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executive summary 
The U.S. no longer holds the leadership position in 
the percentage of adults who have earned a college 
degree. President Obama’s goal of recapturing the 
lead by 2020 will remain elusive unless we  
dramatically improve our country’s graduation 
rates. (Similarly, the Lumina Foundation seeks to 
increase the number of Americans with degrees or 
high-quality credentials by 2025.) According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics, only 56% 
of students beginning a baccalaureate program 
each year ever graduate. We cannot begin to 
address our nation’s college completion crisis unless 
we focus on the growing number of adults who are 
either returning to college or who are embarking on 
this journey for the first time. 

This summary captures feedback we have received 
through a variety of channels, from senior decision 
makers and other thought leaders, on how higher 
education can improve the success of the  
nontraditional learner. Three dominant themes 
emerged:

• Program structure—Adult learners need 
flexible scheduling, require at least some online 
course instruction, need accelerated programs, 
and should get credit for experience that the 
Center for American Progress broadly defines  
as “beyond institutional borders.”

• Support services—Support services need to 
address the financial, personal and academic 
needs of the adult learner. Financial assistance 
and financial literacy emerged as key areas of 
concern. Since many adult learners come  
unprepared for the rigors of a college education, 
they also need a broad range of support services 
to succeed—including academic tutoring,  
technology assistance, counseling, and guidance 
in navigating college. 

• Outcomes—A dominant theme was the necessity 
to acquire the skills or credentials to be more 

“employable” after graduation. Discussion on 
outcomes also illuminated the growing debate 
on the right balance between a liberal and  
vocational (or practical) education. 

Despite differing viewpoints, all agreed that those 
in nontraditional higher education must view process, 
service, and program development through the lens 
of student needs. Several took this concept one 
step further in advocating for a customer-service 
approach (a notion anathema to most traditional 
administrators).  

project background 
InsideTrack works with universities to enhance  
student and university success. As part of this 
effort, we regularly engage senior administrators, 
policy analysts, and other experts in nontraditional 
higher education in discussions on emerging issues 
and best practices. 

For this project, we used a variety of channels,  
including in-person leadership forums, webinars, 
email surveys, LinkedIn discussion groups, and 
interaction through our blog (EdTrack) to collect  
a representative sampling of responses to the  
following three questions: 

1. How will the growth of the nontraditional  
student population impact your institution in  
the next five years?

2. What policy changes or campus innovations 
would you recommend to address the obstacles 
facing the nontraditional student? Do you see 
short-term opportunities to address those 
obstacles?

3. Which institutions or organizations are doing 
something effective to produce more successful 
college graduates among nontraditional learners? 

Our intent is to use the findings as the basis of 
discussion for a virtual summit on nontraditional 
higher education planned for early 2013. 

key findings—program structure
Most respondents stressed the need for flexible 
scheduling, online/hybrid programming, accelerated 
programming, and/or prior learning assessment 
(PLA). In addition to convenience factors that 
promote access, respondents emphasized program 
design changes that speed time to graduation to 
minimize the financial burden on the adult student.

For example, in her post to EdTrack, Tina Grant, 
Director of the National College Credit  
Recommendation Service (NCCRS) for New York 
State, commented, “In keeping with the economic 
situation, we have seen a surge in the number of 
students attempting to receive credit for their life/
work and nontraditional learning; at the same  
time, we have also observed the tendency for  
colleges to impose caps on the amount of prior or 
non-collegiate learning credits they will award....”
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A spirited dialogue among members of The Council for 
Adult & Experiential Learning (CAEL) LinkedIn group 
focused on the need for educators to recognize the 
difference between high school students who are just 
entering college and nontraditional learners:  

• A number expressed the need to acknowledge 
the work experience that adult learners have 

“amassed during their professional lives” and 
noted that many have not “set foot in a college 
classroom for years.” 

• One adult learner who had 12 years as a successful 
business owner was frustrated by her attempts 
to translate her experience into an academic 
environment… “I spoke one language, academia 
spoke another language. Of course I learned the 
language of academia, because the burden of 
translation was upon me alone.” 

Below are other representative comments from a 
variety of sources:

“Higher Education will have to do a much better job 
of customer service and overcome the idea that 
accommodating the schedules of working adults 
requires lowering standards.”

Judy Ashcroft 
Founding Dean 
University of Southern Florida University College 
UPCEA Past President 2011

“Developing courses of study and academic  
environments that can support students with other 
responsibilities—without diminishing the quality 
of the educational experience—is a real challenge. 
There will not be one simple answer to this problem, 
but students and institutions together will have to 
be innovative and energetic in approaching  
the problem.”

Sandy Baum 
Senior Fellow 
Graduate School of Education and Human Development 
George Washington University 

“Institutions that serve adult students should create a 
culture and climate of service to adult students.  We 
have transformed our institutional culture to focus  
on adult students’ needs.  We also make sure the 
individuals we hire are excited about working with 
adult students—adult students have distinct needs.”

Dr. Rita Toliver-Roberts 
Dean of Students 
Peirce College 
 
 

key findings—financial aid and other 
support services
We received fairly consistent feedback on the 
need to provide support services that included but 
extended beyond academic remediation—including  
assistance in using basic technology, securing  
financial aid, and developing financial literacy skills.  
 
Administrators frequently cited math skills as a key 
stumbling block to student persistence; some were  
considering delaying that requirement to allow 
students to build confidence by achieving early  
success. One contributor to a LinkedIn discussion  
group on Higher Education Management observed 
that nontraditional students “need advisors who 
understand them, their lives, and their perspectives… 
if it comes to work or family and school, then family 
and work wins…because nontraditional students 
need to work to pay rent/mortgage and eat.” 

Coaching or mentoring services can be valuable to 
the part-time or online learner, according to Amy 
Heitzman, Chief Learning Officer for the University 
Professional & Continuing Education Association 
(UPCEA). 

Others commented on the need to expand financial 
aid eligibility to part-time students—or the “average 
course loads typically carried by nontraditional 
students,” including Lisa Sax, Director of Corporate 
Partnerships at the SUNY Empire State College, 
who noted that “the lack of financial aid available to 
part-time nontraditional learners is a critical issue. 
Increasing support for learners through donations 
and scholarship funds is essential.” Others forecast 
a decline in enrollments due to tuition costs, and 
many worry about the future of tuition assistance 
for military students. 

Other comments included:

“College success skills classes, freshman year  
experience, and student support services (tutoring, 
counseling, health) are all important.”

George Boggs 
President and CEO Emeritus  
American Association of Community Colleges

“Accelerated formats, with...support services ranging 
from financial aid to advising to tutoring, are very 
important to nontraditional students.” 

Dr. Barbara Kornegay 
Vice President of Enrollment 
Mount Olive College
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“We have seen an uptick in our degree completion 
program. A major reason is that we have the right 
support team in place. They are seasoned  
professionals who have worked with adult learners 
for years. They are also adept at working with the 
main campus to ensure they are treated like adults 
and that information sent to them is appropriate…
Since they have dedicated support personnel… 
they are able to make it through life’s challenges  
to graduation.” 

Bob Bechill 
Associate Director for Programs and Training 
University of the Pacific, Continuing Education
 
key findings—learning outcomes and 
career success
Top of mind is the need to improve the adult student’s 
ability to get a job—which taps into the ongoing  
debate on striking the right balance between a 
liberal and vocational (or practical) education. Some 
commented on innovative partnerships with local 
businesses and training programs in high-demand  
technical fields. 

A growing number are implementing certificate  
programs. An example is UCLA’s innovative  
partnership with Encore Career Institute. Cathy 
Sandeen, Dean of UCLA Continuing Education and 
UCLA Extension, is working with this group of 
Silicon Valley entrepreneurs to develop 10 certificate 
programs that will teach baby boomers how to 
reinvent themselves in today’s job market. 

One commentator in a CAEL LinkedIn discussion 
thread bristled at the idea that academic rigor need 
be sacrificed for ease of access because adults only 

“need a third-rate education.”  Another commented, 
“If I had been presented with the option of a third-
rate education as an adult, I might have grabbed it 
because my initial viewpoint was that I wanted to get 
[my degree] done quickly…viewing a degree more as 
job training…That’s what I was looking for but I ended 
up with an education.” 

This student exemplifies those who advocate for 
a practical, liberal education and the need to teach 
critical thinking and writing skills, which according 
to the authors of “Academically Adrift” are in short 
supply and great demand. 

Below are other representative comments from a 
variety of sources, representing different points  
of view:

“Test-based industry-specific certifications might 
be one way to address some obstacles, in that the 
award is obtained not in terms of seat time but in 
terms of passing a test. In this way the student is 

able to either shop around for private instruction or 
learn at their own pace.”

Tony Carnevale 
Center for Education and the Workforce 
Georgetown University

“A liberal education equips students with the  
resilience and nimbleness to respond to a  
changing job market. Even though we are a land 
grant university, we still encourage students to ask  
those fundamental questions of self that lead to 
better, more informed career choices.”

Dave King  
Associate Provost, Outreach and Engagement  
Oregon State University 

“It’s intrinsic to our mission that we combine applied 
learning with reflective engagement.  Our core 
curricula include coursework that deepens students’ 
knowledge of their values and personal ethics.  As a 
result, students are equipped to engage and act on 
the questions, ‘What contribution do I want to make 
to the world?’ and ‘How best can I make a difference 
in my community?’”

Darcie Milazzo  
Associate Dean  
Georgetown University School of Continuing Studies 

“In the next five years, we…anticipate a greater  
need for many adult learners to complete degrees 
and obtain certificates in order to stay competitive in 
the labor market. This has led to a historic  
development at our institution. For the first time in 
the college’s history, 12 credit advanced certificates 
are now offered, and we are developing other  
offerings specific to the needs of adult learners.”

Lisa Sax 
Director of Corporate Partnerships 
SUNY Empire State College

“A ‘practical liberal education’ prepares students for 
careers that have yet to be invented by equipping 
them with core skills. It also makes students better 
people and better employees by encouraging deep 
study and meaningful self-reflection.”

Dr. Max H. Sotak  
Interim Dean/Professor  
School of Humanities and Social Sciences  
Regis University/CPS 

key findings—the importance of a 
student-centric approach
A unifying theme—one could argue an emerging 
trend—is the need to take a student-centric approach 
that views students as customers whose needs 
should be the focus in developing processes,  
programs, and services for the nontraditional learner. 
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According to Ms. Heitzman, “Student-as-customer 
is a well-considered argument; students should 
always be valued, and many institutions have  
made impressive strides in focusing resources and  
attention on students who are nontraditional  
in nature.”   
 
In UPCEA’s LinkedIn Group, Ms. Heitzman argues 
further that “persistence rates for student veterans, 
for example, are increased by veteran-friendly  
practices, such as dedicated registration and  
advising staff.” 

SUNY Empire State is moving towards using  
ePortfolios to help students document their  
learning for assessment, while other institutions 
are considering ePortfolios as part of career  
counseling services. “Colorado State University 
Associate Provost Hunt Lambert, whose OnlinePlus 
division serves approximately 7,500 distance  
students each year, cited both Oregon State and 
Penn State as “doing a great job with campus plus 
an online mix for [nontraditional] students.”  

Dr. Ashcroft praised “some schools with New 
Schools or New Colleges” as shaping programs 
and services to fit the needs of the adult learner. 
Formerly the Dean of Continuing and Innovative 
Education at University of Texas, Dr. Ashcroft cites 
St. Edward’s University, a private Catholic  
institution in Austin, which according to its website 
offers credit for “life, work, and learning,” ground, 
online and hybrid courses, and offers a “family of 
mentors, counselors, and career support.”

Taking a slightly different tack (and echoing the 
importance of a practical liberal education), Wayne 
Smutz, the Executive Director of the World Campus 
and Associate Vice President for Academic Outreach 
at Penn State, advocates for a learner-centric 
approach. In sharing his views on UPCEA’s LinkedIn 
discussion group, Dr. Smutz argues that “learners 
may act like customers sometimes and we need to 
treat them as customers sometimes, but they need 
not always be treated as such. They have things to 
learn that they don’t know they need....” 

conclusion
Perhaps the future of nontraditional higher education 
is a customer-centric model that incorporates all 
the principles of a practical, liberal education. And 
maybe—as affordability becomes paramount—it  
will take the shape of the $10,000 online degree  
program that John Ebersole, President of Excelsior  
College, recently launched that combines  
assessment of prior learning, best-of-breed open 
courseware, and credit-by-examination. Or perhaps 
it will take many shapes as senior leaders in higher 
education continue to innovate in serving the  
nontraditional learner. 

The future of nontraditional higher education is  
a topic we find fascinating and vital, and we will 
share in future reports what we learn through our 
ongoing dialogue with senior leaders in non- 
traditional higher education.

about insidetrack 

InsideTrack is the nation’s premier provider of student coaching services. Our mission is to improve  
student engagement, persistence, and success. Since 2001, we have coached more than 350,000  
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Florida State University, and Columbia University. InsideTrack Coaching has been proven to improve 
graduation rates by an average of 15 percent in more than 55 controlled studies. To learn more about 
InsideTrack, please visit:  www.insidetrack.com.
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