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Abstract 

A visible intention to encourage high-quality training of the adult population is evident in many EU countries. The Education 
Development Strategy of Latvia also anticipates an increase in the proportion of adult students. Distance learning is one of the 
most convenient forms of education for adult students who have priorities different from learning, such as work and family. 
However, this form of education has its own problems connected with the peculiarities of distance education as well as with the 
peculiarities of adult audience. 
The article is devoted to the research, which purpose is to identify and explore the range of problems commonly encountered by 
mature students studying remotely, using the experience of Transport and Telecommunication Institute. This article emphasizes 
the factors causing the feeling of anxiety, concerns regarding the education process and learning results in adult learners, and can 
deter adults from participation in distance education such as: loss of learning skills, lack of experience in distance education, 
financial costs of education, lack of support by the family or by the employer, sense of hopelessness and irrelevance of their 
education, etc. The authors suggest some methods to cope with this anxiety and to optimize the learning process. 
The findings of this article should be useful for academic and administrative staff of the university providing distance education 
for adult students. 
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1. Introduction 

Due to the changes in economic, political, social, and demographic areas, the visible intention to encourage high-
quality training of the adult population is evident in many EU countries (Birziņa, 2014; Gordiyenko, 2013; 
Desjardins, 2015; Roosmaa and Saar, 2012).  

The Education Development Strategy of Latvia also envisages an increase in the proportion of adult students 
(OECD, 2016). According to the “Adult education management model implementation plan for 2016-2020”, the 
relative share of persons in this category is expected to grow more than twice and reach 15% of the total number of 
students from 2012 onwards (CoM, 2016). Similar trends exist in the higher education system as well (EAEA, 
2011). 

Focusing on the peculiarities of this type of students, many higher education institutions are searching for new, 
more flexible and effective forms and methods of teaching.  

So, over the past few years Transport and Telecommunication Institute has been offering distance learning course 
studies. Experience has shown that this form of learning has a high demand and gives a chance to get university 
degree for people who are not able to attend full-time or either part-time courses due to certain circumstances. 
Moreover, distance learning is one of the most convenient forms of education for adult students with the priorities 
different from learning, such as work and family. 

However, distance learning has its own problems connected with the peculiarities of distance education as well as 
with the peculiarities of adult audience. There is a great deal of pedagogical literature dedicated to the problems, 
advantages and disadvantages of distance learning (Bozkurt et al., 2015; Cleveland-Innes and Garrison, 2010; 
Galusha, 1997; Moore and Kearsley, 2012; Muilenburg and Berge, 2001). There are also processes of developing 
the rules for working with a group of adults (Merriam et al., 2007; Kunga and Machtmes, 2009; OECD, 2013; 
Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009). These rules are known as Andragogical Teaching Methods in scientific world 
(Knowles et al., 2005). Nevertheless, the category of adult students has not been investigated fully in relation to 
distance learning yet. 

The purpose of this study, conducted by the authors of this article, is to identify and explore the range of 
problems commonly encountered by mature students studying remotely, to determine the factors that can cause a 
sense of anxiety and even scare adult students and prevent their online learning, and to propose the ways to cope 
with this anxiety in order to optimise the learning process. 

2. Methodology 

While selecting the format of this study, the preference was given to the interviews as the most flexible 
information gathering method. The study involved interviewing both male and female first- and second-year 
undergraduate students, aged from 21 to 50 years, working either full-time or part-time and both single and married. 

It is worth noting that this study operates with specific criterion on age restrictions. Despite the age criterion for 
the adult learners, determined in Latvia as from 24 to 64 (CSB, 2013), the lower border was shifted down to age 21 
because the respondents in this age group had two or three year break after finishing high school and they also have 
the corresponding work experience, therefore they fell under the definition of “adult learner” (Merriam et al., 2007). 
Additionally, the researchers interviewed adult students who take the part-time course. In total 100 respondents was 
interviewed. 

3. Anxiety of adult students in distance learning 

3.1. Advantages and disadvantages of distance learning for adult students 

It is important to point out that the community of adult students is quite heterogeneous. In general, they are 
distinguished from the traditional student community by the following characteristics (Knowles et al., 2005; 
Merriam et al., 2007):  
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• High level of motivation. Adult student is practically always a fairly diligent learner, because the decision to 
continue his education is usually taken consciously rather than spontaneously. Most likely it is a serious choice, 
and the person understands that he has to sacrifice certain benefits in terms of time and financial costs. So, having 
made this choice deliberately, adult students are usually motivated to achieve results. 

• Focus on learning. Obtaining a higher education degree by adult students is usually aimed at solving specific 
problems and achieving particular goals caused by specific life situation. In this context, the practical approach of 
adult students in regard to education, the desire to acquire knowledge and skills that could be directly and 
immediately applied to the professional or any other activity is clearly visible. 

• Experience. Adult students have life and professional experience as well as knowledge gained in the previous 
stages of education. Adults tend to be actively involved in the learning process using their own experience and 
knowledge, so they can make a big contribution to their education and to the education of others. 

• The predisposition and readiness for independence and critical thinking. Adult learners are more independent in 
their thoughts and prefer independent forms of learning activities. 

• A wide range of responsibilities and the lack of time. As a rule, an adult has a job and a family as well as certain 
public responsibilities, which certainly affect the learning process. 

All these characteristics of adult students should be considered in the process of organizing any form of study, 
including distance learning. 

According to Latvian Education Law, distance learning is defined as one of the forms of part-time learning 
(Education Law, 1998). These forms indeed have much in common, and first of all, a high proportion of self-activity 
of the student during the learning process. 

In both part-time and distance education the lecturer or tutor is not the only source of knowledge. Instead, he acts 
as a mediator in the process of supporting the student education. In its turn, both part-time and distance education 
students are actively involved in the learning process, determining the way of acquiring the certain type of 
knowledge.  

But, as it was indicated by distance education students of Transport and Telecommunication Institute, the main 
advantage of distance learning in comparison with the part- time education lies in the fact that its structure gives 
adults the maximum possible control over the time and “pace” of education (Rubenson and Desjardins, 2009; 
Rubenson, 2011).  

Taking into account a research conducted by Latvia within the EU framework, work and family commitments 
were considered as one of the main barriers that prevent adult students from participating in educational activities 
(35% and 30.8% respectively) (CSB, 2013); the option of distance education is able to help to overcome this 
problem.  

53.3% of respondents in the aforementioned study (CSB, 2013) referred to the high cost of education as one of 
the barriers. Actually the financial expenses for education of adults are considered as really burdensome for the 
family budget and therefore inadmissible for some families. Distance learning is one of the most financially 
affordable forms of education. Discussing the advantages of this form of education, students of distance education of 
Transport and Telecommunication Institute pointed out that a significant amount of knowledge can be obtained at 
lower cost in the process of distant learning. 

Another advantage indicated by respondents is associated with an academic mobility. Adult students usually have 
many responsibilities connected with their work or families. These responsibilities significantly reduce their 
opportunity to study both in a foreign country and in another city. Distance education allows them to solve these 
problems. It could be also added, that distant students suffer to a much lesser extent from cultural, psychological, 
social and economic difficulties connected with learning abroad and often faced by ordinary students. 

Nevertheless, the process of distance education also has some problems (Galusha, 1997; Muilenburg and Berge, 
2001). This range of problems is primarily related to the lack of direct contact between student and lecturer or tutor. 
Due to the absence of direct contact students can feel lonely and helpless; this fact also creates enormous difficulties 
for the tutor in the process of adequate estimation of the student’s knowledge who the tutor has never met face to 
face.  
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As for the adult distance-learning students, there also are specific problems that are connected with the social and 
psychological characteristics of this group.  

Real-world experience, as well as the results of the research conducted by the authors, shows that the challenges 
and obstacles faced by Transport and Telecommunication Institute distance learning students can be subdivided into 
several different categories. There are certain difficulties related to the technical and technological support of online 
learning (the matter that requires a separate professional discussion) along with the problems caused by the fact that 
some students are not ready to the distance learning exactly (as this form of training requires peculiar personal 
properties and skills and is not suitable for everyone); the research authors can also distinguish the following types 
of problems mentioned by distance learning students of Transport and Telecommunication Institute. 

Firstly, it is the problem related to the organizational support of the educational process that depends on the 
availability and convenience of the administrative system and staff. It is mainly connected with the accuracy and 
timeliness of the information provided to the student. 

Secondly, it is the problem of how the content of the course meets the expectations of students oriented on 
getting the opportunity of career growth, personal and professional development on the basis of education. 

The third type of problems is related to the psychological state of students and includes: 

• Problems caused by the lack of direct contact between student and lecturer; 
• Problems associated with feeling of alienation and isolation from the student community; 
• Problems associated with anxiety and concerns regarding the education process and learning results. 

This last point was most clearly visible in the group of mature-age students. There is consideration of this point in 
detail. 

3.2. The problems of distance learning of adult students associated with anxiety and concerns regarding the 
education process and learning results 

The results of the research conducted by the authors show that anxiety may be caused by different reasons. It 
turned out that even at a very early stage of the document registration process prospect students have serious doubts 
and fears based on their negative beliefs about their ability to achieve success in the educational environment. For 
example, some respondents admitted that they imagined the University as an elitist society, to which they do not 
belong.  

One of the students described this fear as follows: “There were serious doubts whether I can cope with my 
studies, how I would study and how I would be able to do the assignments, etc.”  

Another respondent who lives in a small town and is the first student in his family, made an emphasis on how far 
his life experience was from student life: “I, my parents and my wife are involved in the activities that are very 
different from academic. Fortunately, my wife and parents understand how difficult my studies are and give me the 
necessary support.” 

The lack of distance education experience also causes the lack of confidence and a certain fear to show 
incompetence in the new conditions, particularly with regard to the technical matters.  

Part of students, especially women, expressed their fears of computer technologies: “Before enrolling in the 
distance learning course, my computer skills were very modest and I was terrified at the thought that I would not 
understand how to obtain the information necessary for my studies or would not be able to submit my assignments 
correctly." 

It is necessary to highlight that one of the factors causing anxiety among mature students is the wrong impression 
about the University as a community of young people, and the students from the older age group would not be 
accepted by classmates or lecturers. Certainly, the distance learning students study independently and have almost 
no connection with classmates; nevertheless, this factor was mentioned among others which can cause some 
psychological distress.  

“At first I thought that in terms of age I would actually enter the world of my children and I was very concerned 
about it. Besides that, even some lecturers are younger than me. I was ashamed of my age,” one of the students said.  
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Certainly we hope that success of their study will be determined by the motivation rather than fears. But the 
situation is sharpen by the fact that unlike full-time students and even part-time students, distance education students 
do not meet their tutors “face to face”, since distance education course does not include the necessity to attend either 
the lectures or the exams.  

As a result, lecturers and personal tutors are unable to observe students' emotions and catch the moments of 
anxiety, and correspondently to respond to their needs quickly.  

Therefore, prospect distance learning students should be informed about the possible troubles arising in an 
isolated area of study in which the students are located. In this case, the creation of forums in order to exchange 
views and concerns and discuss these issues with fellow students can act as one of the possible solutions. 

One of the most difficult issues for both distance learning students and their families is the impact of study on 
their family life. Family members usually do not refuse to support each other in their studies; nevertheless, all the 
consequences of this decision are not clear until it is tested by practice. The experience of some of our students is a 
good example of this situation. According to 50% of respondents, they quite often come up with a thought that 
investing time and money into their own education while having family and children is an extremely selfish act.  

It is interesting that the male respondents mostly state that they are supported by their family not only in words, 
but also in practice, and moreover they take it for granted. As for women, since they traditionally have more family 
responsibilities, they usually gain less understanding and support from their family according to the survey, so they 
think about their right to get the higher education more often. Furthermore, according to respondents, it is more 
likely for male students than for female to receive support from their employees. 

These issues should be discussed in advance with the prospect distance learning students, especially women, 
since the issue should be discussed with the family members before the beginning of the studies.  

Many mature students went to the University after a long period of time, having lost the necessary learning skills. 
The adult students have personal and professional experience and their social status might be high enough; in the 
process of involvement in the educational environment, on the one hand they hope to make a good impression, but 
at the same time they fear of failure and mockery. Adult students perceive their mistakes in a more personal (and 
painful) way, as these mistakes lower their self-esteem.  

One of the interviewed students said: “I am an adult respectable person who has made a good career, and now I 
have to start from a scratch. And I am very afraid to act clumsy. Any failure, whether it is not the highest mark or 
the incomprehensible assignment, irritates and upsets me more than any of the problems at work.” 

It might be appropriate to offer some kind of preparatory courses to prospect students. Although it may seem 
inconvenient because this initiative requires the extension of the study period, the results of the research show that 
this investment in the preparation will be justified.  

And, of course, the positive attitude towards their results is very valuable to adult students. So, a neat and tactful 
indication of any mistakes in their assignments will not humiliate the student, and the praise from the tutor will 
encourage the sense of pride and increase their motivation.  

In addition, prospect students of mature age need to know what psychological help they can get in the case they 
feel stressed during the first months of getting education. It may also be useful to involve professional psychologists 
to work with distance learning students along with lecturers and tutors, so they can give them a necessary 
consultation remotely or via Skype. Provision of psychological support and security will help to reduce the level of 
anxiety of adult students and will positively affect their psycho-emotional state and the effectiveness of education. 

4. Conclusions 

The modern education development strategy envisages an increase in the proportion of adult students. The 
growth of the adult learner population makes distance learning an increasingly popular choice of teaching methods. 
Therefore, it can be stated that despite the promises and the obvious advantages of distance learning for adult people 
involved in family and career affairs, there are still problems requiring certain solution. Each of problems has an 
influence on the overall quality of distance education as a product. The results of the research conducted by the 
authors show that anxiety may be caused by different reasons, among which it can be mentioned the loss of learning 
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skills, the lack of experience in distance education, the financial cost of education, the lack of support by the family 
or by the employer, a sense hopelessness and irrelevance of their education, etc. 

According to the authors, the level of anxiety can be reduced by: 

• providing students with timely and appropriate information;  
• organizing students’ forums in order to exchange views and concerns and discuss these issues with fellow 

students; 
• offering some kind of preparatory courses to prospect students: 
• involving professional psychologists to work with distance learning students along with lecturers and tutors. 
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