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• Setting the context

• Using your data

• The adult student experience

• Onboarding – transitioning adults back to college

Agenda
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Source: Lumina Foundation, 2019.
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Data: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2018). 
Digest of Education Statistics 2018, Table 326.20. 2014 cohort of first-time, full-time, 
degree/certificate seeking students at two-year colleges. 150% regular time.

37%
34%

31%
28%

25%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Asian White Hispanic American Indian Black

Completion Rates at Two-Year Institutions by Race/Ethnicity

Overall rate: 

32%

Students of color are less likely to graduate than their White 

and Asian classmates.



Page 5

Barriers to 
Completion
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Source: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
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• Race/ethnicity

• Pell status

• Age

• Sex

• GPA

Using Your Data
Use disaggregated data to determine whether certain student 
populations are stopping out at certain points in the educational 
pipeline more than others.
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• Does your campus enroll a significant number of veterans?

• Is your campus located in a reentry community where formerly incarcerated 
students would like to enroll?

• Are your students also parents or caretakers?

• How many of your students work full-time or part-time while also attending 
college?

Using Your Data
Which other student populations does your campus serve?
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3-year Average 

Total 

number

American 

Indian or 

Alaska 

Native Asian

Black or 

AA Hispanic

Native 

Hawaiian 

or PI White

Two or 

more Unknown Nonresident

Institution 

Average 31366 0.54% 11.15% 8.09% 24.85% 0.85% 40.34% 5.64% 8.19% 0.37%

Average

Universe of 

Interest 1.00% 5.00% 15.00% 30.00% 1.00% 33.00% 6.00% 8.00% 1.00%

Institutional 

Average

Universe of 

Interest

Pell Average 22% 31%

Percent Adult Average 52% 66%

Percent Full-Time 

Average 20% 17%
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Why do you think equity is an important goal in your efforts to transition adult 
students back to college?

How do you think this could help address broader campus equity goals?

Reflection Pause
Take a moment to answer these questions:
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The Adult Student Experience
Findings from focus group and interviews with students
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Students offered multiple reasons for initially leaving college, including: 

• finding employment to pay for basic needs

• raising and supporting children and a family

• changing priorities including losing the desire to attend college 

Although students initially aspired to attend and complete college, life interfered 
and they had to reprioritize family, life, and work.

Reasons for Initial Departure:
Finances, Work, Family, and Priorities
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Two primary motivating factors for returning to college as an adult:

• Serving as a role model for family - returning students wanted to serve as a 
role model for their children, particularly since several of the returning students 
had initially left college due to their parents.

• Improving employment opportunities - most students were motivated to 
return to college because they need a degree for a job promotion or a job that 
they want.

Reenrollment Motivation:
Family and Work
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The process of returning to college was not easy for returning adult students and they described both 
administrative barriers and social barriers.

Administrative Barriers - Students were frustrated with complex and burdensome systems for 
reapplying to college and paying for college. They were easily frustrated with confusing admission and 
financial aid processes and students could often not access the information they needed in a timely 
manner.

Social Barriers - Returning adult students were concerned that they would not fit in and belong in a 
college environment with so many young students. They also expressed concerns about their ability to 
keep up with their academics, given how long they had been away from school.

Administrative, Social, and Academic 
Barriers to Returning:
Bureaucracy and Belonging
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Academic structures that returning adult students need to be successful:

• Flexible course schedules that are conducive to a working adult, such as 
evening or online course offerings.

• Students appreciate the college offering prior learning assessment (PLA) based 
on content and skills they had already learned. 

• Students are grateful to have academic support from a counselor that 
understands and supports their unique needs.

Flexible Structures for the Adult Student:
Course Schedules, PLA, and Support Resources
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Which of these resonate with you when you think about the adult students your 
institution serves?

Have you already captured your adult students’ needs? 

• If so, how are you using what you have learned?

• If not, what are some methods you can employ to understand your students’ 
needs?

Reflection Pause
Take a moment to answer these questions:
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• Academic barriers to completion (computer literacy courses, health and 
wellness requirements).

• Integrating new processes and policies into institutional practices (graduation 
timelines, reviewing student records for multiple degrees).

Policy and Practice Considerations
Examples from DWD Institutions:
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• Be persistent

• Use multiple channels

• Personalize the message (use your data)

• Provide clear steps or a call to action

• Let the student know how the institution has changed

Communicating with Students
What Works?
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Onboarding
Transitioning Adult Students Back to the Institution
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• Remove institutional barriers such as confusing processes and lack of clear 
guidance. 

• At face value, administrative challenges may not be exceptionally difficult, but 
they are legitimate concerns for returning adults who have been out of school 
for awhile.

• Recognize the social barriers to returning and that adult students’ need for a 
sense of belonging. 

• Schedule orientation sessions to meet the needs of adult students and their 
multiple identities.

Improving Orientation 
Orienting students back to the institution, or “reorienting”
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• Recognize that a student’s degree path may have changed since their last 
enrollment. 

• A returning adult student may have already been in the workforce – advising 
practices should take into account their career goals and help students 
understand all options available to them to help them meet their goals.

• Robust degree auditing practices are critical.

“New Student” Advising
Returning students already have earned credits on their records



Page 25

• Individualized and timely support

• Make students feel important

• Integrate ongoing career and transfer planning

Advising Practices
Returning students need strong support structures and systems
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Does your onboarding incorporate the unique needs of returning adults students?

Have you created specific onramps to pathways for adults who may return to your 
institution at varying stages of degree completion? 

Name one next action you will take to ensure your onboarding will help adults 
transition back to college.

Reflection Pause
Take a moment to answer these questions:
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Our college is very excited about being a part of the Degrees when Due 
initiative. Helping students achieve their goals is core to our mission. Awarding 
degrees to students who have earned them and re-engaging students who are 
close to completion helps both the student and our local employers who rely on us 
to provide an educated work force.

An additional benefit of this work is that by analyzing the experience of our ‘near 
completers’ we can see the pain points and roadblocks in our current policies, 
practices and programs. This knowledge helps us to change what we need to on our 
end to improve the student experience and also arms us with information to work 
with our new incoming students to set themselves up for success. 

Nora Morris
DWD Coach, Anoka-Ramsey Community College
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Questions?
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Leanne Davis

ldavis@ihep.org

@leannemdavis

Thank you! 

mailto:ldavis@ihep.org

