understanding of the case. 

The process of developing understanding began and continued to evolve through the 

interactive interviews between myself and Kate. Ambiguity was inherent in this interaction; 

nevertheless, as the i n t e ~ e w s  continued 1 developed insight into her experiences. During this 

process 1 was also sought regularity in themes, insights and experiences. My use of writing (and 

rewriting) as a means of inquky was a critical element in attempting to reconstmct Kate's learning 

experiences. 

My researcher role, a critical component in data collection and anaiysis, along with the 



narrative writing of the study should be "stated upfiont" (Janesick, 1994, p.2 14). As a 

component of data collection my role as researcher becomes key in and of itself. The idea of 

researcher as method originates fiom the sirnultaneous activities of data collection (through the 

interview process), analysis (to clac meaning) and writing (to explore and reflect on rny 

thoughts). These activities carried on throughout the data collection and analysis. 

Mishler (1 986) cornments that the "effects of the interviewer and the interviewyy are 

seriously underestirnated in their work (p. 82). The way in which the interviewer Mens, attends, 

encourages, interrupts, and digresses is integraï to the respondentys account. He stated that it is 

in this specifïc sense that "a story is a joint production" (p.82). 

Mishler (1986) also noted that considering the role of the interviewer in the research 

process can be a problem; however, "it is not solved by making the interviewer invisible and 

inaudible, by painting her or him out of the picture" (p. 83). Thus, as researcher 1 will describe 

my relationship with the subject, Kate. Specifically, 1 was introduced to Kate through a mutual 

acquaintance but we had very little contact before our involvement in this study. 

The interview proces. 

September 25, 1996 
It was a magical day ut a deserted beach. I arrived shortiy before the time that I had 
arranged tu meet with Kate and sat and Iooked ut the absolutely magnijicent scenery of 
Crooked Lake nestled in the Qu 'Appelle Valley. The leaves were turning and it was 
mis@ There were le@-overs from summer yet it was absolutel'y deserted - a stopped 
motion as ifsomeone hadjust been there and suddenly left. Kate came Zooking for me 
across a grassy area. 

For some reason I got the feeling thut her being there was part of a self-imposed 
isolation and I felt quite privileged to be invited in. She seemed a little more focussed on 
the school, objective side of things. More deliberaie in her statements wanting to make 



them worthwhile, substantial, something there. By the end, she was more relaxed and 
cornfortable - a good day 1 rhink! 

Field notes 

1 have included this description fiom my field notes to give a sense of how the relationship 

between Kate, as participant, and rnyself, as researcher, changed and evolved over the course of 

the interviews. Kate and 1 began our interviews in late sumrner. We met over a two-month 

period in five semi-structured interviews, each about three hours in length. The interviews were 

held in her home and at her lake cottage - surroundings chosen by Kate that seemed to encourage 

cordortable and enlightened discourse. Spacing the interviews about ten days apart aiiowed me 

to reflect, idente  areas where 1 needed to probe deeper and develop questions for further 

understanding. Kate gave me a sense of direction as weU, taking me into experiences that 1 did 

not anticipate at the onset of the case study. 1 taped al1 the interviews with a tape recorder, then 

transcribed d the interviews. Field notes were added foilowing each interview and as 1 

transcribed the audio tapes. 

The fia inteniew began tentatively, generally foilowing the fiamework of issues. Very 

soon the comfort level improved for both Kate and me, and developed into the kind of rapport or 

"linguistic discourse" (Mishler, 1 986) of research interviewhg . 

As I indicated before, an underlying prernise of  qualitative research is that the researcher is 

a key research instrument. 1 began with a fiamework of questions (Appendix A ) to help initiate 

a semi-stnictured, open-ended interview format. At the &st interview, 1 W a r i z e d  Kate with 

the purpose and nature of my research and reviewed the fiamework of questions. The questions 

were not meant to act as a strict protocol but were used to provide a fiamework fiom which to 



structure the interviews; to keep data collection and analysis manageable; and, to help focus the 

research. 

Besides providing these hctions, 1 found that the fiamework encouraged and provided a 

level of cornfort for Kate - alrnost like a concrete object for her to lean back on ifshe needed it. 

In tirne a mutud understanding and naturd social bond developed between us - features which are 

primary and necessary characteristics of qualitative research (Loughh, 1993; Mishler, 1986). 

Within this mutual understanding and social bond, 1 needed to be alert to changes in 

direction, part of the inherent ambiguity of this type of research. Initidy, 1 think that Kate was 

concerned more about what 1 wanted to hear rather than what she wanted to tell me. (1 

conkned this suspicion as I listened to the tapes and reflected on Kate's comrnents d e r  the fïrst 

session.) To counteract this 1 became a diligent listener and leamer about Kate's experiences. 1 

worked consciously to put aside my assumptions about addt leamers, universities and rural areas 

to be taught by Kate and thus leam about her experiences. Letting go of rny asswnptions did 

increase the level of ambiguity but it also encouraged greater rapport and increased the 

understanding between us. More importantly, 1 believe this rapport and understanding showed 

the human dimension, the esprii de corps, of case study research. This human dimension shone 

through as we laughed at ourselves in munial understanding as rural women, adult leamers and 

mothers of teenagers! 

Early in the data collection process 1 became aware that 1 needed to be involved in the 

simultaneous activities of data collection and analysis. M e r  each i n t e ~ e w  1 made field notes 

and reflected on the day's interviews as a way to prepare for the next interview session. This 

helped to maintain the purpose of  the audy while uncovering themes that needed further 



c l ~ c a t i o n  or fûller explanation. Throughout the data coliection process 1 searched for rec-g 

themes, reviewing the results and reflecting on fiirther questions that 1 needed to ask Kate to 

understand her learning experiences more fùlly. These questions would initiate the focus of the 

next interview and 1 would becorne a learner again. 

The i n t e ~ e w s  becarne more open-ended which enabled the linguistic discourse described 

by Mishler (1 986). For exarnple, as researcher, J would retrace my steps, probe deeper into 

some of Kate's experiences and encourage her to elaborate and criticaily reflect on her 

experiences. Thus the interviews became an evolutionary process king derived fiom the 

interaction between Kate and myself. Themes were ofien reviewed and ver3ed to achieve a 

mutual understanding of Kate's meaning and experiences. 

Three features of the research process helped me develop an understanding of Kate's 

leaming experiences: my attention to the interview process as linguistic discourse, my conscious 

efforts to be a learner, and the development of the natural social bond between Kate and me. As 

a resdt of these features 1 believe that 1 collected valuable research data. 

Data anal~sis, 

The nature of qualitative research is such that data collection, data analysis and writing are 

not discrete activities. The importance of writing for inquiry and analysis is such that it warrants 

special mention. Van Manen (1 990) made this observation: 

Writing as a research activity creates the reflective cognitive stance that generaiiy 

characterizes the theoretic attitude in the social sciences. The object of human science 

research is essentiaiiy a linguistic project: to d e  some aspect of our lived world, of our 



lived experience, reflectively understandable and intelligible ( p. 125). 

As inquiry, 1 repeatedly used writing to cl- rny thoughts to learn through hermeneutic 

discovery or to reflect on my assumptions. The case content as Stake (1 994) pointed out, 

"evolves in the act of writing itseif" (p.240). 

To understand, Iearn and give meaning the act of writing becomes a dialectic process. 

Van Manen (1 990) provides this description of the dialectic process. 

We corne to know what we know in this dialectic process of constructing a text (a body of 

knowledge) and thus learning what we are capable of saying (our knowing body). It is the 

didectic of inside and outside, of embodiment and disembodirnent, of separation and 

reconciliation (p. 137). 

The writing of a qualitative work is not a mechanistic activity. Richardson ( 2  994) 

comrnented that, 'ûnlike quantitative work, which can carry its meaning in its tables and 

surnmaries, qualitative work depends upon people's reading. . . . Qualitative research has to be 

read, not scanned; its meaning is in the reading" (p.5 17). 

During the activity of writing 1 was mindfiil not only of emerging themes, but also of how 

the parts of the discourse and text were internally connected. This awareness of the 'textual' was 

stirnulated by reading Mishler (1 986). He advises that attention needs to be paid to units of 

linguistic expression and how they are connected to each another. The way in which units of 

linguistic expression are connected or how they are tempordy ordered can affect the relation 

between the narrative and the reality. 

1 began the analysis of the data by identif&g r e c d g  themes which emerged fiom the 

interviews. Once the interviews were transcribed and the field notes incorporated, 1 clustered 



these themes and used narrative writing to manage and select the data. During this and 

subsequent writulg phases 1 stayed close to the data (Janesick, 1994) and heeded ~ishler 's  

(1 986) advice to maintain linguistic integrity by seeking narrative units, rernaining mindfi.11 of 

temporal order and meanhgful linguistic connections. 

At one point when 1 felt overwhelmed by the task of data analysis, 1 gratefully 

acknowledged Janesick's caution of the danger "in becoming so taken up with methods that the 

substantive fhdings are obscured" (Janesick, 1994, p. 21 5). By staying close to the data, seekmg 

recurring themes, and iïnding and paying attention to teaual connections, 1 was able to develop 

an initial conceptual fiamework of themes. 

The second part of my analysis of the data becarne "an organized compressed assembly of 

information that perrnits conclusion drawing and/or action taking" (Huberman & Miles, 1994, 

p.429). Using concept webbing and matrices with text while retaining the textual connections 

and integrity of the data, 1 was able to compress the data into a narrative which 1 believe captured 

the essence of Kate's learning experiences. 1 also looked for negative examples to check any 

inferences that 1 made. As the anatlysis continued, 1 identified relationships that connected 

portions of the description with explanations offered in the literature, the interview transcripts and 

my field notes. 

In surnmary, my process of data collection and analysis developed fiom an immersion in 

the setting and the establishment of the natural social bond between Kate and me. As the 

interviews went on, I would often put ideas and notions aside to refiesh themselves order to 

become aware of nuances or intuitive insights. 1 discussed, probed and questioned these insights 

with Kate to expand my awareness and cl* my understanding. 



Ongoing throughout the process was my use of writing and rewriting. As an activity of 

creative synthesis, 1 wrote and rewrote Kate's story in a narrative fonn using a metaphor to 

express her experiences as an adult leamer. 

EthiCs 

Stake (1 994) caiis qualitative researchers "guests in the private spaces of the world" and 

pro posed some guidelines research ethics (p.244). 

1. Issues of observations and reportage should be discussed in advance. 

2. Lirnits of accessibility should be suggested and agreements heeded. 

3. Great care must be taken to reduce the risks and protect the human subject. 

4. Avoid low-priority probing of sensitive issues. 

As a guest, 1 was mindfui of crossing boundaries or entering into conversations that may 

have ken  painfùl for Kate. During my role as Mener and researcher 1 was carefiil not to probe 

deepiy into subjects or areas that 1 felt 1eR Kate uncodortable or where 1 had no business to be. 

My goal was to learn and understand as much as I could about Kate's leaming experiences. To 

do this meant developing intense personai interest in situations and circumstances; however, as a 

researcher 1 decided on one or two occasions not to pursue and probe certain themes that 1 felt 

crossed the h e  of research ethics. 1 believe that the omission of these themes does nothing to 

interfere with the s h e d  meaning of Kate's learning experiences. 

Prîor to the study 1 obtained forma1 ethical approval fiom the Faculty of Graduate Studies 

and Research (Appendix 8). 



And thai was why I so loved the trails and pafhs we made. They were ceremonial, an insistence 
no! on& thaf we had a right tu be in sighi on the prairie but thut we owned and controlled a 
piece of it. 

Wallace Stegner, (1 963). Wolf Willow, p. 271 

Chapter IV. Findings 

The Trails and Paths of Kate's Learning Experiences 

Wallace Stegner, renowned author, claimed that his early years on the prairie near 

Eastend, Saskatchewan were the most infiuential of his We. Stegner loved the prairie landscape 

and wrote passionately about it. He also wrote about the impact that the prairie had on the 

culture and traditions of the people who lived there. As the above quotation indicates he loved to 

explore the paths and trails made by wagons, carts, deer and cattle. In much the same sense, 

Kate, a nual Saskatchewan wornan, loved her leatning landscape and liked to explore the trails 

and paths of her leaming. Her cornmitment to obtaining a university education, in spite of 

distance, 1 believe is her way of insisting that she had a right to have access to higher education 

and that she owned and controiled her learning experiences. 

1 selected the metaphor of trails to present Kate's learning story for a number of reasons. 

First, trails and paths are very much a part of rural Saskatchewan and 1 wish to put out in fiont 

the situational context of Kate's story - that king the situation of living and learning in m a l  

Saskatchewan. 

A second restson for the metaphor of trails is to imply a feeling of movement. Trails and 
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paths bump head-on into horizons then carry on - over another hi11 or around a corner. They are 

fiil1 of curves, obstacles and detours. They corne and go. People take trails and are changed to a 

greater or lesser extent by the trail that they take. Sometimes, they take trails and don't return. 

Trails and paths encourage movement through or around obstacles in much the same way 

as Kate has approached her pursuit of education: in spite of barriers and obstacles she took 

actions in order to maintain her pursuit of a University education while living at a distance. 

The third reason to use the metaphor of trails and paths is to convey the message of a 

journey. Being on a joumey implies that we should be openly receptive to the experiences and 

sights along the way to the destination. 1 believe that Kate was receptive to her leaming journey 

by t d y  engaging herselfin the learning process and by pursuing her love of learning. Each and 

every course she took became a stop, a site to visit and enjoy along the way. 

Startin~ off from the Home Place 

A trail or path begins somewhere. Kate's learning story began fiom her home place, a 

Iarm term used to describe the centre of the fannuig operation. The home place of Kate's 

learning story is made up of three parts: the physical setting, the economic, social and cultural 

setting in which she Lives, and her own state of being at the time that she became an adult learner. 

The physical setting for Kate's learning story is in mal Saskatchewan. Kate lives on a 

fàrm about W w a y  between two srnall towns. The fimn is about three kilometres fiom the 

highway . Even though the fami is not inaccessible, it has a feeling of isolation. She certainly 

doesn't have neighbours within eyesight. The organized and spacious h y a r d  is surrounded by 

trees. Flowers and a large garden are prominent features in the yard. The fiame house, painted 



white with green tri- looks like what we have corne to expect old Saskatchewan fami houses to 

look like - two-storied and utilitarian. 

Inside the home, the surroundings are telling. Not blessed with unlirnited financial 

resources, Kate has used colour and creativity to charm the best out of traditional architecture 

and materials - old fi plank flooring in the living room painted deep pink, complemented with 

vivid colours, a painted fawr carpet (done with the help of her youngest son), her own paintings, 

scattered photographs of her M y  and pieces of sculpture. It's cornfortable, courageous and 

lively in colour and attitude. 

The location of Kate's home and fimn is in an area that has reiied heavily on agriculture 

for more than 100 years. This reliarice on agriculture - its ups and downs - continues today and 

influences the social, cultural and economic setting of the area and the people who live there. For 

example, Kate first began taking university courses around 1988 - a difficult t h e  economically 

for agriculture, the major source of income for Kate's M y .  Stabler and Olfert ( 1993) 

described the Saskatchewan economic outlook around this time: 

Macrostatistics which reflect economic and social well-being reveal a worsening of rural 

conditions compared with the same indicators for urban areas .... Rural unemployment rates 

were above those for urban areas and rose relative to urban unemployment rates during 

the last decade. Poverty rates as weii were higher in rural areas and rose relative to urban 

poverty during the 1980s (p. 1). 

They claimed that the decade of the 1980's was the decade of rurai decline and unprecedented 

change in a rural way of Me. Saskatchewan author Sharon Butala ( 1 994) provided a more 

hurnan perspective of the social and cultural changes of this t he .  



Nothing was the way it had been ten years eariier. Wherever necessity dictated and there 

were jobs to be found, fàrm people went to work off the fium (pp. 174). 

This is how Kate remembered those tirnes. 

Zt was - if  had to do with everyone else being productive and I wasn 't. 1 never even 

looked at al1 the ways that 1 was productive ut home and when I was working ai home i 

attempted to be super mom. I sewed aZZ their clothes - underwear, bathing suits - i 
cooked - the kids had homemade bread and porridge for breakfast. I mean - we never 

bought bread, we never bought vegetables, we never bought any jam. I raised my own 

chickens - I never looked at any of that just because I wasn 't bringing in a salary. And. .. 

ai the sarne tirne, the farm was no longer paying for itse& 

A large sense of living in mal Saskatchewan is derived fiom belonging to the community 

even though assimilation into a rurai community can be diflicult. From her own experiences 

moving fiom an urban centre into a rural area, Butala (1 994) confhned that assimilation is 

enigmatic. She wrote about belonging in rural Saskatchewan as she spoke about her move fiom 

a urban area into a nual life in this way: 

Tmiy belonging to the community of women in the way I'd belonged to my community in 

the city was going to be much harder than I'd thought. 1 stiii didn't understand that 1 

would never have the conversations with rny rural women fi-iends that 1 had had with by 

urban fnends. 1 would never have them because not just the daily round of activity but the 

approach to We, the view of it, was utterly dserent (p.32). 

Like Butala, a theme fiom Kate's life was that she also felt as if she did not belong or fit 

well into the community. Even though Kate had iived in a variety of towns close by she was not 



bom or raised in the specific town or surroundhg area. This meant that she was an outsider fiom 

her first arrival. More importantly, Kate felt that she was an outsider, someone who was 

considered strange fiom an emotional and intellectual position. Kate talked about how she felt 

about not fitting into the comrnunity or having the same interests as other women. 

/ neverflt in. 1 never ji, in any way to be pefectb honest. / was aiways considered 

strange. i don '1 know why. 

Twenty years after corning to the area, Kate told me that the feeling of k ing  dEerent and not 

fitting in persists. 

Even now, I don 't _fit in. I don 't care who my neighbours are - I just don 't. I wish I did. 

I've been here for twenty years and some of them #O years. And it makes a dzflerence. 

People don 't talk to me about what the neighbours are doing or whatever. It makes 

things difSerent 

She used the example of her home life as a symbol of the extent to which she felt she didn't fit in. 

1 mean for me everything is total& dgyerent. 1 mean everything. You know Zike 

everything - even what you cook for supper is so dzfferent. 

(wifh emphask) I mean ifyou can 't even jit in with whol you 're feeding your kids w h t  

the heZl are you going to do out here! 

Kate also felt digerent and alone intelIectually, as she said in the conversation: 

Nobody had the same interests as I did really. It was alIfrut- Ifl couldfind that same 

kind of friendship with people who weren 't afraid to talk about religion or philosophy or 

anything 1 wodd be very happy! 

The econornic, social and cultural contexts of Kate's home place had a profond influence 



on her leaming story. The economic situation was not good. She had always felt different fiom 

the people and the culture that surrounded her. Kate gave the sense that feeling difEerent brought 

about a social isolation which, in part, was self-irnposed. 

I choose not to get involved or I choose to get involved. / will sfill go and have coffee 

like I used tu, knowing. .. Wei/, this week l fell so sud because I had coffee wilh a friend 

and we were talking about this group of women fhaf I used to Aung around with a lot, and 

i mess thaf fhey had ail got together for a supper and fhey hadn 't invited me. I was kind 

of shocked and then 1 reulized, well. their lives have gone on too. Somefimes people 

forget that everybody 's life goes on. Just because I've been too busy and made other 

friends so have they. But they kept that other group strong. And I felt really sad. And 

then I realized that I didn 't wanf to be part of that group any more or coddn 't be part of 

that group any more. 

To complete the picture of Kate's home place are these references to how she felt about 

herselfat the time she began to take university classes. It  was no surprise to me that she told me 

that her self-confidence was low after years of being what she called "a stupid housewife" and 

"no one paying her for her intelligence". The most touching of these references to her 1ow self- 

esteem cornes from the foliowing quotation. We had just finished talking about the increase in 

Kate's self-confidence when she experienced success as an adult learner. But she felt intimidated 

at the same t he .  It was difficult for her as a new adult student largely because of her lack of 

confidence. The passage begins with my field notes: 

(Quiet resignation. Kind of sad tone, quite strikirtg. Speaks volumes by its tone and 

delivery.) 



Maybe its not like that for young people. A lot of young people (or maybe they a 

lot more con-dence) you know they corne straight out of high school and right into 

university. Soffkj spoken almosi to lierserf ... you haven 't spent years and years losing 

your self-confidence. 

The depressed economic situation, the social and cultural isolation that she felt, as well as 

her own state of mind characterize Kate's home place at the point of t h e  when she began her 

pursuit of a university education. 

Perhaps the most significant feature of Kate's home place is the extent to which she felt 

that living in a rural area limits her leaniing and He. Merriam and Caf!îàrella (1991) remarked that 

'Yhe context of adult IXe and the societal context shape what an adult needs and wants to l e m  

and, to a somewhat lesser extent, when and where learning takes place (pl)". Doubtless, most 

experts and theorists in adult education would agree with this statement; however, there is a 

significant omission in this statement. That omission is impact of the geography of where an 

adult lives. Geography predisposes any education program that an adult needs or wants as weil as 

when and where leaming takes place. Because Kate is a w o m  living in a rural are* there are 

iimits to her educationd and ernployment oppominities. This fàct was thematic throughout 

Kate's learning experiences. For exarnple, I was astonished at the mountain of courses that she 

has taken over the past ten years in pursuit of a degree. 1 comrnented that it was a remarkable 

indication of perseverance. In her words: 

When I 'm finished it will be an incredibie story. But you know part-time studies. It can 

go on forever. I couid be done really quickiy i f1  had access. Access to the money- to 

classes. If1 coould go to Saskutoon or Yorkton - well, first of al1 they don 't have half 



classes in science so that 's out. I mean look ut that, it 's not aven afUll year of classes 

left* 

In this reference she talked about the barrier of distance. 

I can handle the work But I couldn 't handle al1 the driving. You add two hours every 

day for driving plus your class then you 've got to corne home and do al1 that homework, 

plus you 've got to look aper the house and the kids and drive them to volleyball. 

1 specifically asked Kate about how living in a rural area had afFected her. Her response summed 

up the extent to which living in a rural area irnposed on her learning and We. 

Everything! For me, everything, everything is aflected. It 's not only learning but it 's the 

job market AFTER. It 's just everything is closedfor me. Everything that I would have 

liked to work at or study is not an option for me. The first list of things that they 

(employment counselIors) said that I should shtdy for was almost a joke because of where 

I live. 

The Point of Departure 

The point of departme is a metaphor for describing the motivational fàctors behind Kate's 

decision to pursue a university education. Most, if not all of these fàctors, are tempered by the 

fàct that she lives in rural Saskatchewan. 

Kate had a nurnber of reasons for deciding to pursue a university education. As Medam 

and C e e i i a  (1 991) remarked there are a "myriad reasons adults give for participating in 

learning activities" (p.83) and, the reasons "are subject to change" (p.86). Many researchers 

have clustered these reasons but have noted that individuals can have multiple reasons and that 



motivations can change fiom t h e  to t h e  (Cross, 1 98 1 ). The clusters of reasons are: 

social relationships as a way to d e  new fiiends or meet members of the opposite sex; 

extenial expectations to comply with an authority such as an employer; 

social welfàre stemrning fiom a desire to serve others in their cornmunity; 

professional advancement such as job enhancement or professional development; 

escape or stimulation to alleviate boredom or escaping home or work routine; 

cognitive interest or learning for the sake of leaming. 

Cross (1 981) comented that "the reasons people give for leaming correspond 

consistently and logically to the life situations of the respondents " (p. 9 1 ). As a motivational 

factor, Kate's life situation was in large part influenced by extemal circurnstances - the economic, 

social, cultural character of her home place. But she was also motivated i?om within as she began 

to question herser and how she wodd handle the changes that were coming fiom the outside. 

Having Iived for years as a person who "loved staying at home" with her four children on the 

fàrm, Kate said 

I realized thaf it was al2 over - that I was going tu be expected to go out into the 

wor&'iorce and it was Iike panic set in. 

Proponents of perspective and tramformative adult learning theories remarked that adult 

leaming is motivated by a critical incident that transforms the perceptions of an adult learner or 

triggers a response that prompts adults to reflect on the assurnptions they have about their lives 

(Merriam & Caffàrella, 1991 ; Mezirow, 1991 ; Mezirow & Associates, 1990). In Kate's 

particular circurnstances, her way of life as a rural woman staying home with her children was 

threatened by a depressed fimn economy and pressures to fmd a job. 



1 believe that these circwnstances, and Kate's sense of panic, created the environment for 

the critical incident that motivated Kate to enrol in a university course. MetaphoricalIy, the 

critical incident prompted her departure on a leaming journey. Specifically, the critical incident 

that became the point of departure was a result of employment counsehg. 

Reaching the concIusion that she knew her Iife was changing, Kate set about to investigate 

her employment possibilities. Aptitude tests verifïed what she knew, that she wasn't welI-suited 

to conventional employment, particularly those available in rural areas. At the top of the list 

were art related activities such as painting and sculpture. Kate fàced another reality - what kind 

of painting- or sculpture-reiated employment would she find anywhere let alone in a rural area? 

So, 1 came out of that reaZZy depressed rather than happy which I should have been. I 

thought about it and thought the second happiest place that I am is in museurns - So ï f I  

could sit in a museum and make "graphs" I'ZZ be happy for the rest of rny life. I'll be 

happy with the creative part. So I wrote al1 the rnuseums that were around - I wrote to 

Saskatoon and Regina and I asked them what kind of education they required with some 

kind of creative aspect and they wrote back. Igot a letterfrom both of them and they 

said "ant hropdogy with fine arts. " 

Thar's why I signed up for anthropology - an academic degree has got to be 

worth more than a fine arts degree and besides I was open tu distance education with an 

anthropolog~ degree whereas with Fine Arts .. .l taIked to the people in Regina and at 

that rime you couldn 't take Fine Arts off-campus rhrough Regina. I didn 't know thar you 

could through Saskatoon at Yorkton. I didn 't know that at that rime. 

M y  background reading on rural education had le& me with the mipression that the most 



cornmon reason that motivated rural adults leamers was a job goal. This prompted me to ask 

Kate, "When you started off was it in part because you liked learning? Or was it because you 

had a job in mind?" 

Yes, oh yes. I did have a goal in min4 a job. But afier rny first class, my cfirst 

class was an English class and it was a class in writing papers and 1 love writing papers. 

It was just wonderw so I signed up for a degree anthropology class. I loved al/ the 

classes in anthropology. They really are just the best! I came to believe and I still 

believe that everybocS, should stuc& ch i ra l  anthropology because our world is changing 

and if gives you - you 're just so much more open minded. Zt give you more 

understanding about people in other cultures. It just changes the way that you view the 

entire world. Two years into it and I was doing really welZ taking as many classes as I 

could. 

And fhen all of a sudden, that 's when the first cuis in the province started i O 

happen. AI1 of a sudden museums were not beingfùnded any more. And well, the wind 

was just out of my sails. What was the point in continuing? 

She had consciously planned to pursue education with a job goal in mind. Her motivation 

shified with fhding cuts to museums. 

And so, at that point that was when I started to take Fine Arts classes. They just started 

as electives and I went that first year. 1 look a painting class out of Regina, a 3D class 

out of Regina and a drawing class out of Saskatoon at Yorkion. 

Kate's triggering events - the panic of losing a way of life, the need to search for a job, 

and going back to school with a particular goal in mind - created a dificult situation for Kate 



because her choices for employment were limited. But why did she choose to pursue a h v e r s i t ~  

program? And why her, what about other rural women in sirnilar situations? We know that the 

cumulative effects of many years of a depressed rural economy and financial pressures were felt 

by many rural women. For example, statistical evidence Çom Stabler and Olfkrt (1992) 

indicated that rural economic decline and high unemployment rates and increased poverty in rural 

areas were prevalent during this tirne. In another example, Butda (1994) painted this picture of 

the effect of the m a i  crisis on m a l  women: 

Wornen who had aiways k e n  available to help with fami work at home and to drive kids 

to after-school activities were suddenly at work in the bank, the credit union, the grocery 

store, school, hospital or senior citizens' iodge, jobs which might help keep body and sou1 

together, but which had little or notfiing to do with self-fidfkent, and which took women 

away fiom the satisfàction of spending the day in the midst of natural beauty (p. 175). 

It was a perplexing question: why did she choose to take university courses? What 

allowed her to even consider a university degree as a possible solution to her situation? 1 believe 

that her choice to take university courses as a solution to her situation was due to her past 

experiences with university courses, correspondence classes in high school and previous 

employment. One rnitigating past experience was her success at taking correspondence courses 

in high school. Later, as a young university student straight out of high school, she had had many 

positive experiences during a year of university in the early 1970's. But iike so many other 

women she quit school to get d e d  and raise a M y .  She was then exposed to rnany negative 

experiences in jobs requiring few skills. As Kate said she just hated thern and she knew she would 

'yust die" fkom boredom if she had to go to work in the drug store or doctor's office. 



These experiences - both positive and negative - opened the door for Kate to see 

university education as a possible solution to her situation. This sentiment is supported by 

Merriam and Caffarella7s (1991) profile of adults who are receptive to learning: 

Those who appear eager and willing to participate in organized learning activities are 

distinguishable fiom those who are not by an underlying attitude which sees education as a 

positive force, to be equated with happiness, and fhds in it also a mechanism for solving 

acute problerns. However, . . . the person must be in a situation calhg for the solutions 

of a particula. problem. This could mean situations such as obtaining promotion at work, 

changing jobs or taking on new responsibilities in the fàmily or in the comunity, or it 

could refer to the need to l e m  a new set of work sms,  such as might arise in situations 

like divorce or unemployrnent (p.83). 

Heading Off Dom the Road 

Kate's original intent in pursuing a university education was to get a job on the basis of an 

anthropology andor a fine arts degree. Just as we travel down any road, we may encounter 

obstacles that we need to overcome. For adult learners such as Kate these obstacles have corne 

to be known collectively as barriers (Cross, 198 1 ; Darkenwald & Merriam, 1982). Cross (1 98 1) 

described four kinds of barriers to f o d  learning: 

situational barriers which relate to a person7s situation at the tirne; 

dispositional barriers which refer to a person7s attitude towards herself and her learnuig; 

informational barriers which indicate that there is a lack of awareness of educational 

opportunities; 



and, institutional barriers, which are the result of the management and organization of the 

educational institution. 

Cross ( 1 98 1 ) made an additional comment about barriers that complements the findings of 

this case study. Cross remarked that in spite of the barriers, rnany adults surmount them and then 

carry on. 

Throughout Kate's learning experiences barriers appeared. She conf?onted them, 

reflected on what she should do and then took action. For example, she takes university courses 

fiom three universities in order to find courses that are suitable to her needs and circurnstances 

such as her schedule, interests, available budget and the distance she can travel to classes. This 

was how she described her manipulation of taking courses fiom three dzerent universities and 

jugghg the credit hours, registration and so on. 

I just go one muddle at a time. Saskatoon ... and see by the tirne 1 went to Saskataon I 

went to Saskutoon and Regina in the same year. Ooh ... I remember there used to be a lot 

of book work and I've eliminated a lot of it. I don 't send transcripts anymore. 

Everybody wanted transcripts from everybody else and I used to think it was my legd 

obligation to let them know î f I  wasflunking out of one university but hey, I'm not 

*king out su I don 't send anybody transcripts anymore. Ifigure it 's none of their 

business. When I f m a 0  decide, okay. .. . this year I 'm applying for the BFA program in 

Saskatoon. I've decided so then I will send transcripts then it 's important. But even then 

it 's not important to Saskatoon, because I'm going to change it as soon as I graduate 

from anthropoZoa. See doing two ut once is really confuing. Of course some of the 

credits frorn the first degree go towurds the second degree. 



When queried as to whether the universities were aware of her taking two degrees, she 

responded: 

No. They don 't know whai they 're doing. They don 't know what I'm doing. P... I'm the 

one spending the money. It 's my business. I know that I'm getting good marks. in the 

end, 1 know that its not going to afect anyone other than me and if1 take some classes in 

Saskatoon that they won 't accept at Athabasca that 's my probfem not theirs. ... and that 's 

how it should be. They 're . . . they 're.. .theylre not the boss of me, kind of thing. 

Although, keeping her credits organized appeared to be a littIe confushg . . . 

They '22 want to know what one.. . they want to use. .. okay ifyou have a three year degree 

you can they 'Il only accept 48 credits towards the other so you can 't double up on more 

than those and ifthey didn 't know about each other you could be using the same credits ... 

you codd do two degrees by using the fewer credits. You could do if  m... so that 's al1 

kepr me realiy confused in a way. 

But it will, like I will have to take uh, I think, wefl o h ,  with thejirst four year 

degree I can only transfer 54 credits so I can honsfer 54 credits from my first degree into 

my second. .. I used to th* it was 60.1 think with Athabasca it is 60, thot they will 

accept but in Saskatoon l jus? read las? night it 's 54. 

Initiaiiy, I believe that one of the most significant obstacles to Kate's learning experiences 

had been what Cross would t y p e  as dispositional barriers - those barriers which refer to a 

person's attitude towards herselfand her learnhg. For example, Kate confessed that she was 

intimidated by faculty and she avoided contact as much as possible . 



I l i k  Athabasca the best. . . I like the fact that I don *t have ro have any contact with my 

professor unless I want to. . . 1 don *t have to have any contact with them unless I'm 

forced to. Z hate the phone quizzes. But I hate the idea. II's ulmost like tulking to a box. 

It 's a real intimidation thing. 

In this dialogue Kate talked about her relationship with fernale instructors and the circumstances 

that mitigated her intimidation. 

Some of the women who hme been my professors I've realfy enjoyed talking to them 

once I did get talking to them. Sometimes when 1 would be talking Io some of my rutors 

you could hear little kids yelling in the background You 'd know that they 're working 

from their own home and they 're doing exactly the same as you 're doing. The onfy thing 

is that they started a few years earlier and were able to move at a little bit faster pace. 

But there they are, they 're teaching@om their own home and they 're yeliing at the kids 

"Be quiet". I loved it. That part was o h .  I'd rather tuik to someone in that situation, 

their home, to 6e my tutor than someone in an oflce sounding very professionai. 

While she did achieve some level of cornfort with fernale instructors, Kate gave me the sense that 

she migbt stili be intimidated by fàculty. 

But you know i f I  went into doing a Musters I would be right back at square one ugain. Z 

bet I wodd be intimidated by the whole process and 1 woulcin 't say boo! 

Another dispositional barrier or obstacle was where she fits in and why. Feeling different 

and not fiaing into the cornmunity often result in a lack of social relationships and feelings of 

Ioneliness and isolation. For adult learners the desire for social relationships c m  be a motivating 

fhctor for participation in higher education (Astin, 1 993; Cross, 1 98 1 ; Todd, 1 995). Kate 



- - 

obviously did not seek social relationships when she began to take courses through Athabasca 

University. Socialization, however, appeared to be why Kate continued to take courses through 

the University of Saskatchewan out of Yorkton. 

You don 't$t in and that 's probabfy why I've stuck with Saskatoon - in Yorkton because 

everybody there is like me. That 3 where l've gotten a lot ofpiends. That 's why I go 

back. To maintain those contacts with those people. And everybody there in those art 

classes - the majority - 75% are adult learners, part-the students. People who are 

driving long distances. People who have kids. People who flnd that money is really, 

rea lly tight and are always paying late fees for their classes. That 's where Ifit in! Irt 's 

d~flcuft t o p  in when everybody else is afill-tirne student. Part-time students there (in 

reference tu one of the universities) are looked d o m  upon. By everybody because it 's 

not showing "cornmitment" tu the program. 

Siehts al on^ the Wav 

1 have used the term sighis along the way to imply the variety of leaming experiences that 

Kate encountered throughout the years. Many have applications across other themes; however, 1 

have contained them within this section to provide a collage of experiences which 1 hope will 

bMg understanding to the leader. In th% section, 1 intend to d o w  Kate to act as tour guide. 

The universities, 

One range of experiences that Kate talked about in the interviews were the positive 

attributes that she found in each of the universities that she is enrolled in. These attributes 

included course structure, atmosphere, and socialization. 



These are some of her reflections on the learning experiences she had with Athabasca 

University. 

The courses are Athabasca are wonderful! The one thing from Athabasca is thar 

you work twice as hard as, maybe three times as hard for any classes from anywhere else. 

I've aiways thoughr that was an inferiority thing on fheir part (Athabasca '.$ because 

they 're distance so they make them a little bit tougher. Or rnaybe, it 's the only way that 

they can evaluute because you can 't show up for class. But.. . they 're great, you learn. 

Which is why I'rn still taking them from there. I mean you can go to a class on campus 

and you can corne out with good grades and come out Ieurning nothing and you know 

that. 

I thinkyou can tellfrom what I've said that I like Athabasca the best - i f 's the 

hardest but I like it the best. I like the fact that I don 't have to have any contact with my 

professor unless 2 want to. 

Kate enjoyed the experiences in Yorkton through off-campus courses provided by the 

Regional College and the University of Saskatchewan. In these classes, socialization became 

important. At the University of  Regina, she enjoyed learning in the old Fine Arts Buiiding. She 

found the atmosphere stimulating. This comment foiiowed her asking me a rhetorical question on 

why a new building was needed for Fine Arts. 

But we al1 loved it there. We just loved it. We could go to school and we would 

have on our oldest clothes. I used to see one woman there who was doing her Masters 

and we would see her al1 the tirne in her overalls and her rubber boots. No one cared 



what anyone looked like. Nobody shaved, I think they bothed - at lcast I hopc thcy did. 

And it was just great. Now, it will be like a replar campus. 

Regina campus for fine arts has got to be one of the most creative environments 

that there is. Naw that they 've got a new campus I don 't know if it still will be. It 's on 

the main campus and that 's going to afect the atmosphere of the whole place. 

The fàculty, 

In general, Kate was pleased with the instruction fiom fàculty although she felt there is a 

defite dBerence between male and fernale instructors. In these passages she indicated that she 

was more comfortable with female instmctors. 

But there 's a definite dzyerence beiween male instructors and female instmctors. l n  my 

academic experience in the Fine Arts I've only had male instructors and they 've al1 been 

wonde fil. I've been very, very lucky with ail my professors. I think thut what it is that 

in the beginning a lot of the men thar I have had - as soon as I get my papers andflnd oui 

that I have a male tutor I u s d y  have a few days when Ifieak out and think - oh God, 

not this again. You have to prove yoursevto them. And I don 't know if it 's a part-time 

student thing - I think it 's a sex thing. 

That would be in every single case whereas with women, they seem to be more willing to 

accept me, maybe it 's because l 'm an older student. 

Well, as an adult student I've taken all of my academic classes through Athabasca and 



- - 

that 's a totally dzyerent thing because even when I start talking to the women, those 

women went back to school as ad& students. Theyjinished their degrees. They got their 

Master 's as adults. One of the things that absolutely did kill me when I would gel talking 

to them - the women, you wouldn 't talk to them like a professor, there wasn 't any of that. 

If was almost an equal kind of basis. I mean, dl/fereent popers that I wrote I had r e m a h  

that came back from papers like "1 found that reali'y interesting su I'm going out to buy 

that book. " That sort of thing. I really like taking classes from women - from older 

women who have done the same kind of thing and have had the same kind of experiences. 

And those are the people that I've gotten my best marks from too. 

I think they Cfemale instructors) are more willing tu validate the students. I think they are 

more - afl I know is that they have always been - I don 't know how to say it, they 've 

always been more accepting. But I know, that i f1  have a certain instructor that I could 

M e  stuff right from the heart and I don 't have to make it look like an academic paper. 

As Kate matured in her leamhg and increased her self-confidence, she began to take on a 

consumer attitude . These sentiments were consistent with the observation from demographer 

David Foot (1996) that university students in the mure will be more consumer-oriented. The 

foliowing rernarks indicate how she felt about poor instruction. 

Well, in my sculpting class - I don 't think I could cal1 him poor. He just wasn 't there. I 

was pretty pissed o p  I never took a sculpting class afrer that. I looked at the calendar 

and he 's teaching the next level up as well. And so, I jmt. ..I just took more drawing and 

painting. I don 't know how muny years ago it was that I took sculpting. Sculpting was 



going to be my major . Because I was taking them fast andputting in a lot of effort. I 

don 't think anybody got anything out of it. 1 was upset with my own work in the class, I 

was upset with everybody 's work in the class. I feZt that the work that we al1 put together 

was shit and he didn 't have the balls to say it. There was just no direction! He was 

really a nice guy. And whaf do you do? He was really a nice guy. 1 stii? think that F I  

saw him on the Street that he would remember my name and its been a lot of years. And 

that makes me feel gu* because he was such a *&"* (awful) professor. 

1 asked Kate what she expected fiorn an instnictor and fiom a class. She replied that she 

expected both content and feedback. My next question was, "And do you always get what you 

expect?" 

Weli, now I do because I ask for it. The content and feedback, both. 771is painting class 

that I'm in, the veryfirst class we took Our work in and she spent all the time critiquing 

the first year students stuflwhich I thought was really below any of the standards in any 

of the classes that I had ever been in before and dismissing everybody that was 3rd and 

4th year. The prof didn 't men seem to notice.. . . and I explained that to her and said 

that I would really appreciate any feedback. And she did. She took me into the hallway 

afrrwards, she had me and a thirdyear student out because Ifigured she deserved better 

- she 's paying her money too. 

I demand it now. It 's my right! I 'm paying for that! . I said would you mind - I don 't 

Say, 'hfler all I'm paying for this "- but I say, I would really appreciate any comments 

that you have. And I had told her earlier in class that, it was earlier that day because it 

was the f i t  - a lot of the Jirst year students didn 't want to bring their stuflou t to be 



critiqued. I said no - you have to do it. Thot 's the most important part of art class so she 

knew thar I feit that way. And I mean you don 't like it, nobody likes it but it 's how you 

learn. And then you learn what 's good and what 's bad about what you 're doing. 

Learning 

It was obvious throughout Kate's conversations that she preferred an independent learning 

style. 

I guess what I could Say about my experiences in class, except for the art history, 1 treat 

every class like a correspondence class. So I mean I work better on my own. I'rn not a 

group person or any thing like thut. You know how you ' 11 see ads and they 'II  taZk about 

a 'team player ' well, I'rn not a team player, not a team player. 

The instructional approaches which she prefers are through research assignments or 

writing papers. Memorization and multiple choice exams were definitely not her fàvourite 

choices. 

A lot of them are multiple choice, that 's al1 memorizing! nere  are some of the 

anthropology exams that I have written where people show that they have wondefil 

senses of humour with their choices. They 'il burst out laughing right in the middle of the 

exam! I do reu& well in multiple choice because I've really been memorizing! But I'rn 

also a really good forgetter. (Laugh) 1 walk out of that exam and I have about 12 hours 

of tension when I'rn coming down and then I forget eveything. And Z realize that I don 't 

LEARN that wuy. I don 't learn that way. I learn - I love to write even though I hate to 

write the papers. They 're so much work but I learn so much from it and that 's the stufl 



that stick with me! And it 's inieresting that 's why I like the higher level classes. The 

ones without the exams - the ones that you gel to do major research papers! But at least 

they 're interesting. Youre not jwt sitiing - you know when Im rnemorizing stuffl sit al 

the kitchen table, I put my feet up I have a eup of coffee and the key to memorizing is, of 

course, going over sorneihing over andover and over again! And so, I keep the radio on 

so haIf of your brain doesnt concentrate on what youre supposed to be memorizing - Its 

jusi a trick right? And the other halfof your brain is listening to the news or whatever so 

youre not bored with what youre doing. And you just repeat everything, repetition, 

repetition, repetition. God, 1 hate that stufl 1 mean.. . who doesnt? 

Everybody learns a drfferent way. 1 think that going to class and siiting in class 

are hoops. I think thats - and maybe for a lot more people than me. lts just another 

hoop that you have to go through. Or, or. .. I have never heard anybody say that they had 

to sit in a lecture and learn the material. Ive never heard any body say that. Mostly, 

people are there because ifyou miss more than two lectures they lower your mark! 

Courses. 

Kate spoke of  a couple of themes when she talked about courses. First and overarching 

nearly all of  our conversations was her enthusiasm for art whether it was drawing, sculpting, or 

painting. Being a creative person was an important personal quality for Kate. 

Second, she spoke about her love of learning fostered by anthropology classes. 

I had a goal in min4 a job. And af tr  - as soon as - okuy, myjirsi class was an English 

class and it was a class in witing papers and I love writing papers. It was just wonderful 



so I signed up for a degree anthropology class. I Ioved all the classes in anthropology. 

Theyre just the best and I came to believe and 1 still believe that everybody should study 

cultural anthropology because our world is changing and it gives you - youre just m 

much more open minded. It gives you more understanding about people in other 

cultures. It just changes the way that you view the entire worZd. 

Evaluation, 

One last word from Kate on marks which 1 think indicated her maturation as a student and 

learner. It also provides insight into Kate's learning, delightfid sense of humour and positive 

outlook. 1 had just asked her the question, "So what is the meaning of a mark, then?" 

Kate: Nothing. Its just an indicator. Its just an indicutor of how weZZ youre doing in that 

class and I stiZZ wonder ifsome of those profs dont just throw those papers down the 

stairs. I REALLY LOVE IT WHEN PROFESSORS MARK ON THE RUN!. 

K: (Laugh) 

Kate: Dont you like that? 

K: (Laugh) I dont think Ive had any that have rnarked on the run! 

Kate: Oh - Ive gotten papers back that have said, "sorry, lm marking this in such a 

hurry. " I had one professor who kept telling me that. Damn! I had good marks in that 

class! Iftgured she didnt huve tirne to be reaIZy critical. You know because they look for 

stuz îfthere is a comma out ofplace here or ... they look for that kind of thing. She 

didnt have tirne to nit pick. Actually, I saw her stuflirl Discover Magazine a couple of 

rnonths ago. She was doing some stufjup north - so no wonder she was in a hurry! 



Changes Alone the Trail 

There is no doubt that heading off down a l e d g  t r d  brought about changes in Kate's 

Me. But, as Astin (1 993) asked, were these changes brought about by the leaming experiences, 

the learner herself, or other influences in her Me? For example, ifKate had not k e n  taking 

courses she would be doing something else which would likely bring changes to her We. 

Certainly, the aging and increasing independence of her chiidren had an impact. 

Kate t&ed about three areas of change in her life since the time when she began to take 

university courses. These changes were: increased self-confidence and an acceptance of hersee 

personal reconciliation with her place in the comrnunity, and her future goals. As 1 listened to 

Kate describes these changes 1 became convinced that at the heart of these changes was her ability 

and courage to reflect criticdy on her assumptions and beliefk. While critical reflection is a key 

process in both perspective transformation theory and transfoormative learning, it would not be 

appropriate for me to propose that changes were indicative of perspective transformation. 

Further research would be needed to determine the impact of her learning experiences in relation 

to what would happen if she did not take courses, if she did something else, or if there were 

other influences in her Me. Nevertheless, these changes are notable. 

Changes in self-perce~tion. 

Nearly ten years ago Kate went back to school to embark on a university education. At 

that tirne, she said that she had spent years losing her self-confidence. These are some of the 

ways that Kate taked about herself in her current situation. 



On art she said: 

Everybody starts out questioning if they have any talent not realizing that talent is only a 

small part of it. Hard work is a large part of it. And, that means looking at things in a 

d~flerent way - believing in yourselJ Thats the key. Al1 you have to do is walk through 

the art galleries and see who is se lhg  whal and a)er a couple of years it cchoges the 

way you look at things. Art is where I should have been in the Jirst place. 

She used her art as a metaphor in this example to describe herself - acknowledging and accepting 

that she rnakes things dficult for herself. 

A friend said that I make art way harder thun it should be. I thought about that. The 

last rime I saw her I explained that art was a part of who I was and so my art h m  been 

that way. Art has been very hard for me in a lot of ways. 1 have wanted more that it be 

more technically correct, you know, academically correct. I dont care about likeness or 

having it look like the person, thats a bonus, its the academic stug the strokes, the way 

its applied, its all the things that most people dont even see that are important to me. 

Khte's self-perception of her inteiiectual ability has also changed over the course of ten years. 

She characterized the changes in her inteliectual ability in this passage: 

Ive learned how to write papers really well, Ive learned how to express myselfreasonably 

well so that I can pretty much win any argument that I feel like. And, uh ... punctuation! 

And what else have i Iearned? Ive learned lots of things about cultures. I mean thuts 

changed by l i f .  It has changed my life - I think Im a diferent person. Just the woy I 

look ut d~flerent people. And thats the important thing! And the ability to express myself: 

Lastly, a change in self'-worth as indicated in this example. 



Well, I used to be really, really depressed because I used to  feel Zike I had to go out and 

work and contribute to the famiiy and that sort of thing. But over the years, Ive corne to 

accept that Im really good ut what Im doing. . . 

Personal reconciliation with her comunity, 

I believe that a good deal of Kate's initial reflection and change was prompted by not 

fitting into her cornrnunity. Rural communities are more homogeneous than u r h  cornrnunities 

which makes being different a very large burden. In Kate's situation she chose to be different 

and stand apart fiom the crowd. I felt this was a reconciliation of sorts because she had corne to 

t e m  with her isolation. She described this reconciliation by saying that even though she stiiî feh 

sony about not king part of a big crowd anymore, she recognized that it was her choice to take 

part or isolate herself. "l just feel fike sometimes Im missing out on something andyet deep down 

I know that Im not. " 

Future as~irations, 

Kate began her university education with a job goal in mind. But her access to 

appropriate university courses was lunited and there were very few job prospects. Because of 

this situation, she had to mod% her aspirations by rnanipulating her leamhg life and her 

employment opportunities to fit with the reality of her rural situation. 

So thats what I iike to do. Whar else woufd l do? Id be back working in a drug store if1 

quit taking university classes. Because rheres no jobs around here. IZZ bet there is 

nothing within 60 miles that I am suited for. Nothing. My goal now is that by the lime 



Brett graduates 2 will be a full-time artist with my own studio. Thats my goal. 

When you look at it in a d?gérent way, Im doing what they said - lm just doing if  

in a diferent way. Because you see, the first five things were al1 in the area of art. And 

when lfirst looked at it l said well, theres no money to be made in art. Theres no future 

in art. But I changed that. I mean I didnt change that - I changed my thinking about 

that. 

What Lies Ahead? 

Using Kate's words 1 hope that 1 have conveyed an understanding of her life and her 

leaming experiences. These are the past and the present. But what about the future - what did 

Kate talk about when she Iooked ahead? Two themes emerged when she talked about the future: 

her continuing to learn and her aspiration that her children continue to learn. 

Many times I heard Kate's cornments on why she wants to continue learning. She said: 

Its like these damn classes. Intellectualty Im going - you know one more class I could 

have my degree out of Athabasca and I could go on fo study Fine Arts. But my gut 

feeling is no, every single class thal Ive ever taken Ive learned something really, realZy 

important, either about the world or about myself: 1 love that! I love feeling that way. 

So Im going with rny gut feeling. But 2 keep telling myself- and soon as Im flnished this 

class if lm forced to I can ulways graduate. I can always just graduate. 

Kate's aspirations for her children to continue to Iearn were embedded in nearly every 

conversation we had. From those incidental, daily life experiences that Kate described to me, 1 

sensed a deep cornmitment to her goai of fostering a leaming attitude in her children. A large part 



of Kate's leaming We involved passing on her cornmitment to leamhg on to her children. 

None of them cared a thing about art, or uh, none of them understood the ,way that I was 

raising my kids. I wanted. . . Because ifyou come from that thing where you feel thai 

you could have done more with my lijé you kind of make sure that your kids are 

focussing. 

I want al1 my kidS to get a degree. 1 want them al1 to go to university. I want 

them ull tu have that experience but thats because I think in the end what it does do - if 

youve done your "homework " it does change you as a person. It opens your mind. It 

broadens the way you think about everything. Each class that I take I become a diflerent 

person. And I know that, I think I become a better person, I think you become a better 

person in all kinds of ways. And l hope that the same will be true for my kidr thut they 

become more accepting of other people. Zts hard to be judgemental - its just more 

dficult as you know more about things. 

Closing 

1 stated in Chapter 1 that the purpose of this case study was the search for a reconciliation 

of my experiences as a rural adult learner and the knowledge that 1 had about universities, rural 

areas and aduits as learners. 1 sought this reconciliation through understanding Kate's leaming 

experiences. 

Certainly as 1 wandered through the trads and paths of Kate's learning experiences, the 

fundamental nature of her learning emerged. From this nature I began to understand more about 

my own experiences. But as 1 searched Kate's learning experiences as a rural adult learner for a 



reconciiiation with university policies and practices 1 found instead new contradictions and more 

questions. In the next chapter 1 will discuss both the fundamentai nature of Kate's leamhg 

experiences and these contradictions and questions of university education. Recommendations 

foUow the discussion. 



Most scientists believe their eniire process is objective, but Einstein has placed thejrst  critical 
step right where it belongs, in the tangled garden of hurnan personulify. 

Don Gayton, (1 990). The wheat-s mechanism: Science 
d imagination in the western Canadian Landscagg, p. 12. 

Chapter V. Discussion 

Searching for Reconciliation in a Tangled Garden 

Referring to the questions that researchers pursue through qualitative research, Glesne and 

Peshkin (1 990) stated that "the things that we have seen and heard about the people and 

circumstances of interest to us therefore become the "irritants" around which we construct our 

questions" (p.65). The people and circurnstances of my interest (in other words, my search for 

reconciliation) are rural adult learners and universities . In this final chapter of the case study I 

present a discussion of my search for reconciliation with the caveat that, by necessity, 1 have 

conhed it to the context of Kate's leaming experiences, specXcally the fundamental nature of 

her leamhg and the contradictions and questions as they pertain to university policies and 

practices. Even within these boundaries, adult leamers, rural Saskatchewan and universities 

exist in a complex and tangled garden. 

Multiplicity and Varietv of Kate's Learning 

In Chapter IV, using a metaphor of trails and paths, 1 presented and organized the data 

across themes that described Kate's leaming experiences. Author Gretel Ehrlich expressed this 

sentiment of landscape that I believe is metaphoric of these experiences as well as rny receptivity 



to l e m  fiom thern: 

1 like to think of landscape not as a fixed place, but as a path that is unwinding before rny 

eyes, under my feet. To see and know a place is a contemplative act. It means emptying 

our minds and letting what is there, in al1 its multiplicity and endless variety, come in 

(Least Heat-Moon, 1 99 1, p.5). 

In the fist section of this chapter, 1 present the fundamental nature of these experiences in 

aii their multiplicity and variety. As 1 do so, it is important for readers to keep ruralness in rnind 

as an underlying part of the fiarnework for this discussion. 

The context of rural Saskatchewan. 

ûctober 3 - My Mom 's birthday. 
Another interview with Kate. We met again at her parents ' cottage. ?Vhat a beautzJirZ 
spot. It was just magic in the valley - my favourite place of course. One thing that's 
been quite clear in al2 of this is that you can 't quite separate Kate from the context of 
where she lives - a rurai area. Even though she doesn 't mention it a lot she does Iive in 
a rather isolated spot. The neighbours aren 't really close. You see her personal ity 
everywhere, it 's olZ around in the house, the yard, the art and crafi'y st@ 1 wonder i f  its 
because she studies and worh at home alone on the farm or down here in the valley. It 
seems to me that living in a rural area is a huge part of what makes her tick. 

Field notes aRer fourth interview 

There is no separating the rural context of Kate's leamhg experiences. The literature on 

adult education referred to this as the context, the sociocultural setting or üfe circurnstances. 

Regardless of the label, the traditions of rural Saskatchewan permeated Kate's learning and her 

learning experiences. The barriers she iàced, the attitudes she had about herseIf and her leaming, 

the support or lack thereof, her M y ,  everything is embedded in mal sociocultural patterns. 



Therefore, as 1 present the fundamental nature of Kate's Iearning, that sense of being rural is a 

thread that runs throughout these various themes. 

The mal  ethic. 

Kate's perseverance to a learning life despite numerous barriers is rernarkable. As she 

said, "1 won't quit. 1 sirnply don? give up" . These words cornplement the findings in the 

literature that attributes of independence, tenacity and self-reliance prevaii in rural areas (Barker, 

1985; Tilburg & Moore, 1985). Our agrarian roots in Saskatchewan foster the unique 

characteristics, attitudes, values, and motivations of rural areas that motivate our sense of 

cooperation, perseverance, voluntarism and social democracy. 

Losin? a wav of life. 

My first interview with Kate was in the kitchen of her house. Dressed in jeans, she sat 

with one knee pulled up on the chair, the other leg swinging. She looked younger than her age. 

She spoke of the great dismay she felt when she knew her life as a full-the homemaker "was ail 

over." She would have to find a job, but the possibility of finding fulnlling employment in her 

local m a l  area was virtualîy nii. 

Kate loved her life as a full-tirne mom living on a fàrm in ma l  Saskatchewan. She 

enjoyed king at home with her chüdren, king creative, cooking and looking after her famiy. 

Changes in the financial situation of the farm and the resulting pressure to help support the M y  

came as a devastating blow to Kate. The way of We that she had chosen was rapidly 

disappearing . 



This tirne, the decade of  the 80's and on into the 90's was a dificult one for fàrm fàmilies. 

Not only was the fàrm economy severely depressed but the fimn fàmily as a unit had changed in 

ways that we  are only now beginning to realize. Some speculate that these times signalled the end 

of the fhmily fàrm (Stabler & Olfert, 1992). 

It wasn't just that fàrmers Iost land (although that was real pain and real suffering), it was 

the loss of generations of knowledge, tradition and a way of lifk chosen by f'arm fâmiiies. If you 

lived in Saskatchewan in the late 1 980s, you were certainly aware of the situation. Farm rallies, 

news stories, economic studies told of the problems but very few looked at this "decade of rural 

decline" (Stabler and Olfert, 1992) with the view of what it meant and continues to mean to f'arm 

women. 

Nothing was the same as it had ken, and it was not by choice. As Kate said, she h e w  

that the way of life that she wanted and enjoyed was ali over and that she would have to do 

something dinerent. She, iike hundreds, perhaps thousands of farm women, knew that their rural 

way of life would be changed in ways they could neither predict nor want. 

September 28, 1996 
I think one of the things that I need to do is remind Kate that her experiences, her very 
own experiences that she felt, that she thought about are really, really important. l think 
that right at the moment she 's not sure that they are. Does it corne back to her own sense 
of seifworth not being what it might be? Maybe part of it is .... l've read that women with 
low self-esteem, when they do something well, shmg if o f l  excusing the accomplishment 
Zike its no big deal kind of thing. Whereas, ifyou have higher self-esteem if is a big deal. 
And her reluctance to talk about that. It 's odd that she talked about hiding her university 
books, 

Field notes d e r  second interview 



In the mai  area where Kate Iives nearly everything is focused on agriculture, including 

social and cultural activities. But there is a more pervasive nature of agriculture - one that runs 

distinctly dong women's and men's roles. Women look after children and the books. Men 

perform the physicai, and seerningly more important act ivity of fêmiing. And in rurd areas, the 

fàrm takes priority. 

Being the mother of four active chiIdren, "sewing their clothes, baking bread, canning, 

raising chickens" and so on meant that she took less for herself and gave more to others. Her 

education was for herself Over these years she has received many questions about her Iearning 

ranging fiom "Why aren't you finished'' to "When you fàil you can always do something else." 

Kate needed a c o ~ t i o n  of herselfas an intelligent, participating individual. She 

wanted acknowledgernent of her intellectual abilities and intelligence. In her words, "No one was 

paying me to thinkW, or thought 1 was just a stupid housede." 

Through her course work and her high academic achievement she received confmmtion 

of her abiiities. In tum, these achievements began a process of self-acceptance. A large part of 

this self-acceptance was that she gave herselfpermission to be different. 

Even though Kate is developing a confirmation of herse& she told me that she often felt 

intirnidated by instructors. For example, she spoke of canying the notion that she ought not to be 

"disrespectfùl" to fàculty in class. 

She was making progess however. She described her academic and personal skills and 

weaknesses with confidence. She began to both dernand and receive information fiom instructors 

in classes. She also mapped out her l e d g  path with greater confidence than before. In these 



ways, 1 believed that she was taking actions that emerged f?om her reflecting critically on her 

learning . 

Wantine validation of her life experiences. 

One of the basic principles of adult education is that adult learners bring a vast resource of 

Me experiences to their learning. These life experiences are as important to Kate as they are to 

other adults. In Kate's situation she wanted validation that her personal experiences had 

rneaning. Kate was and is a stay ut home mother - a rofe she enjoyed but one that she felt lacked 

recognition for its value i?om others. In one conversation she told me about feeling 

uncornfortable in a situation with another wornan who was a "professional wornan." In that 

situation Kate asked herseIf, " What does that make me - a hillbiiiy?" 

January 5, 1997 
Kate has been talking about her relationship with her fernale tutors ut Athabasca. Her 
comments were poignant. Zt 's as if Kate felt like there 's a voice ut the end who 
understands and who is lonely and isolated in the same wqy that she is. The feeling of 
isolation keeps running through Kate's conversations. Physical, emotional and 
intellectual isolation. This r e m  tugs at my heurt as I sit here transcribing these notes. 1 
too, have keenly felt the physical, emotional and intellectual isolation. Driving home late 
at nighr fron class, rnissing the kids more than the world will know. Wondering why am I 
doing this? Who cures? And ifnot even the professor or instructor cares how do you 
keep going? Who do you talk to? There 's no coflee t a 4  no meeting a f t r  class, no 
group discussions that aren 't totally out of your way to make. 

Field notes 

Kate first began to feel validation of her life experiences when in contact with fernale 

Uxstructors. Often when she spoke with her female tutors fiom Athabasca University she could 

hear children in the background. She could identify with the tutors because they were in the same 



situation as she was. The female instructors in similar life situations reassured Kate that her goal 

of a university education was possible. In her words, "these tutors are just like me except that 

they started school a few years earlier." She felt even better as a fiom the matuMg student and 

as a wornan when a fernale instructor encouraged her to %rite fkom the heart." 

Kate talked about receiving more than emotional support fiom femaie instructors. She 

told about a key experience when she was writing a paper for a research ckss in anthropology. 

She had selected the topic of native healing and had proposed to research the information with an 

elder living on the nearby reserve. The elder agreed to provide the sacred knowledge to her for a 

price of $300. She was disillusioned and became even more so when she discovered a non-native 

member of the clergy who gave her the information at no cost. She thought that she had fàiled, 

that it was her hd t .  She felt that she could not write about the experience because she had made 

an error. The proposed assignment was not handed in. Eventually, the female tutor cailed her 

and asked for the assignment. Kate explained the situation and was quite astonished when the 

tutor encouraged her to write about the experience of those events rather than what had been 

proposed originally. It was a notable experience for Kate because the tutor had signaled that 

Kate's own experience was important. It also served as a symbol to Kate that her learning and 

her academic abilities had reached a level of maturity. 

As Kate's confidence grew she began to validate her own experiences and knowledge. 

Originally, she was awed by the subject content of cultural anthropology. She later began to 

question what these professors really knew - describ'mg the theories of experts as "mythology." 

She approached courses different ly, dernanding and receiving information, content and opinion. 

Through her art work and in the processes of her writing for her courses she used and applauded 



her life experiences, saying that younger students had "nothing to write about, nothing to paint 

about" because they did not have the rich bank of We experiences that she had. 

Sharine her knowled~e and e-erience. 

Throughout our conversations, Kate continually displayed that she is a very sharing 

person. She described how she shared her knowledge and experience with other rural leamers in 

similar situations. In one exarnple, she tallced of trying to help another rural woman work through 

the red tape of applying for entrance at a university. She spent hours working with other 

students, passing on what she referred to as "ûicks" of working the system. 

A large part of her sharing can be attributed to her love of learning and her desire to pass 

that enthusiasm on to others. Kate commented on more than one occasion that, "learning 

changed my Me" and wanted to encourage others to have the same experience. DuMg the 

course of our i n t e ~ e w s  she was in the process of encouraging a fiend to take an art course with 

her. 

She also shared her knowledge of universities with other parents whose children were 

setting off to university. She spoke of people seeking her advice and the effort she had put h to  

telling parents how students should look at the course requirements, the tirnes of the classes, the 

professors, and üfe in residence. She cheerfiilly passed on any information she could to make the 

lives of the students and their parents somewhat easier as they prepared for university He. 

She wanted to share her love of learning and creativity with her children. Part of this 

stems fiom her commitment to have each of her children go to university. Her oldest son is in 



second year university. She mentioned several times how she could pass on information and 

advice about how to handle the workload, how to keep asking and demanding questions and 

king noticed. 

Dimensions of Kate's isolation. 

November 11, 1996 
Reviewing Kate's tapes. Tying to get this . . . .. transcribing done. Looking for thaf col in 
the hee. Kate spends a lot of time :alking about the substance of her classes, particular& 
art, It 's as ifshe 's just Ionging to share the content' becorne involved in 
in:eZZectual/academic conversations - it 's I ih  she 's lonely and looking for someone to 
talk to about this stufand she thinkr tha: I rnay be someone, that she can talk "university 
tu. " 

Field notes 

Kate was generous with her time and spirit. But she wanted something in retum. She 

longed to share ber interests with others through intelligent discussion and reflection. Several 

times she told me how she really wanted to have a community of people to talk to about 

"intellectual stuff" but she knew only one woman in her community who was interested. Not only 

is l e h g  richer when it is shared with others but its labour tends to be lessened when it is 

difised with others - a burden shared by many or a bond of m u t d  cornplaint. Pursuing a 

learning He  in a rural area is lonely. In many ways it becomes a self-imposed isolation. The 

interactions of adult rural life - fàmüy, community and fatrning - leave very little room for 

intelIectual pursuits and leaming becornes an individual solitary process. Not only is Kate's 

isolation a physical entity, it is also a cultural and social phenornenon. 

But Kate's isolation is multi-fàceted. It acted as a motivating fàctor, a limiting fkctor, a 

refige and a personal choice. 



Physical isolation as a motivating fâctor urged Kate to seek changes in her life either by 

fhding a job or retuming to school. Physical isolation also brought her into contact with feUow 

adult learners in off-campus art classes - a place that she knew was where she belonged, 

developed fi-iendships and shared learning experiences. Coulter (1 989), who offered a feminist 

perspective of distance education, commented that rural isolation is particularly diffïcult for 

women. She r emked  that the concept of distance education courses, that is learning on one's 

own, exacerbates the problem of isolation for women. 

But physical and intelfectual isolation also limited Kate. She ofien felt out of place with 

her fiends, removed and distanced fiom the pattern of old fiendships. Her studies kept her 

physically isolated at home on the h. Furthemore, her expanded awareness, particularly 

through the courses in cultural anthropology, intensified hteliectual isolation. 

Isolation was also a refuge and a personal choice. As she began to re-establish herselfas a 

person and student, her isolation was self-imposed. She preferred not to speak with tutors. She 

wanted no human contact and she left me with no doubt that it was her choice. She also talked of  

the pleasure she derived fiom books and learning alone at her kitchen table late at night so that 

l e h g  becarne a personai refuge for her. Tilburg and Moore (1 985) identiiïed the notion of 

isolation is often a preferred choice of many m a l  adults learners. The research they examined 

indicated that many mal adults preferred not to interact with other adults and that socialtation 

was not something that they sought. 



Two degrees - two pers~ective~. 

Seplember 15, 1996 
Here are some of the questions that I would like to ask Kate. She says she 's continuing 
her pursuit of both programs, Athabasca and the Bachelor of Fine Arts. And one of the 
things ihat she said was thai the BFA helps with the creativity and the anthropology hefps 
with the academic part of her rnind. It seems a little unusual to have both going on at the 
same time. My questions are these: How is ir thar she still wanfs to continue with both 
areas? ... NO that 's not a very good question! Scratch that. II's not unusual at all - she 's 
just doing [hem at the same time, when and where she can get closses! 

Field notes 

Kate's learning experiences came fiom three universities, with the intention of finishing 

two degrees: Anthropology and Fine Arts. The distinctions she made between the two degrees 

was insightîul. 

Kate descnbed a degree in anthropology as king "more academic" and "worth more" 

than a degree in fine arts. From a purely monetary perspective, Kate's conclusions are in 

agreement with West's (1 988) analysis of higher education prepared for the Fraser Institute. He 

ranked a £ine arts degree as the poorest investment in time and money in relation to fiiture job 

prospects. ' While West is dismissive of this poor hvestment, other forecasters (e.g. Clough, 

1 992; Foot, 1996; Fraser, 1993; Stone & Fletcher, 1992) predict that intellectual leisure pursuits 

such as fine arts courses are likely to be in demand as the population ages. 

Kate would have preferred to take art courses. However, not onIy did she think that an 

anthropology degree would be worth more, her access to fine arts courses was very M e d .  

OrigMy, fine arts courses were not avaiiable to her fiom a distance. Even when they did 

becorne available, program and course requirements were either impractical to achieve fiom a 

l Interestingly, a study by Guppy and Pendakur (1989) on the effects of gender and 
parental education showed chüdren of parents with fine arts degrees were among the most likeIy 
groups to participate in post-secondary education. 



distance or insensitive to her rural situation. 

The hi& costs O - f iearninq. 

Rural women and their interests are usudy at the bonom of the fàxm M y ' s  k t  of 

priorities . During critical times of the year, seeding, harvesting, and calving, the fkm cornes fist 

no matter what. Men's work is important and inflexible; women's work can be changed and is 

not considered critical to the farm operation. A rural woman's personal interest mua fit around 

thefàmilyor the hm. AsButala(l994) said, 

And the rural, traditional Zife means that women work al1 day long for the sake of other 

people - people they love, it's true, and whose happiness is their happiness - and have to 

steal any t h e  for themselves for activities not a part of homemaking. Because genuinely 

fiee time is in such short supply, there isn't t h e  for an individual woman to search out 

and l e m  about what would be a m y  satisfjhg activity for her, if it were possible to h d  

such activities within her geographic range (p. 1 63). 

When Kate taked about the time she spent studying or working on her papers, it was "late 

at night when everyone was in bed" or "when the kids were at school." She had feelings of guilt 

about driving to night classes when the kids were home alone and she made sure that no one in 

her M y  suffered because she was taking classes. 

No one in her M y  knew, for example, that I had chosen to study her learnîng 

experiences as a tribute to herseif and her perseverance. She told no one, and our intemiews were 

scheduled hto a time that did not interfere with their lives - either her husband's or her children's. 

She talked of people dismissing or ignoring her studying as a legitirnate and worthwhile 



pursuit. She felt that there was certainly a lack of appreciation of the importance of a formal 

education and a complete lack of recognition of how dficult it is to l m  by yourself. 

Her burden of guilt came through as she spoke of not letting her university courses 

interfere with her children. She took her books to the beach, the skating rink or to any number of 

the kids' activities so that they would not s a e r  because she was taking classes. Fitting her 

learning around the work and lives of everyone else is one reason it has taken her a long t h e  to 

finish her degree. 

She alone paid the costs of learning. She took sole ownership of her education and her 

learning. It could never interfere with the fbmily or become a shared burden. She slid her 

learning into her family He with minimal disturbances to anyone else. 

Pers~ectives on authority and expert opinions. 

Kate's experiences provided some perspectives on authority and expert opinions. A 

predoMnant theme in Kate's early leaming experiences was that she initially feh intirnidated by 

facuhy considering them to be authority figures. Her level of intimidation appeared to decrease 

somewhat with female faculty, where she found more compassion and a sense of s h e d  

experiences. Eventudy, as she was exposed to more courses she developed a modest level of 

comfort with the studenthculty relationship. Yet, even with this increased exposure and her 

maturation as a student and as an adult wornan, she clairned that she was still intirnidated by 

fàculty. 

In spite of king intimidated, Kate came to question what some of the experts reaily did 

know about a subject area. She commented on theories that she had learned early on in her 



anthropology courses that were now being disputed by a new generation of experts. She 

questioned whar any of the experts 'keally did know" referring to all their theories as 

"mythology". 

These two sides of the coin on authority and expert opinions appeared to me to be a work 

in progress, a maturation of her learning. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tanile (1 986) 

provided this insight. 

When women accept the responsibility for evaluating and continuaily reevaluating their 

assumptions about knowledge, the attention and respect that they might once have 

awarded to the expert is transfonned. They appreciate expertise but back away from 

designating anyone an "expert" without qualifying t hernselves (p. 1 3 9). 

Passinrr dong a tradition. 

Kate's learning experiences were checkered with her references to family, prllnarily her 

children. She spoke rninimally about her husband - his role and support of her appeared to be 

negligibk. Other references to her M y  were that she was very close to her sisters and cousins 

and that her mother, as a creative and fiee-spuited person, had a profound innuence on her. 

In one interesting conversation we had, Kate told me she was sorry her M y  did not 

have any sense of tradition in the sarne way that other cultures had. She cited traditions such as 

rituals, ceremonies, a strong sense of the past. 1 found that an odd statement given the mralness 

of her situation and the traditions that were bound up in the rival subculture. 

1 have thought about her cornments ofien since that bit of conversation. Kate was 

determined to pass on to her children a positive remforcement and role mode1 for pursuhg an 



education. Whether this counts as tradition in Kate's mind may be questionable, but her continua] 

desire and her deliberate work toward this goal irnplied that she was passing along a learning 

tradition to her children. 

Developing thk kind of attitude is not easy in rural areas. Kate commented that people in 

her comrnunity were more interested in the popularity of their children than in their education. 

Butala's (1 994) observations speak to Kate's situation: 

This was a world which at first appeared to me to nearly al1 working class, where 

education wasn't particularly valued since you codd be a well-educated bad h e r  or a 

poorly educated top-notch h e r ,  where dserences in jobs were minimal, and where 

having leisure tirne wasn't especiaily desirable (p.3 1). 

Both sides of ernotions - sadness and l e .  

Kate's story revealed the fundamental nature of ernotion - sadness and laughter, although 

for most of our conversations the scales were tipped toward laughter. She spoke with regret 

when she talked about not making more of herselfwhen she was younger. Her youthful 

expectations were now replaced now by feelings of inteliectuai, physical and social isolation and a 

loss in seif-confidence. 

Yet she was never far fiom king able to laugh. She talked about her youngest daughter's 

latest escapades or having to shave her son's head. When she described most incidents relating 

to her courses she usually saw the humour in situations that might well be an obstacle to others. 

She ofien cited confusion and annoyances with d e s  and regulations at the universities. She told 

me of a fiiend of hers, a woman in her late 40's who was applying for admission to college. This 



woman had been asked by the university to provide the transcripts of her marks fkom a 

hairdressing course that she had taken nearly 30 years ago. As Kate said, "It's not like she's 

studying brain surgery !" 

Findine her own reaIity. 

Finding our own reality means making sense of our experiences. Kate found her own 

reaiity in her art. Her art is how she rnakes sense of her experiences and her reality. As Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger and Tanile (1 986) discovered, women fhd their own voice for their 

individual reality. 1 believe that Kate used her art as her voice. "Art", she said, "is where I 

should have been in the fist place." 

At the last session of our interviews, Kate told me she had just cailed herself an artist for 

the first t h e .  This declaration fi-ightened her - she had put into words what she really wanted to 

be! She spoke as if'it were a revelation or a hidden secret that she now felt cornfortable to tell. 

Or perhaps, it was a declaration of a r e - b ' i  of her youthfbl expectations. For whatever the 

reason, it was a sense of discovery of her own reality. Butala (1994) told of a similar discovery. 

1 longed to belong, but without realizing it 1 was resisting. Although 1 hadn't yet figured it 

out rationally and was acting strictly fiom the gut, 1 had enough presence of mind in this 

case to foilow my intuition which said that there was no choice involved; belonging wodd 

have to be on my own terms, whatever 1 rnight finally discover those terms to be (p. 32). 

1 believe, through her education Kate has and wiU continue to discover the ternis of her Me - her 

own reality of what she wants to be and what she wants to do. 



A Perspective of the Tangled Garden of Universities 

1 adrnitted in the introduction of this study that 1 have a fiscination with universities and 

theK unique inter-related hct ions  of research, education and community or public service. 1 am 

particularly interested in the ways in which universities could and should manifest these functions 

in rural areas particularly as it &cts the individual - the end-user of education. 1 am still 

fascinated and I stiiî remain comfnitted to rural areas, and the individual rural adult learner. 

But as 1 wrote and rewrote this narrative of Kate's learning experiences, 1 had to be 

rerninded tirne and again fiom my advisors that 1 needed to tone down my technicd governmental 

voice. This advice was not oniy practical - it was si@cant. It was a reminder to me not to 

duck under the covers of bureaucratie jargon but to present Kate's experiences and how they 

relate to the policies and practices of universities. 1 needed to use hagery to visualize the 

centrality of the experiences of this individual, spiralhg inward to Kate and outward to the 

universities, up and down fiom Kate's fàrm to the larger rural society and back again, as the 

inductive process of qualitative research and narrative writing evolved. 

In this way, 1 present for contemplation the major themes of Kate's experiences as an 

individuai rural adult learner experiencing the policies and practices of universities. 

Metaphoricdy speaking, these themes are found in the tangled garden of the individual, rural 

areas and the universities, and are part of my search for reconciliation. 

Holding hkh the desire for a university education. 

The most powerfùl motivation behind Kate's learning experiences is the value that she 

places on a university education. Education fiom another institution was something that Kate 



never even considered. She believed that a university education was the pinnacle, the top of the 

heap. On one occasion I asked her why she had chosen to take university courses rather than 

more short-term, technical or human interest classes that were often held locally. Because she 

wanted the best she said. To Kate this meant the best acadernic experience, the best instructors 

and the b a t  program. There was never any question in Kate's mind if this assumption was 

correct. To Kate there was simply no equal to a university education. 

Kate had a commitment to a university education that enabled her to surmount any barrier. 

Distance, the ,  cost, M y  pressures were inconveniences that she worked around for the sake of 

her learning. As Cross (1981) pointed out, lack of interest is the most major banier to an adult's 

learning. Kate definitely had the interest as well as the commitrnent! 

Kate also beiieved that a university education had the most value for living We. A 

university education, Kate said, "changes the way you think. You become a better person." The 

commitment to a university education was one that she purposefbiiy promoted with her children. 

"1 want al1 my kids to go to university. It's just the besî," she said. 

The simificame of writhe. readine and reflect ion to adult leamin% 

Kate talked ofien about the way that she learned the best: writing, reading, reflection and 

writing again. As Kate said, she loved writing papers and learned the most fiom them even 

though they were "the most work". Kate's learning in this way is upheld by van Manen ( 1990) 

who said that "writing fixes thought on paper" (p. 1 25). This learning style is in contrast to many 

of her exams, usually anthropology exams, which were multiple choice. She prepared for these 

exams by memorization. But, she said, "1 didn't learn anything. I'm a good memorizer, but I'm 



also a good forgetter. Twenty-four hours d e r  the exam, poof, what 1 learned is al1 gone!" 

Students as clients of the universitv: mistakinn complacency as satisfaction. 

The combination of Kate's rnaturity as a student and her demand for s e ~ c e  as a fee- 

paying adult client became evident in many of the incidents that Kate described. While she was 

ofien intirnidated by academic staff, she appeared to have none of those m e  feelings toward 

administration. On more than one occasion she described dernands fiom university 

administrations that by her accounts were ridiculous. Citing examples eom her son and other 

adult learners, she talked about the hstration of ridiculous entrance requirements (such as a 

hairdressing certificate f b m  the 70's), scheduling problems and phone-in registration. She 

v i r t d y  thumbed her nose at the system, for example, being registered and taking courses fiom 

three universities at the same. "It's my business," she said, "It's my money. I've got good marks. 

Why should they care?" 

As she rnatured as a student, she began to expect quality in the courses that she took. 

One more than one occasion, she referred to courses that she felt were a waste of her time ând 

money. Graddy ,  she became more assertive in seeking out the instructors for their input. 

While she was intirnidated by faculty - at Ieast at the omet of any course - she rehined fiorn 

taking any of her cornplaints to a higher level even when though her expectations and demands 

went unanswered. 

To on-lookers Kate's complacency might be viewed as client satishction when in reality 

the opposite was tnie on more than one occasion. Kate, like so many other adult learners, 

needed to concentrate her energies on juggling M y ,  financiai and tirne pressures in addition to 



her studies. Ultirnately, this diminished much of her zeal for demanding quality in university 

courses and she developed the attitude ofjumping through the hoops of course requirements. 

Accessibilitv and the issue of credit transfer . 

Kate registered and took courses fiom three universities. Certainly it is a complicated way 

of doing things but there is a simpIe explanation. She took courses when and where she codd get 

them while trying to adhere to the program requirements. Often times, the program 

requirements, such as access to a lab, were impossible for her to meet. Other tirnes, scheduling 

and the sequencing of courses became problerns. When she was unable to take a course that she 

needed fiom one university, she took it fiom another. As she went about taking courses, she 

kept her eye on the program requirements for a degree and was convinced that courses Çom one 

institution would be accepted by another at least for some credit. 

Currently, credit transfer of courses in order to meet the requirements of a degree is the 

most persistent administrative problem Kate faces. When we last spoke (as part of the process of 

the verification of the research data) Kate told me that even though she wanted to graduate with a 

Fine Arts Degree fiom the University of Regina, it appeared unlikely as the Faculty of Fine Arts 

would not accept some of the courses that she had taken at Yorkton £i=om the University of 

Saskatchewan. 

MY Search for Reconciliation: Concluding - Remarks 

1 reviewed the literature in these areas: universities, addt learning, mal Saskatchewan 

and rural adult education. The discussion on universities concentrated on their role in meeting 



Society's needs, particularly of adult learners. 1 followed this section by describing a theoreticai 

background of adult leamers. Underlying these theories is the notion that the individual and his or 

ber particuiar situational context as weii as personal learning needs are germane to any theory of 

adult learning. 

Using this understanding of the centrality of the individual in adult education 1 examined 

the particular sociocultural aspects of this case study - the context of rural Saskatchewan during 

the last decade and the nature of rurd adult education. Spurred on by rural depopulation and the 

recent economic recession in rural Saskatchewan, post-secondary education for rural adults 

received public and govenimental interest as a means to meet the societal needs of rural areas. 

This interest was and will likely continue to be linked to economic devebpment and nual 

rejuvenation. 

1 began this study as a search for reconciliation between what 1 had leamed about the 

policies and practices of universities, what 1 saw al1 around me in  al Saskatchewan and my 

personal experiences as a m a l  adult learner. 1 also considered how universities could and should 

manifest their unique fùnctions of research, education and comrnunity seMce in rural areas, using 

Kate's experiences as weii as my own. 

In many ways, 1 found a measure of reconciliation through the interpretation of Kate's 

experiences many of which were similar to my own. 1 did not h d  the same degree of 

reconciliation with university policies and practices and their connection with rural Saskatchewan. 

Kate's experiences of neady ten years of University courses fiom three separate institutions more 

ofien provoked new contradictions and reinforced old perplexities. Some of these have k e n  

presented as recornmendations for practice and research which follow at the end of this chapter. 1 



present the others - education fiom a distance, the difEerences between rural and urban adult 

learners, and the community needs of m a l  areas and - for fùrther contemplation. 

Education fiom a distance is not distance education. 

A contradiction in terminology cornes fiom the distinction between educaiion from a 

distance and distance education. Distance education is the collective tenn for the educational 

projects and technology designed to deliver instruction usually at a distance and in the absence of 

an instructor. Education fiom a distance describes d the attributes of an education whiie living at 

a distance. It includes ail the ways that learners use to pursue an education at a distance: on- 

campus, off-campus and distance education courses. Education fiom a distance subsumes 

distance education. The contradiction erupts when distance education technologies are 

considered a replacement for an education fiom a distance. 

Rural adult learners are not like urban adult leamers, 

The literature that 1 reviewed as part of this case study looked at one of the primary 

hct ions  of universities - specifically, meeting the needs of society. In Saskatchewan, an 

important constituent of our society is the individual mal adult learner. Included in this 

discussion was the concept that there are dEerences between urban and rural adult learners. 

These dinerences are primarily in the areas of barriers to leamhg but also include particular 

dispositional characteristics unique to the rural subculture. In other words, family and community 

involvement and activities on the farm ofien take priority over studying. This often means that 

rural adult learners have less tirne to devote to pursuing an education. This fact, coupled with the 



barrier of distance, lack of access to Facilities and available counselling results in a ditferent set of 

learning circumstances for rural learners. 

Where are the hversities in rural Saskatchewan? 

The tirne M e  of  this study takes place during a difFcult tirne for rival Saskatchewan. 

Confronted by the fàrm crisis, rural depopulation and an econornic recession in nird 

Saskatchewan, government and rural residents looked for ways to Mprove the situation. HaWig 

witnessed the decline of m a l  Saskatchewan and persody  experiencing the fàrm crisis, 1 ofken 

asked the question: "What are the universities doing to help us through this?" 

In a sirnilar way, as 1 learned about Kate's experiences, 1 looked for the visibility of 

universities in rural areas. 1 found very little indication of them. 

This same question - 'îvhere are the universities?" - rnight just as easily corne fiom other 

groups in w a l  areas: Fust Nations and Métis populations, immigrants to niraI areas and the 

eIderly. 1 believe that high rates of rural unempbyrnent and poverty, lagging economic 

development and unique social problems are community needs that direct our universities to 

concentrate a portion of their inter-related functions of research, education and community 

service. In other words, their presence should be known to ail residents not ody those who live 

in university centres. 

Recommendations, 

1 have included a riurnber of recornrnendations based on the findings of this case study as 

well as my own background in education as public policy. As 1 indicated earlier, this is my answer 



to some of the contradictions and perplexities raised in the course of this case study. 

Changes to governrnent policies, 

There is a long-standing policy of non-interference by government in the academic 

matters of the university. However, as the gatekeeper of public funds to Saskatchewan's two 

universities, govemment has an obligation to public accountability. Governrnent policies should 

encourage collaboration arnong institutions. Courses and degree prograxm fiom ail providers in 

a geographic area should be organized to provide reasonable access to assist m a l  adult learners in 

becoming aware of educationai O fferings. Encouraging credit tram fer between institut ions should 

be a priority. 

Practices and ~olicies of universities, 

The trend of addt lemers in university education wiil continue to include those fkom rural 

areas in Saskatchewan. Changing corporate structures, advances in technologies and the 

increashg advances of a knowledge-based society are reasons why addts will need to learn 

throughout their lives (Foot, 1996; Fraser, 1992; Thomton and Harold, 1993). There will be 

challenges, however, for universities to adapt their policies, procedures and teaching methods for 

an older ciientele (Campbell, 1995; Clough, 1992; Confederation CoUege, 1988; Foot, 1996). 

Course content or program requirements should be revised to reflect relevant leamhg experiences 

for adults. A consumer-oriented attitude to the students as clients should be adopted by 

universities or they stand to miss the anticipated resurgence (and much needed revenue) of adult 

learners. 



Saskatchewan is a province of rural and urban cultures. There are inherent dserences in 

these cultures which should be acknowledged by our province's universities. With this in mind, 

universities should determine how they wiii meet the teaching, research and societal needs of rural 

areas including the special interest groups that also live in these areas. They should be flexible 

and open in assisting rural residents in pursuing an education fkom a distance. 

Program requirements should meet the needs of the individual student rather than the 

needs of the institution. Adults living in rurai areas are creative, resourcefûl, self-reliant and have 

a high energy level. Individual resourcefuùiess creates independence, which must be dealt with in 

the methods and delivery system employed by adult educators. Carefùl situational assessrnent 

cm aid in the presentation of educational programming that will encourage individuals to work 

together without displaying their needs as weaknesses. The mode1 of an open university should 

be considered to meet the rural adult needs for learning and educational access. 

Faculty should be instructed in adult l e h g  theory and practice. In rural areas they 

should receive in-service training on the educational needs of rural learners. University 

admlliisuation should improve accessibiity to ancillary seMces at the university. 

Above al1 else, 1 recornmend that universities irnprove their fwiction of community service 

in rural areas by applying their collective and individual intelîectual resources. In rural areas, 

these resources are best used to help rural residents with environmental issues, cornmunity and 

economic development, financial planning, legal and medical resources. Regions with well- 

educated citizens are likely to show more economic growth than regions where educational 

attainrnent is 10 wer. The collective resources of universities should be used to irnprove the 



-- 

educational attainment of individual adults as well as the social and economic development in 

r d  areas. 

Recommendations for fùture r e s h .  

The following recomrnendations for &tue  research corne fiom the Literature as weii as the 

experiences of this individual. Some suggestions for research include: 

the characteristics of the aduIt learner in relationship to the delivery of adult education. 

the extent to which current university programs meet the needs of rural Saskatchewan 

residents. 

a profile of motivators and barriers to adult education in rurai areas. 

the relationship between rurd economic development and nrral adult education. 

a profile of nual adult learners in Saskatchewan. 
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Appendix A 

Protocol for Interview Ouestions 

How did you get started in your pursuit of a university education? 

How important was support fiom your fàmily and the local cornmunity? 

How has distance, weather, class scheduling, fàmily responsibilities, tirne constraints, and 

financial problems affected you? 

How much information about prograrns, course offerings and services did you receive? 

Were you able to get counselling and advice when you needed it? 

How has living in a rural area affected your employrnent and educational goals? 

Tell me about the variety and availability of classes. 

Have you had access to library services, laboratories, and cornputers? 

How important was it for you to have personal contact with your Athabasca courses? 

Did you have an employrnent goal in mind when you started courses? 

What have been the affects on you and your f'amily of going back to school? 

How would you describe yourself now and when you started courses? 

Why did you want to pursue a university education? 

Describe some of your experiences in your courses. 

Was there a difference between male and female instructors? 
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