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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Lifelong learning policies have expanded opportunities for adults to Received 3 February 2026
upskill and reskill, yet, entering higher education (HE) as a mature Accepted 10 August 2026
student is a process intertwined with life circumstances and
structural barriers. Drawing on Careership theory, this study M r
. R ature students; lifelong
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students and which routines and turning points shape their careership theory
pathways to HE. We conducted semi-structured interviews with
nine mature students (aged 35-56) enrolled in undergraduate
programmes at a Swedish university. Data were analysed using
reflexive thematic analysis. The findings identify three distinct yet
overlapping pathways to HE: reskilling after disruption, eligibility
through detours, and late migration. Across pathways HE became
conceivable through accumulated educational and work
experiences, reshaping participants’ horizons for action. For HE to
become actionable, both formal eligibility (i.e. qualifications) and
practical eligibility (e.g. access to financial support) were required,
making eligibility an important structural lever. Pathways to HE
also involved a re-negotiation of self-understandings, often
facilitated by municipal adult education.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Lifelong learning is widely recognised as essential for promoting equity and quality of
life, strengthening employability, and enabling upskilling and reskilling in a rapidly chan-
ging labour market (European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 2020; Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2024a). Within this context, ensur-
ing access to and participation in higher education (HE) for mature students is increas-
ingly important, particularly given ageing populations in the global North, which
intensify demand for lifelong learning (Kasworm 2020; Slowey and Schuetze 2023). In
Sweden, numerous policy initiatives aim to promote access to HE for mature students.
Reforms have sought to alleviate financial constraints, including raising the age limit
for study support eligibility to 60 years (SFS 1999:1395, Ch. 3, § 3) and introducing
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financial transition support to facilitate career change (Prop 2021/22:176). Furthermore,
Sweden has a long tradition of municipal adult education (komvux), enabling adults to
upgrade skills and obtain qualifications required for HE (Bjursell 2020).

As a result of lifelong learning initiatives, the average age of HE students in Sweden is
higher than the OECD average (OECD 2024b), and applicants aged 35 + have experi-
enced the largest increase (Swedish Council for Higher Education 2023). However,
despite a growing number of mature students, little is known about what makes HE con-
ceivable for them. Many mature individuals who could pursue HE never apply, due to a
lack of information, low confidence in their academic ability, or cultural and geographic
barriers (O’Shea et al. 2024). Understanding what makes HE accessible to different social,
demographic, and geographic groups is therefore essential for strengthening partici-
pation (Dalberg, Borjesson, and Cevallos 2022). While research has identified important
motives and barriers to mature students’ access to HE (e.g. Busher and James 2020), less
is known about the processes through which HE becomes both conceivable, as a legiti-
mate and desirable future, and actionable, as a possibility that can be translated into
actual enrolment. Sweden provides relevant context, given its comparatively high pro-
portion of mature students and its extensive adult education and study support
systems. Using Careership theory (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997), this study investigates
mature students’ pathways into HE, focusing on how HE becomes conceivable and
actionable over time through routines and turning points, and on the barriers and oppor-
tunities encountered along the way.

Who is a mature student?

Definitions of mature students vary across research and policy, with thresholds ranging
from 21 + to 30+ (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2024; Fragoso et al. 2013). In
Sweden, where students generally enter HE later than in many other OECD countries,
national admission statistics distinguish between students aged 25-35 and those aged
35 or older (OECD 2024b; Swedish Council for Higher Education 2025). Given the
increasing proportion of applicants aged 35+ (Swedish Council for Higher Education
2023, 2025), this study defines mature students as those aged 35 or above.

Literature review
Returning to education

Mature age often intersects with being first in the family to attend HE, caregiving respon-
sibilities, part-time or distance learning, and regional ties (Busher and James 2020; Dela-
hunty 2022), creating compounded barriers that impede access to and persistence in
education (Crawford 2021; Delahunty 2022; O’Shea et al. 2024). Mature students often
experience that caregiving responsibilities influence their capacity to study (Hayman
et al. 2024; Lennox 2024; Stone and O’Shea 2022), and that they are breaking norms,
as they cannot participate in student life in the same way as younger peers (Jones, Mac-
Donnell, and Aamir 2025; Moller Gregersen and Nielsen 2023). To navigate family life
alongside studies, mature students often develop a range of strategies, including task
prioritisation, seeking social support, and using flexible study options (Andrade,
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Fernandes, and Almeida 2024). Mature students tend to choose a local university and
remain at home rather than relocate due to family responsibilities. This often entails
commuting, which presents an additional challenge (Holton 2018; Pokorny, Holley,
and Kane 2017). Their financial situation can also be strained, particularly for those
with children (Hayman et al. 2024), and some studies highlight pronounced mental
health challenges among mature students in regional contexts (Crawford 2021).

Pathways to HE for mature students are often complex and non-linear, marked by inter-
ruptions (Ivemark and Ambrose 2021; O’Shea et al. 2024). Many mature students combine
work and study and enrol in HE only after several years in the labour market. Detours
through adult education or bridging programmes are often necessary to obtain the
required qualifications (Dalberg, Borjesson, and Cevallos 2022; Stone and O’Shea 2019).
For immigrants, adult education provides opportunities to acquire both language skills
and formal qualifications (Slowey and Schuetze 2023). Beyond qualifications, adult edu-
cation and bridging programmes can also build capital, including academic literacies
and social networks, and help convert aspiration into actual HE participation, provided
institutional practices support belonging and transition (James 2024; McNamara 2021).
At the same time, the need for adult education often reflects earlier social stratification
in the school system (Cliffordson and Gustafsson 2007; Reay 2021). Limited social and cul-
tural capital can restrict access to essential resources needed to navigate the school system
(Rosvall, Ronnlund, and Johansson 2018). This may result in non-strategic educational
choices, weaker academic performance, or dropout from upper secondary school,
leading to non-eligibility for HE and insecure labour market positions (Lundahl et al.
2017). Many, therefore, return to education later in life following incomplete schooling
or labour-market constraints (Lindblad and Lundahl 2020). Research shows that students
from non-academic backgrounds often attend municipal adult education to escape inse-
cure labour markets or gain eligibility for HE (Dahlstedt et al. 2018).

For mature students, the decision to enrol in HE often coincides with significant
changes in work or family life, prompting a re-evaluation of goals and a search for ‘some-
thing better’, such as greater financial security, personal fulfilment, or the realisation of
long-standing ambitions. These motivations are often linked to identity, self-actualisa-
tion, and personal transformation rather than purely instrumental concerns (Busher
and James 2020; O’Shea et al. 2024; Scanlon 2008). Programme choices are shaped by
life and work experiences, accessibility, and family responsibilities, often directing
mature students towards fields perceived as meaningful, feasible, or professionally rel-
evant (Busher and James 2020; Fraser 2018; O’Shea et al. 2024). This is reflected in
national statistics showing that mature students often cluster in teacher education and
health-related programmes, such as nursing (e.g. Swedish Council for Higher Education
2023). However, mature students from non-academic backgrounds may also have
limited access to information and guidance about HE (Chapin, Fabris, and Oraison
2024), which may result in their choices relying heavily on prior experiences and
limited knowledge (Fraser 2018).

While studies have examined mature students’ motivations and barriers to HE, less atten-
tion has been paid to how HE becomes feasible over time. Saddler and Sundin (2020),
however, show that entering HE entails both personal and social change and mature students
often face personal barriers, such as low confidence, and structural barriers, such as financial
constraints. Turning points act as catalysts, making new courses of action possible and



4 e C. THORSEN AND K. FORSLUND FRYKEDAL

legitimate. Thus, the choice to pursue HE is rarely purely rational, instead, it is shaped by an
interplay of previous experiences, opportunities, perceptions, and structural conditions
(Hang and Zhang 2025; Saddler and Sundin 2020). Given this complexity, it is important
to understand not only why mature students enrol in HE, but also how HE gradually
becomes conceivable and practically possible. To capture this process, the present study
uses Careership theory (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997), which conceptualises career
choices as situated, pragmatically rational decisions that emerge from routines and
turning points. Thus, the purpose of the present study is to shed light on pathways to HE
for mature students aged 35 years or older, focusing on how HE becomes conceivable and
actionable over time. The study is guided by the following research questions:

RQ 1: How do mature students describe their pathways to HE?

RQ2: What routines and turning points shape when and how HE becomes conceivable for
mature students?

RQ3: Whatbarriers and support structures enable or constrain mature students’ access to HE?

Theoretical framework

This study draws on Careership theory (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997) to understand mature
students’ pathways to HE. The framework is useful for analysing how individuals come to
perceive certain options as realistically available and appropriate. These perceptions are
shaped by social position and structural conditions, including social class, ethnicity,
gender, and prior educational and work experiences. Building on Bourdieu’s concept of
habitus, these perceptions are understood as embodied dispositions that shape how individ-
uals view themselves, their opportunities, and their place within education (Bourdieu 1977).
The theory also highlights the role of different forms of capital: economic capital (financial
resources), cultural capital (knowledge, skills, and valued ways of acting), and social capital
(networks and relationships that provide access to support and opportunities). Academic
capital, related to cultural capital, refers to resources valued in academic contexts. Symbolic
capital involves the recognition and legitimacy of these resources within a field.

Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) view career development as non-linear, shaped by
both routine experiences and turning points. Decisions about education and work are
pragmatically rational, made within a specific life context and constraints. Turning
points are significant events that prompt individuals to reconsider their chosen trajec-
tories. Structural turning points are determined by external institutional structures,
such as the end of compulsory schooling, requiring decisions to continue education or
not. Self-initiated turning points occur when individuals actively seek to change their
career trajectory, often in response to prior experiences or a desire for something
more meaningful. Forced turning points arise from external events, such as being laid
off. In practice, most turning points are not clearly distinct but emerge as a combination
of events and actions, some planned, others unforeseen and only recognised retrospec-
tively. Turning points cannot be understood in isolation but are always intertwined
with the routines that precede and follow them.

Routines are gradual and often less visible processes through which career identities
are maintained, questioned, or transformed. Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) identify
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five types: confirmatory routines, reinforce existing decisions; contradictory routines,
involve questioning a previous decision or concluding that the current situation is unsui-
table or no longer sufficient; socialising routines, lead individuals to adopt identities not
originally intended; dislocating routines, in which individuals find themselves in an iden-
tity they cannot accept or feel incapable of changing; and evolutionary routines, refer to a
gradual transformation in which a person outgrows their original career identity in a way
that is neither highly contradictory nor painful.

Career decisions unfold within what Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) term horizons for
action, that is, the arenas or contexts in which individuals subjectively perceive them-
selves as able to act and make career choices. Horizons for action are shaped by
habitus, access to educational opportunities, and labour market structures, making
them segmented and limited to visible, accessible options in a specific social and cultural
context. Within their horizon for action, individuals make pragmatically rational
decisions based on how open they perceive that horizon to be.

Learning is central to Careership theory and occurs both formally and informally
throughout life. Hodkinson (2009) describes learning as an inherent, often tacit part of
career development, through which individuals interpret past experiences and adjust their
perceptions of what is possible. This is particularly relevant for mature students, for
whom the decision to pursue HE is shaped by past experiences, personal and structural con-
ditions. In this study, the Careership theory is used to analyse how these earlier experiences
shape mature students’ horizons for action, how routines and turning points make HE con-
ceivable, and how different structural conditions influence whether HE becomes actionable.

Method

This study adopts a qualitative design using semi-structured interviews with a biographi-
cal orientation. The aim was to explore the pathways to HE for mature students enrolled
in undergraduate programmes at a Swedish university.

Participants

The study forms part of a larger project investigating pathways to HE for mature students. In
autumn 2024, a survey was distributed to all students who had begun an undergraduate pro-
gramme at a smaller university in Sweden (n = 1,774). The survey was completed by 178
respondents, of whom about 60 were 35 years or older. The average age was 32 years, with
66 per cent women and 34 per cent men. Based on the survey, 15 individuals aged 35 or
older were invited to participate in an interview. Nine of these, five men and four women,
studying social work, complementary, vocational and primary teacher education, computer
engineering, software engineering, nursing and business and economics, agreed to participate.
Their ages ranged from 35 to 56 years. The current study is based solely on interview data.

Data collection

Interviews were conducted either on campus or via Zoom. An interview guide informed
by Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) Careership theory was used. The guide focused on the
participants’ current situation (life situation, views on education and work, and current
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studies), their history (family background, time in school, significant others, key events
and support systems), and the future (plans ahead, aspirations, and perceived barriers
and enablers) (see Appendix 1). All interviews were audio-recorded and manually tran-
scribed verbatim for subsequent analysis. Interview duration ranged from 49 to 83 min,
totalling 552 min (9 h and 12 min) of recordings.

The study adheres to the ethical guidelines for social science research (Swedish
Research Council 2024). Ethical approval was obtained from the Swedish Ethical
Review Authority (Ref. No. 2024-03888-01). Before participating in the survey, partici-
pants received written information about the study. Participants consented to take
part by clicking ‘yes’ in a digital questionnaire and submitting it. Before the interviews,
participants were informed both in writing and orally, and written consent was then
obtained. All participants’ responses are presented under pseudonyms.

Analytical approach

After all interviews were transcribed, we adopted a reflexive thematic approach informed
by a chronological reading of participants’ accounts. The thematic analysis followed the
six phases outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022): i) familiarisation with the dataset, ii)
coding, iii) generating initial themes, iv) developing and reviewing themes, v) refining,
defining, and naming themes, and vi) writing up. During familiarisation, both research-
ers read and listened to the interviews several times, individually and together. Each
interview was summarised, and initial thoughts were noted. In the second phase,
coding, both authors proceeded individually and abductively. Initial data-initiated
codes were iteratively re-read alongside sensitising concepts from Careership theory
(Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997). This meant that theoretical concepts inspired some
codes, while others were inductively generated from the data. When generating initial
themes, we moved beyond individual codes to identify patterns of shared meaning.
These early themes were broad and tentative, serving as interpretive ideas rather than
fixed. Six preliminary chronological themes were identified and tentatively outlined in
a popular-science report.' In refining the themes, we conducted a more in-depth analysis.
Reflexivity was central throughout, as themes were iteratively reworked in dialogue with
the data and Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) Careership theory. A continuous reflective
dialogue was maintained throughout the analysis and writing process, with our ontologi-
cal and epistemological assumptions serving as a key point of departure (Braun and
Clarke 2019). In a final step, we moved from a chronological reading to a comparison
across cases, and three themes were generated, each representing different pathways to
HE: i) Reskilling after disruption, ii) Eligibility through detours, and iii) Late migration.

Findings

We identified three pathways to HE: reskilling after disruption, eligibility through
detours, and late migration. Although all pathways share nonlinear trajectories, they
differ in how HE was imagined early in life, the role of eligibility, and the nature of
turning points. Across these pathways, participants’ possibilities to enter HE were
shaped by both formal eligibility requirements and practical conditions, such as
financial support, family circumstances and access to guidance.
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Reskilling after disruption

For Kristina, Sabriye, and Martin, HE was conceivable early. Despite different family
backgrounds, recognition at school and supportive social settings fostered a sense of edu-
cational legitimacy. Sabriye was taught at home that education is important, and her local
cultural community association further highlighted its importance, making education a
clear option.

I think the time in the club [cultural community association], the sense of community, and
seeing that there were other young people there who were studying ... Not that I knew
exactly what they were studying or anything, but you got a bit of that push from there.
(Sabriye)

For Kristina, the reality of her small-town context made education a rational exit strategy:
T grew up in [x-town], and you learn quite early that either you stay and don’t become
much, or you move away and become something.” Kristina’s narrative illustrates an
orientation towards HE as a means of both social and geographical mobility, that is, edu-
cation becomes a viable route out rather than a route to a specific outcome. For Martin,
education was a viable option early on: ‘As for studying, I wouldn’t say it was ever com-
pletely obvious, but it’s always been there in some way.’

These early experiences appear in the accounts when participants describe structural
turning points, such as the choice of upper secondary education. For all participants,
upper secondary education is seen as a ‘watershed moment for your life opportunities’
(Kristina), enabling later access to HE. However, although both upper secondary edu-
cation and HE are perceived as attainable, difficulties are encountered along the
pathway. For Martin, mathematics becomes a barrier, leading him to choose a vocational
track in upper secondary school that does not provide eligibility for the desired HE
programme:

I was interested in economics, business, and things like that already back then [...] and I also
felt like, ‘well, my sister did the science program, and that’s not for me because I don’t like
math.’ I had a hard time with math. (Martin)

This choice was pragmatically rational at the time but later narrowed his horizon for
action

Eventually, Kristina, Sabriye and Martin all pursue HE in their youth, building long
careers and leading roles. However, forced and self-initiated turning points disrupt
these pathways. Forced turning points, such as illness and changes in the labour
market, narrow their horizons for action, prompting reskilling decisions. For Martin,
however, a self-initiated turning point reopens his horizons for action, making a long-
standing dream possible.

Despite holding a HE degree and several leadership roles, Martin experienced contra-
dictory routines in his working life. The childhood dream of studying economics never
left him: ‘T've had this dream about that education my whole life, and I've always had this
passion.” When he finds a colleague who can support him in gaining eligibility (by getting
a passing grade in mathematics), he decides to take leave from his job and apply to HE: ‘It
was, like, a milestone in my life, because that’s when I started thinking, you know [...]
now I can actually apply, because now I finally have the qualifications” (Martin). While
the colleague was an important factor in gaining eligibility, Martin’s story also displays
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agency, a perceived necessity to act: “You can dream about anything, but if you never try
to grab it or achieve it somehow, you’ll never get there.” (Martin). However, gaining the
qualification did not by itself make HE possible:

Well, I applied [...] partly because I saw that there was an opportunity to, well, get financial
support, the transition study grant [...] and then I saw an opportunity to manage studying
full-time financially. (Martin)

In Martin’s case, the missing mathematics qualification made HE formally possible, but
the transition study grant was what made full-time study financially feasible.

Sabriye faced changing conditions in her field, including cutbacks and efficiency
measures. Although she still loved her occupation, the altered working conditions
were dislocating and difficult to accept:

I just don’t think it’s fun anymore. There are too many directions on how to write, and, well,
you have to be available for all kinds of strange working hours, and I have a daughter, so it
doesn’t work very well (Sabriye)

Finally, this led her to take a temporary leave to reskill. Through social media, she discovered
the profession of folk high school teacher (an independent adult education institution),
which became an important step to a self-initiated turning point. Starting her new edu-
cational pathway, Sabriye found out that she ‘didn’t get the transition study support for
that programme, so I had to drop out’, illustrating how structural constraints intersect
with agency. Even with a widened horizon, financial support affected which programmes
could be pursued. Thus, when her temporary leave culminated in a layoff, a forced
turning point, she applied to a shorter teacher programme, which also allowed her to get
the transition study support, a pragmatically rational choice within a constrained context.

Kristina, after periods of illness and troublesome events, wanted to change careers to
‘make a difference,” but also to find ‘a context that feels right in your gut’ since she had
experienced her original career as increasingly contradictory. After a spa weekend with
friends, all of whom were teachers, she decided to pursue teaching, a self-initiated turning
point. For Kristina, this friend network becomes an important source of social capital
that facilitates the realignment of her pathway.

Although participants’ narratives differ, they all describe education as a legitimate and
desirable pathway. When established work trajectories were disrupted, HE appeared as a
possible route towards reskilling, reinforced by accumulated capital.

Eligibility through detours

For Riccardo, Johanna, Lars, and Jennifer, HE was not clearly articulated as a possible
route during their youth, as Jennifer put it, ‘the whole world of higher education was
really, really unfamiliar to me’. While they often expressed curiosity and a desire to
learn, Riccardo notes that he has always ‘been curious and like to learn things, and
that has followed me all my life’, their horizons for action were constrained by weak edu-
cational expectations and limited institutional guidance. Instead, participants often
describe individual actors, such as friends or later partners, as important sources of
support. Johanna recalls: ‘Yes, but I was lucky to have a childhood friend who was
really good in school, and she was almost like my [laughter] my support teacher almost’.
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Although all four participants completed both primary and secondary school, ambiva-
lent relationships with school were common. Lars reflects: ‘I did not understand the point
of learning ... I mean, I never took any homework home. I often forgot. It wasn’t impor-
tant to me.” Others describe previously unidentified neuropsychiatric disabilities, such as
ADHD and autism, that were only addressed in adulthood. The narratives suggest that
participants had limited access to strategies, support, or information that could have
helped them navigate school during difficult periods. Together, these experiences nar-
rowed horizons for action, making education, and later HE, conceivable only as an
abstract possibility rather than a viable route. This is also evident in the structural
turning point of choosing upper secondary education, which for many was non-strategic.
Johanna explains:

I wanted to do something practical because I find it really hard to focus and listen and all
that. But I listened to what everyone else said and ended up choosing social studies. So I
had to drop out [laughs] in the end, because it just didn’t work. (Johanna)

Johanna’s story shows how decisions at structural turning points were shaped by
peer influence rather than by a clear sense of what would fit her needs. This pragma-
tically rational choice, made within limited horizons for action, led to an interrupted
pathway.

For Riccardo, Johanna, Lars and Jennifer, unclear vocational goals, poor grades, and/
or unfinished upper secondary studies often led to precarious labour-market positions
after upper secondary school. Unstable employment, unemployment, or sick leave
recurred in their accounts and can be understood as a series of contradictory routines,
prompting participants to question their current situation. Adult education became a
recurring route through which they gained eligibility for HE. However, the purpose of
adult education was not always clear. Jennifer explains:

Yes, I've taken quite a few detours [...] I had a lot of different jobs, was unemployed for a
while and, um, on sick leave for a bit. Then I studied adult education. [...] I was aiming for
medical school. And then after struggling with that for about a year and a half, I felt like, this
isn’t worth it because I'm not going to succeed at it. (Jennifer)

Instead, Jennifer decides to become a nurse, another detour shaped by earlier non-stra-
tegic choices. Her story illustrates how limited guidance contributed to pragmatically
rational decisions leading to repeated changes of direction.

Across narratives, participants often find themselves in contradictory routines, trying
to map out a direction that feels more meaningful. Recurring questions such as ‘Who am
I? What do I want?’ (Riccardo) appear in participants’ accounts, indicating that the path-
ways to HE involved changing self-understandings. Oftentimes, partners, friends or
important others were the ones who supported new orientations and widened partici-
pants” horizons for action. Lars, for example, says that ‘before I met her [girlfriend] I
saw things in black and white’. The girlfriend’s support helped Lars see HE as a concei-
vable future option. Institutional support is often lacking in these narratives. However,
when it is given, it can provide new directions:

A job coach encouraged me to apply to this program, and together with sufficiently high
scores on the Swedish Scholastic Aptitude Test, I received acceptable results, that’s why I
was admitted. (Jennifer)
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Gaining eligibility often marked the point at which participants could move from con-
sidering HE to a self-initiated decision to apply. For Johanna, completing adult education
was not only about obtaining eligibility, but also a pathway to a new self-understanding:

I think the key was when I managed to complete the assistant nurse training on my own
[...]. It was actually the first time I had accomplished something on my own. So that
really helped me find some strategies. (Johanna).

Johanna’s narrative illustrates how eligibility could become part of identity learning, rein-
forcing agency and widening the horizon for action. However, participants still adjusted
their choices to fit their life circumstances, as in Riccardo’s case:

My goodness, this is what I want to do.” My big dream is actually to become a maths teacher.
I love maths, but I realised it’s far too late in life. So I thought, ‘What knowledge do I have
that I can use?’ I like sales, meeting people, and so on, so I thought, ‘My goodness, I can
become a vocational teacher in that field.” So here I am. I got into this. (Riccardo)

The participants’ decisions in this pathway were often pragmatically rational, made
within limited horizons for action, leading to several detours. Adult education became
a means of acquiring eligibility for HE, but completing it also seemed to reshape partici-
pants’ understanding of themselves as learners.

Late migration

Sayed and Ahmed migrated from their home countries in their teenage years, a forced
turning point that disrupted their schooling entirely. Although they share fewer details
about their primary schooling in their home countries, the picture that emerges is one
of informal and fragmented schooling:

There, well, I don’t really remember much, but [...] it wasn’t really a school, but more like
... what should I say, maybe educated people decided to teach children to read and write and
so on. So that’s where I learned, I went there for a couple of years, and that’s where I learned
math and all that. (Sayed)

Upon arrival in Sweden, Sayed and Ahmed encountered linguistic barriers and unfami-
liar institutional logics. Still, they had strong educational aspirations and strong edu-
cational norms from home. For Ahmed’s father, it was important to come to ‘a
country where you have the chance to pursue an education’. Despite these aspirations,
navigating a new educational system with limited language proficiency was difficult,
restricting their horizons for action. Instead, peer networks became important in
shaping educational choices:

I only had about four or five friends, and my Swedish wasn’t very good since I had lived in
Sweden for only about 2 years. So I just thought, ‘Well, my friends are starting the industrial
program [vocational upper secondary programme], so yes, I'll start the industrial program
too.” There was no guidance at all. I just went with the flow.

His choice of upper secondary programme was pragmatically rational but made within a
limited horizon for action, shaped by what seemed possible at the time, rather than by
clear guidance about long-term educational consequences.

Both Sayed and Ahmed eventually find employment. At the same time, participants
describe constant attempts to ‘achieve something better’ (Sayed) or to fulfil childhood
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dreams: ‘It’s an idea I've always had, since I was a child. The thought of becoming a nurse
began during the time the war was going on in our country, when I saw how the Red Cross
helped people.” (Ahmed). These aspirations illustrate how habitus carries orientations
towards education, but structural and linguistic barriers complicate their realisation.

For Sayed, the pathway to HE involved alternating between unemployment and tem-
porary jobs. To move out of unemployment, he relocated and enrolled in a vocational
study programme. After finishing, he secured a permanent position at a company.
Despite having permanent employment, he found himself in contradictory routines
and wanted to advance by participating in internal training. However, the training did
not lead to advancement: ‘I thought that training would help me climb. But it didn’t
give me the result I wanted. [...] Then I thought, now I want to do something else’
(Sayed). Sayed’s account shows a pragmatically rational decision within his perceived
horizon for action, but this initial move did not deliver the anticipated progression, ulti-
mately triggering a self-initiated turning point towards HE. However, when he was finally
accepted into HE, Sayed learned that he was not eligible for the transition study support:

At first, I thought I would at least receive this transition support for a certain period. But I
found out quite late that I couldn’t get it because this program lasts three years [...] I was
actually a bit disappointed [...] why would they close that door for people like me? (Sayed)

Sayed’s account illustrates how field-specific rules often were difficult to anticipate and
can function as gatekeeping mechanisms, reinforcing the need for navigational capital,
which participants often lack.

Ahmed also describes a prolonged pathway to eligibility. He first trained as an assist-
ant nurse, then completed additional courses in adult education. When eligibility was
finally achieved, family responsibilities and local admission thresholds posed new
obstacles: ‘And it was hard getting in there in x-university, and that’s why it took a
long time to, yes, move forward.” (Ahmed) An important self-initiated turning point
came when his children grew older. With assistance from a study guide, the horizon
for action widened, opening the possibility of applying to another university.

In both accounts, language acquisition and adult education were intertwined in the
process of gaining eligibility. At the same time, they describe additional structural bar-
riers, such as limited access to HE despite formal eligibility (e.g. local competition and
grade thresholds) and a lack of eligibility for transition support. Despite these barriers,
participants remain persistent in their aspirations:

I mean, I don’t want to just be one of the crowd, so to speak. [...] I want to be the kind of
person that others think of when something important comes up. Let’s take Sayed, because
he can handle this. (Sayed)

Sayed’s account connects education not only to employment but also to the pursuit of
symbolic capital, showing how educational aspirations are not only instrumental but
connected to identity.

Taken together, migration acts as an overarching forced turning point that re-struc-
tures several life domains: language, work, family and the economy, limiting horizons
for action. While HE is desirable for both Sayed and Ahmed, it is procedurally
opaque. The route to admission required several self-initiated turning points, through
language learning, internal training and adult education.
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Discussion

This study explored how HE becomes conceivable and actionable for mature students,
using Careership theory (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997) as an interpretative framework.
We identified three distinct yet overlapping pathways to HE: reskilling after disruption,
eligibility through detours, and late migration pathways. Consistent with previous
research, these pathways were non-linear, marked by interruptions, delays, and repeated
reorientations, rather than direct progression from upper secondary school (Dalberg,
Borjesson, and Cevallos 2022; Ivemark and Ambrose 2021; O’Shea et al. 2024). In line
with Careership theory (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997), HE participation for mature stu-
dents is not solely a matter of motivation, aspiration, or formal qualifications. Rather,
mature students’ pathways to HE are shaped by the interplay of routines, turning
points, horizons for action, and eligibility. Thus, while mature students’ decision to
enter HE is closely connected to identity change (Saddler and Sundin 2020), it does
not, in itself, make HE possible. Such changes in self-understanding also had to coincide
with both practical and formal eligibility.

Previous research has identified several barriers to mature students’ participation and
persistence in HE, including caregiving responsibilities, commuting and regional ties,
financial pressure, and psychological strain (e.g. Hayman et al. 2024; Holton 2018;
Pokorny, Holley, and Kane 2017; Stone and O’Shea 2022). Our findings indicate that
these factors not only hinder progress within HE but also shape access to it. Even
when participants described HE as desirable and meaningful, enrolment depended on
whether the decision was viable within their current life situation. Eligibility became
not only a matter of formal qualifications and admission requirements, but also of prac-
tical eligibility, including financial support, programme availability, family circum-
stances, geographical mobility, and access to guidance. In this respect, eligibility serves
as a structural lever that determines whether widened horizons for action can translate
into concrete entry into HE.

Beyond formal eligibility, participants’ narratives revealed that the pathway to HE
involved a shift in self-understanding (Busher and James 2020; O’Shea et al. 2024;
Saddler and Sundin 2020). Across pathways, participants described moving from
viewing HE as ‘not for me’ to becoming ‘someone who can do this’. In the eligibility-
through-detour and late-migration pathways, adult education became central to this
shift in self-understanding. It provided participants with a sense of competence and
agency, contributed to symbolic capital, and served as a context in which they could
develop new self-understandings (Dalberg, Borjesson, and Cevallos 2022; James 2024;
McNamara 2021; Stone and O’Shea 2019). In the reskilling pathway, identity learning
was less about entering an unfamiliar educational institution and more about renegotiat-
ing an established professional identity after job loss, illness, or changes in working con-
ditions. These processes align with Hodkinson’s (2009) view of learning as embodied and
cumulative, reshaping dispositions, confidence, and perceived fit, and thereby altering
horizons for action.

Although participants have changed the course of their lives, often driven by an
inner longing for meaning, self-realisation or a different working life (e.g. Saddler
and Sundin 2020), decisions were often made within restricted horizons for action
shaped by habitus (Bourdieu 1977), partial information, and limited institutional
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guidance (Lundahl et al. 2017). Informal support from colleagues, friends, partners,
and community contexts often compensated for such limited institutional guidance
and helped trigger self-initiated turning points. However, because such support was
uneven and dependent on personal networks, pathways remained shaped by segmen-
ted horizons for action (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997), showing how career pathways
are ‘deeply entrenched patterns of social inequality’ and that ‘career decision-making
and progression are bounded by a person’s horizons for action’ (Hodkinson 2009,
6). Previous research similarly shows that limited institutional guidance on study
might lead to educational choices based solely on prior experiences (Chapin, Fabris,
and Oraison 2024; Fraser 2018), ultimately limiting mature students’ HE options or
even preventing them from applying to HE (O’Shea et al. 2024). Where institutional
support existed, it sometimes functioned as a critical lever for building eligibility
and translating aspiration into action.

Participants often responded to dislocating or contradictory routines and forced
turning points through self-initiated turning points, such as entering adult education,
redirecting occupational goals, or enrolling in HE. However, these forms of agency
were conditioned by horizons for action shaped by habitus, and access to support (Hod-
kinson and Sparkes 1997). Migration differed from other forced turning points by
restructuring several life domains at once, including language, education, work, and
family life. Although participants maintained strong educational aspirations, their path-
ways were prolonged by the need to rebuild formal eligibility and navigate unfamiliar
institutional rules. Financial support regulations and local admission thresholds could
therefore continue to function as gatekeepers even after formal eligibility had been
achieved.

Limitations

This study has limitations that also inform interpretation. The sample is small and drawn
from a single university context, which may limit transferability across institutions and
regions. However, the present study includes mature students with diverse backgrounds
who study in different programmes, providing varied accounts of pathways to HE. Still,
the interviews are retrospective and may reflect participants’ narratives of the past rather
than capture decision-making as it happened. In addition, those who both enrolled and
agreed to participate in the study might differ from those who considered HE but did not
apply or dropped out earlier.

Future research could focus on longitudinal qualitative designs that map identity
learning and turning points as they unfold over time, both in the entry to and throughout
HE. In addition, combining qualitative and quantitative designs could help determine
whether these pathways can also be identified in larger samples, as well as which
support structures have the greatest impact on mature students’ enrolment.

Conclusion and implications

The study shows that mature students’ pathways to HE are shaped by the interplay of
routines, turning points, and segmented horizons for action. For some, HE was already
a relatively familiar and legitimate option when disruption made change necessary. For
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others, HE became conceivable more gradually through accumulated educational,
work, and life experiences. Across pathways, HE became actionable only when
formal eligibility aligned with practical eligibility. Eligibility, therefore, not only func-
tions as an individual qualification but also as a structural lever that conditions access
to HE. Adult education played a central role in this process by supporting formal qua-
lifications and identity learning (e.g. Hodkinson 2009; O’Shea et al. 2024), although for
participants in the late-migration pathway, the need to rebuild eligibility in a new edu-
cational system also prolonged their routes to HE.

These findings have implications for widening participation and lifelong learning
policy. In participants’ accounts, inadequate study and career guidance during
upper-secondary transitions and HE entry could contribute to long-term detours
that require repeated adult education later in life. Strengthening guidance tailored to
mature students’ circumstances may broaden horizons for action and help prevent
misaligned programme choices and dropout (Chapin, Fabris, and Oraison 2024;
Fraser 2018), thereby strengthening Lifelong learning (EHEA 2020). Efforts to
strengthen access and participation should address practical eligibility alongside
formal admission requirements, as both shape whether mature students can transform
aspiration into actual HE enrolment.

Note

1. Thorsen, C. & Forslund Frykedal, K. (2025). Att ta andra chansen. En studie av dldre studen-
ters karridrvigar. [Taking a second chance. A study of older students’ carreerpaths]. Short
report. University West. Retrieved from: https://hv.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=
diva2%3A1998410&dswid=-729
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