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Returning to Learn: Research and the Prodigal Student
Abstract
Returning students - those with a significant
lapse in time during their formal education make up a large and growing percentage of
the student population at Portland State
University (PSU). Over 40% of PSU
undergraduates are over 26 years of age and
21% of graduate students over 39. Given
returning students’ experiences in the work
force, motivations for learning, and the lapse
of time since conducting academic research,
returning students may approach research
differently than traditional students. Despite
the size of this student population at PSU and
the growth of the returning student
demographic in higher education, very little
research has been conducted regarding these
students’ research habits and challenges. The
goals of this research are to describe returning
students’ research habits and to identify
potential improvements to library services and
instruction for returning students at PSU.

About Portland State
• Urban public University in Portland, Oregon
• Oregon’s largest university with over
29,000 students
• Diverse student body
• Approximately 2/3 of BA graduates entered
Portland State as transfers
• 41% of students are enrolled part-time
• Large population of adult learners
• Over 40% of undergraduate students are
over 26 years old
• 21% of graduate students are over 40 and
over

A Gap in the Literature
The education literature has shown that
returning students have different experiences,
needs and practices than traditional students.
Over the past decade, libraries and other units
in higher education have done significant
investigation of the research habits of the
traditional 18-22 year-old student. However,
studies on the research habits of returning
students, and studies regarding returning
students in general, are rare, despite this
growing population in all US institutions of
higher learning.

First Impressions
Make school fit into the life they already
have

Molly Blalock-Koral, Access Services Manager/ blalockk@pdx.edu
Meredith Farkas, Social Sciences Librarian and Instruction Coordinator / mfarkas@pdx.edu
Emily Ford, Urban & Public Affairs Librarian / forder@pdx.edu
Portland State University Library

Based on the data already collected but without complete analysis, our initial impressions
show that returning students do have unique challenges and experiences in regards to
research

"I think it’s just hard for me to sit, more than in my undergrad experience, and since I’ve taken a
break and I’ve worked…I feel like it’s hard for me to sit for long periods and do work and
study. I just…the more and more complicated our lives get with outside activities: personal life,
family, the more it’s hard to concentrate and study on work. So I try to just take breaks more
and do things in smaller chunks, and I think it helps, like I’m able to be more disciplined in ways,
but it’s harder for me to sit. So maybe when I think of the library I think of sitting for a long
time, and so I’d rather be at home where I can do other things like cook. That’s another thing I
do to distract myself."
-Master of Education Student
“Yeah, well, children always have
questions, and you know one of my
children has more needs than the
other, um a special needs child. And
so you know, trying to balance and
make sure all this stuff right here is
functioning well enough, but I can
step away to my room or different
part of the living room and work on
this can be difficult, and I know that
people who are at work are like,
‘she’s the crazy person,’ because I
come out at lunch time, scatter my
books everywhere and I’m taking
bites between reading stuff, and so
it’s trying to find a balance of being
able to get this stack done in this
amount of time.” - Undergraduate
Anxiety
Chemistry Major

Sophisticated Information Tracking Systems

“In Evernote I've got these notebooks, I've got all notes, and then I have these books for different ideas
that I'm looking at… I'm going to create a new note, and I'm just gonna title it what I remember
gratitude, and then I'm going to set the URL. I'm gonna paste that into there and hit enter. And that
way I can come back to that. I'm also going to go over, I created a template… in Evernote for this
annotated bibliography that I attempt to drop into every new entry. Um, includes a one paragraph
summary of what I’ve read, current reason for choosing this this item, it says video keep quotes from it
that I might wanna remember, use later on, new vocabulary and definitions, and other. And this
template was one that one of my professors used for their own personal annotated bibliography. So, all
the details go in there.” –Master of Art and Social Practice Student

Borrowing from ethnographic research methods in
anthropology, sociology, and other social sciences,
this mixed-methods qualitative study includes 5
components:
•
•
•
•

research journals with retrospective interviews
photo diaries with retrospective interviews
focus groups
filmed research process with retrospective
interviews
• survey
These methods are used to gain a deeper
understanding of cultural behavior. Used in a
library research context, these methods provide
librarians with access to normally unseen aspects
of a student’s research experience.

Seeking Outside Help
This qualitative data will be analyzed using Atlas.ti.
“Yeah, I don't really like to ask for help. I just don't. And it's
gotten a little easier now that I've been back for a while, but I
guess I kind of feel like, if I ask for help, that means I don't
know anything and I don't want anybody to ever think that I
don't' know everything. I actually didn't even come into the
library until this year, and it was for an assignment, because
it's, I don't know if it's intimidating or its just more stuff that
I'd have to try to figure out how to navigate and it's kind of
stressful, so it, asking anybody for help is really… not happy.” –
Undergraduate Women, Gender and Sexuality Studies Major

Participants
• BA, MA and PhD students at Portland State
University. Most were between one semester
and one year into their studies. A few had been
at Portland State three or more years.
• A gap of four years or more at any point in their
formal education. Selected participants had
been out of school between four years and
more than fifteen.
• Selected participants show a diversity in age,
experience, academic discipline, and status.

Early Outcomes

“I had a big long break and my first term I was insanely worried about researching.” – Master of
Social Work Student

Varying Skills
“…my biggest challenge is my personal
anxiety that I have over something that
that feels new to me. That feels new and I
think I have so many… you’re probably
familiar with this concept of that we have
a tape loop that plays in our head. And
sometimes it’s negative thoughts,
sometimes it’s positive thoughts, and I
think I have so many internalized negative
messages about education and academia
that… I’m kind of my worst enemy in that
regard.” – Master of Art and Social
Practice Student

Methods

“I mean I’m not the best Googler in the world and that’s what I,
probably my primary means of researching if you can tell. So, like you
know, all the quotation marks and stuff like that like I don’t know how
to use and like, I feel like I could be doing it more effectively than just
kind of like bouncing around and putting random words in and seeing
what pops up on the little suggestion box.” – Undergraduate
Anthropology Major
“I actually felt like I was pretty good and pretty efficient at finding research
and like going through it, combing through it. Especially, I mean, if it’s something that I’m
interested in. Like just being like oh I’m looking for this and you know however it applies
to whatever project I’m working on.” – Master of Public Health Student

Based on initial findings, the library is working
with the campus’s Women’s Resource Center and
Learning Center to offer a series of workshops
before and during the start of Fall term that is
aimed at returning students to help them develop
an information management system and habits to
ensure their success.

Continuing Research
Survey data will be collected in Fall of 2013. Data
will then be analyzed, and a white paper for PSU
will be written.

