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Foreword
 
Colleges and universities are most effective when they create a culture in which people genuinely care for one 
another and are committed to fostering students’ academic and psychosocial development and well-being. 
This is hardly easy, but researchers and practitioners have identified a number of high-impact practices that 
appear to benefit students from a wide range of backgrounds.  

When done well, practices such as tailored first-year experiences, learning communities, and internships 
are helping students connect what they learn in class to the bigger picture of how they will lead their lives. 
Proactive, holistic forms of advising and success coaching are advancing students’ educational, personal, and 
vocational development.   

While there are still (and always will be) challenges to address, we’ve begun to break down some of the 
student-facing functional silos. The various roles and departments that interact with students — from 
admissions and financial aid to academic affairs, student affairs, and career services — are increasingly 
working toward a more coherent, integrated student experience. We’ve also made great strides in engaging 
and supporting students from historically underrepresented populations in educationally purposeful ways.

One divide that has stubbornly remained is the one between the policies and practices used to support first-
time, full-time, residential students and those used to support other learners, particularly working adult and 
online learners.

More than 70 percent of undergraduate students are some combination of full-time workers, parents, part-
time learners, and individuals over age 25. One in six students now take all of their courses online, and one 
in four students under age 25 are taking at least one course online. Yet, the needs of working adults and 
online students too often receive too little attention from most student affairs departments, student success 
researchers, and developers of graduate program curricula.

The goal is not to create a parallel set of student affairs policies and programs exclusively targeted to 
adult and online learners. Our aim should be to design and implement an inclusive approach that features 
holistic support services for all students and recognizes that a learner’s age or modality of learning is not an 
individual’s primary identity.

This paper aims to sketch out that more-inclusive framework for student affairs work. 
Make no mistake, realizing the desired ends will take considerable effort. This paper discusses some first 
steps for the field to collaborate across organizational boundaries and philosophical perspectives and re-
imagine how best to challenge and support the modern student. Let’s get to work.
 

George Kuh, Chancellor’s Professor Emeritus at Indiana University, Founding Director and Senior Scholar 
at the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, and Founding Director of the National Survey 
of Student Engagement.  
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INTRODUCTION

Fusion Student Affairs
The student affairs profession has existed for nearly 150 years. Over that century and a half, the field 

has come a long way from the disciplinarian tutors who supervised residence halls of the privileged 

few enrolled in higher education at that time. Margaret J. Barr and Mary K. Desler wrote in their 

Handbook of Student Affairs Administration1 (2000) that student affairs “grew from the campus up,  

not from theory down.” 

Indeed, the practice of student affairs has continued to 
grow and evolve to reflect the times and the students 
being served. The profession has repeatedly been 
retooled to create new best practices for specific 
populations of students and the emerging needs they 
bring to higher education. This began with the growth 
of co-ed institutions in the early twentieth century to 
the wave of student veterans making use of their G.I. 
Bill benefits following World War II, to the influx of 
low-income and first-generation students increasingly 
pursuing degrees today, made possible through the 
steady expansion of college access. 

But while higher education has won hard-fought gains 
in equity for these historically-underrepresented 
populations, many are still not well-served by the 
prevailing norms and established practices of student 
affairs — and perhaps nowhere is that more evident than 
with working adults and online learners. 

More than 70 percent of undergraduate students can 
now be classified as “non-traditional” or post-traditional 
— as they are increasingly called — meaning they are 
above the age of 25, working full-time, raising children, 
attending school part-time, or any combination of the 
above. Nearly 40 percent of undergraduate students 
are older than 25, according to the Lumina Foundation; 

UNDERGR ADUATES

70% ARE
“NON-” OR “POST-TR ADITIONAL”

40%
older

than 25

25%
raising 

dependent 
children

58%
working

while 
enrolled

1 amazon.com/Handbook-Student-Affairs-Administration-Education-ebook/dp/B0028ADKWA
2 nces.ed.gov/pubs2015/2015025.pdf
3 acenet.edu/Documents/The-Post-Traditional-Learners-Manifesto-Revisited.pdf
4 luminafoundation.org/files/resources/beyond-financial-aid-2018-03.pdf
5 babson.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_djbTFMIjZGYDNVb

https://www.amazon.com/Handbook-Student-Affairs-Administration-Education-ebook/dp/B0028ADKWA
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2015/2015025.pdf
https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/The-Post-Traditional-Learners-Manifesto-Revisited.pdf
https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/beyond-financial-aid-2018-03.pdf
https://babson.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_djbTFMIjZGYDNVb


|  7  |

F U T U R E - P R O O F :  R E I M A G I N I N G  S T U D E N T  A F F A I R S  F O R  M O D E R N  L E A R N E R S

more than a quarter are raising dependent children; and 
nearly 58 percent work while enrolled in college. These 
changing life experiences have accelerated demand for 
more flexible — and on-demand — course offerings.

Even as overall higher education enrollments decline, 
online enrollment continues to grow dramatically, 
increasing every year between 2008 and 2016. At 
its best, online learning provides the accessibility, 
affordability, and flexibility adult learners need to 
balance the many facets of their busy personal, 
professional and academic lives and earn a credential. 
Even 18–24 year old undergraduate students on campus 
are increasingly attracted to online learning, with one 
in six students now fully online and one in four students 
under age 25 taking at least one course online. 

But the challenge is not just one of the technology 
being used for teaching and learning. Instead, it stems, 
in part, from the difficulty of adapting not only the 
learning content and delivery mechanisms of a college 
education, but also the integral student support and 
services that undergird a successful college experience. 
While some institutions have had great success in 
developing programs and entire schools specifically 
focused on online and adult learners, the well-developed 
professional disciplines associated with student affairs 
have not yet been translated to online learning. 
“This is a question of equity and social justice,” says 
Stephanie Gordon, vice president for professional 
development at NASPA. “How do we address these 
challenges of access and support for a diverse range  
of learners?” 

At the University of California-Merced, one of the 
most ethnically diverse campuses in the UC system, 
administrators recognized the emerging need to expand 
support for their online learner population — while also 
exploring deeper questions of equity and access.

“We’re interested in tools that can help to create access 
and support for these learners, and we built a pre-
orientation that is accessible completely online,” said 
James Barnes, associate director for learning support 
and engagement at UC-Merced. “What can best be done 
online and what can best be done on campus? How do 

we increase equity and access and emphasize culturally 
relevant material through online means?”
 
Many of these questions remain unresolved. The field of 
student support for the online learner is, after all, still a 
relatively nascent issue for student affairs professionals 
— just as deeper concepts of student affairs are only 
recently penetrating many adult and online learning 
circles. In a survey of NASPA members, just seven 
percent said that the existing functional areas of student 
affairs address the needs of online learners to a great 
extent; 49 percent said they do not address those needs 
at all. 

“The student affairs voice has not been integrated into 
this larger conversation about online learning,” said 
MJ Bishop, director of the William E. Kirwan Center for 
Academic Innovation, which supports the University 
System of Maryland’s diverse array of public institutions 
in developing, evaluating and sustaining new learning 
technologies and methods. “Bringing that voice into the 
conversation is vital.”

Addressing this challenge is overdue. All learners — 
on-campus and online alike — deserve the same level 
of support and services. This cannot be a “separate but 
equal” approach. 

This is a question of equity 
and social justice. How do we 
address these challenges of 

access and support for a diverse 
range of learners?

Stephanie Gordon, vice president for professional 

development at NASPA

5 babson.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_djbTFMIjZGYDNVb
6 nces.ed.gov/pubs2019/2019021REV.pdf

https://babson.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_djbTFMIjZGYDNVb
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2019/2019021REV.pdf
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Student affairs must develop an inclusive design process 
that makes support services accessible to all students. 
It should be holistic, not a piecemeal system focused on 
developing or adapting processes to fit one demographic 
at a time. As the line between what were historically 
classified as traditional and nontraditional students 
fades, what works for fully online learners could 
benefit other kinds of learners and vice versa. Just as 
institutions are finding success marrying the strengths 
of face-to-face and online education to create a hybrid 
learning environment, so can a hybrid model of student 
support services better serve a wider range of students.

While working adult and residential teenage students 
have different needs, there are also potential areas of 
need that overlap. For example, both first-generation 
students entering straight from high school and 
adults returning to complete degrees face concerns 
about whether they are “college material.”  Research 
and practice in areas such as dealing with imposter 
syndrome could be beneficial to both groups.  

Moreover, there are many ways in which students 
identify themselves. Their age and the modality in which 
study are not the only ones. This paper will explore 
the need to create an inclusive and adaptive system of 
student services that works for all students. 

“The question is not about what student affairs is for 
adult and online learners versus traditional students,” 
Dave Jarrat, senior vice president at InsideTrack, 
said. “The question is: How do we develop a view of 
student affairs that is inclusive of all learners? Let’s get 
beyond the outdated notion of a traditional student or 
a nontraditional student. There are just students. As 
professionals dedicated to student success, we need to 
avoid the false dichotomies and labels, focusing instead 
on the strengths each student brings and the support 
they require.”

Already, we’re beginning to see a fusion movement in 
student affairs. Just as culinary traditions and musical 
styles are combined to create richer and more complex 
offerings, forward-thinking institutions are enriching 
student support by drawing on expertise from across 

the organization. The best practices of student affairs 
built around full-time, residential learners are being 
combined with those developed specifically for working 
adult and online students. The concepts of supporting 
students with enrollment, persistence, completion, and 
career readiness are blending to provide holistic support 
throughout the student journey.

By breaking down organizational silos and appreciating 
the rich intersectionality of student identities, we can 
build a student support ecosystem worthy of modern 
learners. n
 

The question is not about what 
student affairs is for adult and 

online learners versus traditional 
students, The question is: 

How do we develop a view of 
student affairs that is inclusive 

of all learners?
Dave Jarrat, senior vice president at InsideTrack
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I .  DEFINING THE CHALLENGE

Online Is a Delivery Mode, 
Not a Student Type

Too often, adult and online learners are treated as nonresidential versions of traditional-aged, 

campus-based students, rather than students with unique needs, strengths, and backgrounds. 

“In the past, we have taken a more scattershot approach to online education,” said Cory  

Clasemann-Ryan, vice president of student success at Ivy Tech Community College, the nation’s 

largest singly accredited community college, which now offers over one thousand courses online  

and enrolls more than 60,000 online students. “Too many of us had the attitude of ‘If we build it,  

they will come.’ It’s not that simple.”

At the same time, the mode of delivery should not 
determine what kinds of services students receive. 
Institutions are working to develop a stronger 
understanding of whom they are serving and how  
to best serve them.

“Students don’t view being ‘online’ as an identity,” said 
Kristen Griffin, vice president of student services at 
the University of Phoenix.“In other words, online is just 
the modality — it’s not an identity unto itself. ‘Online 
learners’ is not the best way to describe who they are.”

Indeed, fully online learners lead complex lives beyond 
their online courses. They are more likely than their 
on-campus counterparts to be working, parenting, and 
serving in the military.7 At the same time, they bring 
relevant ethnic, racial, religious, socioeconomic, sexual, 
and other identities that do not disappear because they 
are “online students.” 

Students don’t view being ‘online’ 
as an identity. In other words, 
online is just the modality —  
it’s not an identity unto itself. 

‘Online learners’ is not the best 
way to describe who they are.

Kristen Griffin, vice president of student services at 

the University of Phoenix

7. insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/08/31/military-students-more-likely-attend-profits-and-online

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/08/31/military-students-more-likely-attend-profits-an
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While the desire to engage digitally and asynchronously 
may often be viewed as a defining characteristic of 
the online student, on-campus students increasingly 
share that characteristic. Most traditional students 
now also highly value digital learning materials8, and 
it is no secret that our youngest college students —
members of Generation Z — have a preference for digital 
communication. There are other commonalities as well. 

According to a 2017 report from Babson Survey 
Research Group,9 more than half of all students who  
took at least one distance course also took a course  
on-campus, and 56 percent of those who were enrolled 
fully online resided in the state where their institution 
was located.

As online learning increasingly becomes embedded 
in the mainstream student experience, students of all 
types are occupying the same digital space, and the 
need to avoid viewing online learners as a monolith 
is only growing. Online learners bring with them 
the experiences and characteristics of many other 
subcommunities to which they belong — as working 
adults, veterans, parents, first-generation learners, and 
more — and are managing multiple identities during the 
course of their education.

Brandman University, a spinoff of Orange County, 
California-based Chapman University that was founded 
to serve the area’s large military population, has a 
student population that is about 85 percent online. 
“It’s all about building our relationships with our 
students where they not only trust us but also feel more 
empowered to change their own trajectory — as parents, 
professionals, and members of their community. We 
want them to embrace the transformational experience 
that higher education really can bring,” said Saskia 
Knight, executive vice chancellor for student affairs 
at Brandman. “The challenge for student affairs 
professionals is in finding ways to meet the multiple 
needs of all students in this digital environment.” n

The challenge for student 
affairs professionals is in 
finding ways to meet the 

multiple needs of all students 
in this digital environment

Saskia Knight, executive vice chancellor for 

student affairs, Brandman University

8. mheducation.com/highered/explore/studytrends.html 
9. onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/almanac/national_almanac2017.pdf

https://www.mheducation.com/highered/explore/studytrends.html
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/almanac/national_almanac2017.pdf
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It’s a pervasive problem among students trying 
to navigate the complexities of college, and it is 
exacerbated for students working, raising families, and/
or taking courses online because their communication 
is limited by time, geography, and their busy schedules. 
Russ Poulin, executive director of WICHE Cooperative for 
Educational Technologies, once tested this idea by using 
his lunch break to call institutions while pretending to be 
an adult student with a question. 

“At one institution, I got transferred six times,” he 
recalled. “They didn’t know what to do with me. There is 
more than ample evidence that we need to do better.”

“There needs to be a one-stop shop for these services,” 
added Ray Schroeder, senior fellow of the University 
Professional and Continuing Education Association. 
“There needs to be an ethos of ‘I won’t get off the phone 
until you get the answers you need.’”

There is a need not just for stronger communication 
between student affairs and the leaders and faculty 
involved in online programs but for all student-facing 
functions. Increasingly, student affairs professionals 
find themselves looking to use a more holistic approach 
to student support that relies on multiple voices and 
constituencies coming together and collaborating, each 
bringing their own indispensable expertise. 

I .  DEFINING THE CHALLENGE

How Technology Magnifies 
Existing Siloes

Many institutions are still beholden to the bureaucratic divisions that cleave administrative 

departments. The unintended consequence of this overly compartmentalized approach to student 

affairs is that students often experience “referral burnout.”

The University of Central Florida provides online 
students with success coaches that act as this sort of 
all-encompassing resource. Coaches help students 
more fully understand their degree requirements, work 
with them to develop personalized plans for completing 
a program, and act as a direct and engaged liaison 
between the various other departments students 
interact with. Importantly, these staff members are 
trained through a Success Coach Boot Camp. 

At one institution, I got transferred 
six times. They didn’t know what 

to do with me. There is more 
than ample evidence that we 

need to do better.
Russ Poulin, executive director of WICHE Cooperative 

for Educational Technologies
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Unfortunately, services for online learners are often 
housed exclusively within online, professional, or 
continuing education programs. As online enrollments of 
undergraduates continue to grow, the challenge now is 
taking the approaches used by those with deep expertise 
in serving online learners to an even broader scale.
Allie Goldstein, a professor of higher education at Penn 
State University’s College of Education whose doctoral 
thesis focused on online students, said there are few 
such programs focused on this support aspect of 
teaching online students. 

“There are teaching courses for those interested in 
online learning but very little in the way of professional 
development and curriculum aimed at support for the 
online learner,” Goldstein said. “There is not enough 
focus on development theory for online students. It’s just 
not something that’s taught yet.”

Working adults and online learners want to learn and 
earn a credential, but in that process, they are also 
balancing so many other responsibilities. Remaining 
engaged is a challenge. For a working parent, academics 
could be third on their list of priorities after family and 
work obligations. 

There needs to be a one-stop 
shop for these services. There 
needs to be an ethos of ‘I won’t 
get off the phone until you get 

the answers you need.’
Ray Schroeder, senior fellow of the University Professional 

and Continuing Education Association 

Research from UPCEA and InsideTrack found that 
nearly 60 percent of online students identified time 
management as the biggest challenge they face in their 
studies. Balancing time is also the biggest reason why 
working adults don’t enroll after inquiring about college 
programs, and the most common reason why adults 
with some college, but no degree stopped out, according 
to further research by InsideTrack, Strada Education 
Network, Lumina Foundation and Gallup.10 

They need timelier, more personalized support to remain 
on track and involved — a level of support that is only 
possible when the answers to their questions are not 
limited to various silos spread across campus. It’s not 
just working adults and online learners  but all students 
who benefit when student-facing functions across the 
institution work together in a student-centric fashion. n

60%

60% OF ONLINE STUDENTS
IDENTIFIED TIME MANAGEMENT AS 

THEIR BIGGEST CHALLENGE10

BALANCING TIME = TOP REASON WHY
Working adults don’t enroll after inquiry 

and adults with some college, but no 
degree stopped out10

10. linkedin.com/pulse/its-time-real-obstacle-increasing-adult-degree-dave-jarrat/

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/its-time-real-obstacle-increasing-adult-degree-dave-jarrat/
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I I .  SOLUTIONS AND THE ROAD AHEAD

From Hybrid to Inclusive 
Student Support 

Our nation’s college-going population is diversifying, not simply in terms of demographics but also life 

circumstances, location, modality of learning, and other factors. Institutions now face an imperative to 

design support services and content that reflect the wide array of students they serve — addressing 

the challenges, stigmas, and experiences unique to those students.

There is the obvious challenge of when and where 
students get support. For example, if a busy learner 
is struggling with time management, referring the 
individual to a time and place-bound workshop will 
fall short. Could those resources be accessed through 
a recorded video available 24/7? Is there access to 
a coach who can meet virtually outside traditional 
business hours? Are there other ways to provide on-
demand access to support and resources?

Institutions must deeply consider the mix of channels 
to deliver student services — ranging from self-service 
access, automated chatbots, and nudges — to 24/7 live 
support from call centers. Responding to this need, 
even programs that are, in an ironic twist, best known 
for their fully online programs are launching “hybrid 
campuses”,10 where no courses are offered but where 
online students can visit to receive drop-in services, 
such as tutoring, financial aid assistance, and  
career counseling.

“We have seen students who live geographically near 
our campuses typically perform better than students 
who don’t,” said Cale Holman, chief academic officer 
and provost of Strayer University, which has focused on 
serving adult students11 dating back to its founding as  
a business college for farm workers in the 1890s.  
“Even if they aren’t taking a course physically at that 
campus, [hybrid campuses can provide]...access  
to services.”
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There is also an issue of support content. Do support 
materials and the advice staff are trained to give account 
for the varying needs and life circumstances of a diverse 
student population? For example, is the advice you 
provide on good study habits geared toward someone 
who lives where they learn and is primarily balancing 
school with on-campus extracurriculars? Is your 
guidance on career exploration appropriate for  
someone looking for a fifth job, not the first?

“While we can always do more, we’ve seen that there are 
effective practices we have for our 18-year-old students 
to grow their confidence, to connect and acclimate 
them to the college environment,” said Warren Kelley, 
an assistant vice president in the division of student 
affairs at University of Maryland College Park, a massive 
operation encompassing 15 departments, a $170 million 
annual operating budget, and 1,800 employees to 
support students at the flagship campus. “But what  
are we doing for our older and online learners?”

Institutions accustomed to serving traditional 
undergraduates now increasingly face the task  
of designing learning experiences — and the support 
systems that surround them — around what we  
know about the needs and aspirations of adult and 
online learners. 

Student affairs professionals are responding to a 
generation of students who need support navigating 
the demands of learning online, balancing the many 
facets of their lives, and combating feelings of isolation 
that come with virtual study. Many of these students 
face anxieties around returning to education, often with 
long time gaps since they were last in the classroom. 
While especially pronounced among online learners, 
research has shown that a lack of sense of belonging 
or connection to a school is a primary reason many 
students stop out of college. 

While we can always do more, 
we’ve seen that there are  

effective practices we have  
for our 18-year-old students to 

grow their confidence, to connect 
and acclimate them to the college 

environment. But what are  
we doing for our older and  

online learners?
Warren Kelley, an assistant vice president in the division of 

student affairs at University of Maryland College Park

Ultimately, the question is: how can institutions create 
a support infrastructure that addresses all aspects of 
the student experience for all types of students, using 
an integrated, holistic framework that is accessible 
anytime, anywhere and through a range of modalities?

It will take strong partnership between those who 
manage online programs, student affairs, and other 
student-facing functions to develop this inclusive model, 
creating a seamless system of student support for all 
kinds of students. n
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I I .  SOLUTIONS AND THE ROAD AHEAD

Career Navigation and Designing for
Economic Opportunity

While there are many reasons to pursue higher education, today’s students overwhelmingly identify 

career advancement as the primary motivation — and perhaps with no group is that more true 

than with adult and online learners. Most of these students are pursuing a degree, credential, or 

even a single course to further their careers or start entirely new ones. They should have a strong 

understanding of how the credential they are pursuing and the courses they are taking will help them 

achieve that goal at every step of the way.

In response, institutions are placing an increased 
emphasis on career development services but one that 
too often begins well after students are enrolled. This 
approach misses a critical opportunity to provide career 
guidance to students before they even select a program, 
opening the door to a host of issues that can interfere 
with student progress, such as motivation, and a feeling 
of fit and belonging closely associated with completion.

A recent survey of online learners and support staff 
from UPCEA and InsideTrack found that while staff 
believe that supporting students with applying for 
jobs is the most critical need, students actually want 
more support with career exploration. That is why 
online programs from institutions such as Penn State 
World Campus, University of Washington Continuum 
College, and BYU-Pathway Worldwide have built career 
exploration into their enrollment process.

“Career services often happen at the end of an academic 
career, when it needs to be happening at the beginning,” 
said Bob Hansen, chief executive officer of the University 
Professional and Continuing Education Association.  

Career services often happen at 
the end of an academic career, 

when it needs to be happening at 
the beginning. We don’t do enough 

to help students understand 
what their degree and course of 
study will entail and the sort of 

career opportunities that will be 
available once they finish.

Bob Hansen, chief executive officer of the University Professional  

and Continuing Education Association
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“We don’t do enough to help students understand what 
their degree and course of study will entail and the sort of 
career opportunities that will be available once they finish.”

While careers are a particular concern of adult learners, 
especially those working full time while enrolled, all 
students would benefit from career-forward support. 

According to a survey from Strada Education Network 
and Gallup, only 26 percent of working U.S. adults 
with college experience believe their coursework was 
relevant to their work and daily life. This is especially 
troubling when one considers that nearly 60 percent 
of students report job and career outcomes as their 
primary motivation for attending college. It is perhaps  
no surprise that just 16 percent of graduates say they 
found their college career centers to be very helpful.11 

“We have to include career services at the core of the 
curriculum,” said Ben Packer, vice president of student 
success at BYU-Pathway Worldwide, an online institution 
that serves more than 40,000 students. “We’re counting 
on students having a conversation with a counselor, 
and that does not always happen. If you really want to 
make career services a focus for everyone, it must be 
embedded in the curriculum.” 

ONLY 26% OF WORKING
U.S. ADULTS WITH

COLLEGE EXPERIENCE
believe their coursework was 

relevant to their work
and daily life11

ONLY 16% OF GRADUATES
found their college career 

centers to be helpful.11

11. stradaeducation.org/report/from-college-to-life/

BYU-Pathway Worldwide’s curriculum is designed around 
building students’ skills in ways that make them more 
marketable to employers even before they complete 
a degree program. Along the way, students can earn 
certificates in specific in-demand competencies, allowing 
them to pursue better employment opportunities 
immediately. According to BYU-Pathway Worldwide,  
70 percent of its students who earn a certificate quickly 
receive promotions or find a better job. 

Marie Cini, former provost at the University of Maryland 
Global Campus and current president of the Council for 
Adult and Experiential Learning, said that while online 
learning is increasingly common, the emphasis on 
career services is still missing from the equation.
 
“As online education becomes mainstream and truly part 
of every educational experience, we need to constantly 
examine the question of how we are designing 
programs and services that reach and resonate with 
students — rather than simply repacking ‘old content’ 
and putting it on a website,” said Cini. “An emphasis on 
career development and exploration has to be present 
throughout the online learner’s journey. That’s what 
they want, and we’re failing to deliver it in a holistic and 
engaging way.” 

60% OF STUDENTS
report job and career 
outcomes as primary 
motivation to attend

college11

+ =

https://www.stradaeducation.org/report/from-college-to-life/
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At Purdue University Global, programs are designed 
to focus on career-oriented learning outcomes. The 
public institution operates primarily online and serves 
a diverse population of adult learners. About 28 percent 
of the student body is affiliated with the military, 
more than half are the first in their family to pursue a 
college degree, and more than 60 percent are raising 
a child. Students at Purdue University Global are able 
to view an ongoing “competency report” that provides 
a clear picture of the progress they are making toward 
accumulating the knowledge and skills they need to be 
successful in the workplace, including leadership and 
teamwork, professionalism and ethics, communication, 
disciplinary knowledge and skills, research and analysis, 
and critical thinking and problem-solving. Students are 
also encouraged to take a two-credit course sequence 
on career planning. n
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Our students know why they want 
to go back to school: they want 

to find a better job. But they also 
need to slow down a little. They 
need to ask the right questions 

and make sure the institution they 
are attending or the credential 

they are pursuing is the right fit.
Betty Vandenbosch, chancellor at Purdue University Global
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I I .  SOLUTIONS AND THE ROAD AHEAD

Building Adaptive Supports
Old Dominion University (ODU) — located in Norfolk, Virginia — has a growing population of online 

students, many of whom are enrolled through reciprocal agreements with the Online Virginia 

Network, which is working to help stop-outs re-enroll and complete their education. Jane Dané, 

associate vice president for enrollment management at ODU, who oversees enrollment for both 

on campus and online students, said working adult and online students face a variety of hurdles 

from the moment they try to enroll with an institution. 

Online students struggle at ODU and elsewhere with 
complicated questions around enrollment, financial aid, 
course registration and scheduling, and an array of other 
pressing and timely concerns. But without the in-depth 
face-to-face orientation and advising meetings their on-
campus counterparts have come to expect at the start of 
their academic careers, many online learners are unsure 
where to turn.

“We need to make sure we are not forgetting our 
distance students,” Dané said. “All practitioners should 
be educated about how adult and online learners 
experience the enrollment process. We also know that 
financial literacy is absolutely critical as students make 
these weighty decisions that will affect their long-term 
career, educational, and financial futures.” 

But the challenge for institutions is identifying the 
just-in-time supports that can close these gaps in 
the online experience. In recent years, institutions 
have begun using technology and data in increasingly 
sophisticated ways as a means to diagnose and respond 
to the complex needs of an increasingly diverse student 
population. Students being entirely — or even partly — 
online has provided unprecedented amounts of data on 
how they learn, but there remains little understanding 
about how to use that data to design appropriate 
responses to the challenges that online students face. 
“Many institutions may collect data but don’t know 
what to do with it,” said Natalie Lupton, a professor of 

We need to make sure we are not 
forgetting our distance students. All 

practitioners should be educated 
about how adult and online learners 
experience the enrollment process. 
We also know that financial literacy 

is absolutely critical as students 
make these weighty decisions that 
will affect their long-term career, 
educational, and financial futures.
Jane Dané, associate vice president for enrollment management 

at Old Dominion University
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higher education at Central Washington University, who 
completed her doctorate in higher educational studies as 
an online student. “They are paralyzed by it.”

While institutions are harvesting data in the learning 
management system and elsewhere to refine the 
teaching and learning experience for students, most 
still lack equivalent systems and process rigor when it 
comes to student support interactions. Many institutions 
have no means of capturing data from student 
conversations happening across disparate voice, video, 
email, text, and chat systems. Their student support 
teams often also lack the expertise to turn what data 
they do collect into actionable insights.

The best solutions combine data, technology, and the 
insights of well-trained staff, faculty, and administrators 
to create an adaptive style of student support that can 
address the unique and evolving needs of different 
students. n

Many institutions may collect data 
but don’t know what to do with it.  

They are paralyzed by it.
Natalie Lupton, professor of higher education at 

Central Washington University
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Conclusion
As the college student population becomes increasingly diverse and distributed, the need for an 

inclusive model of student services will only grow. For all aspects of the learner’s journey — from 

transfer or enrollment to instruction, advising, and career development — institutions must begin to 

apply support structures from the ground up to meet learners’ needs, not just retrofit the  

structures of the past. 

“As colleges and universities continue to expand their 
portfolio of online programs, it is critical that vice 
presidents of student affairs develop an understanding 
of the unique student success needs for their adult and 
online learners,” Kevin Kruger, president of NASPA, said. 
“This will require a strategic examination of orientation, 
advising, mental health support, engagement 
opportunities, and career development, to name a few. 
The future of student affairs cannot be to only serve 
traditional-aged, residential college students.”

“This is a reality that student affairs and student 
services teams in continuing education and professional 
studies programs, as well as two-year colleges, have 
been addressing for decades. Their insights may point to 
innovations that are effective in supporting the success 
of all learners.”

This demands a holistic student approach, focusing 
on academics, finances, time management, career 
readiness, and social-emotional development. 
Such services should be available anytime and 
anywhere, through several modes of communication. 

These changes are not about creating special services 
for online learners but about finding ways to ensure 
these students can receive the services and degree of 
care already provided to so many students on campus.  
It is about improving student services for all students 
in an era where 40 percent of students do not graduate 

The future of student affairs 
cannot be to only serve

traditional-aged, residential 
college students. This is a reality 
that student affairs and student 

services teams in continuing 
education and professional 

studies programs, as well as 
two-year colleges, have been 
addressing for decades. Their 

insights may point to innovations 
that are effective in supporting 

the success of all learners.
Kevin Kruger, president of NASPA
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within six years and where 36 million Americans over 
age 25 have some college credit but no degree.12 It is 
about creating an inclusive model of adaptive student 
services that better reflects and encompasses the 
students we serve today.

These recommendations are not a panacea for all the 
challenges institutions face in improving student affairs 
and online learning. Rather, its aim is to further an 
important conversation that began a century ago with 
the first distance learning courses and that continues  
to this day in classrooms, in student affairs offices,  
and online. 

Higher education associations and organizations that 
convene institutions can help to advance this work by 
commissioning research, integrating discussions around 
adult and online learner support into their agendas, and 
supporting efforts to explore these issues within their 
own communities of practice. 

“Online took education close to the learner — ironic given 
the fear that it would create more distance between the 
learner and the instructor,” concludes Cini. “But despite 
the advances in access, there are gaps in support 
— and quality of experience — that higher education 
urgently needs to address. As we approach a population 
bust predicted to ravage traditional enrollments, it’s 
becoming more critical by the day for higher education 
leaders to understand and close this gap in online 
learner support.”

The power of online learning has already widened 
access to academic opportunities — and the hope for a 
better life — for millions of students. But access alone is 
insufficient. Building a more inclusive definition of what 
higher education and student affairs can deliver will help 
create a stronger, more comprehensive student support 
structure that can better serve every student, no matter 
how their education is delivered. It will ensure our 
increasingly diverse student population is presented not 
only with opportunity but with the support and guidance 
they need to succeed on and off campus. n

Four recommendations
higher education institutions 

and organizations
should consider

PROFESSIONALIZE HOLISTIC AND INCLUSIVE

STUDENT AFFAIRS , creating a new 
student affairs curriculum and professional 

development opportunities focused on 
support for all learners. 

Integrate a CORE FOCUS ON CAREER 

DEVELOPMENT ACROSS THE ENTIRE 

STUDENT LIFECYCLE — beginning with point 
of inquiry and the enrollment process through 

completion and the alumni experience.  

IMPROVE COMMUNICATION AMONG ALL 

STUDENT-FACING FUNCTIONS , breaking 
down silos between people, data-sets, 

and departments. 

Provide all students with a ONE-STOP 

SHOP FOR SERVICES AND A RANGE OF 

SELF-SERVICE, REAL-TIME, AND 

ASYNCHRONOUS RESOURCES  for student 
support, including and beyond

traditional working hours. 

1

2

3

4

12. nscresearchcenter.org/some-college-no-degree-2019/

https://nscresearchcenter.org/some-college-no-degree-2019/
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