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CHARACTERISTICS of a 

NONTRADITIONAL COLLEGE STUDENT

Typical:

➢ Age - over 24

➢ Enrollment patterns

▪ Delayed, and or stopped out

▪ Part-time

➢ Financial 

▪ Independent, loans

▪ Employed, full- or part-time 

➢ High school graduation status 

(GED)

➢ Family status

▪ Dependents

PROBLEM STATEMENT

❖ Statistics show how millions of NTSs seeking degree completion has increased enrollment in 

colleges consistently and significantly over the past three decades.

❖ Degree completion rates are significantly higher for NTS in accelerated degree completion programs, 

but not enough institutions of higher learning are embracing them.

❖ The majority of NTSs is older, more diverse and has work and family obligations to balance.

❖ Colleges recognize and attempt to address the needs of the NTS population by offering flexible 

scheduling, accelerated programs, online curriculum, and tuition payment options.

➢ Despite college’s efforts through alternative programs, formats, and curriculum to meet 

existing and emerging needs, nontraditional students are more likely to leave college without 

earning a degree, as compared to traditional students.

❖ Stokes’s (2006) research provides a succinct summary and analysis of the importance of the 

nontraditional college student to the American economy.

➢ For the United States to sustain leadership in the knowledge economy, it needs to ensure that 

Americans are prepared for high-value jobs as knowledge workers Focus on nontraditional 

college students is integral to sustaining the health of the U.S. economy. 
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ABSTRACT and INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this mixed method study was 

to discover how active and enrolled nontraditional 

college students (NTSs), who are generally described 

as being over 24 years of age along with other distinct 

characteristics, defined persistence and success in an 

accelerated degree-completion program at a northeast 

liberal arts college. 

Additionally, this study sought the students’ 

experiences of the institution’s specific accelerated 

degree programs (ADP) and how it addressed the 

barriers the NTSs encountered.   The duration and 

delivery of accelerated coursework differs from 

traditional college courses.   Accelerated courses at 

this study site were compressed into 4- to 6-week 

modules that met once or twice a week, over a 6-month 

semester, versus the traditional 16-week, multiple-days-

a-week schedule per semester. 

The methodology for this mixed method study 

involved data collection through a survey of 48 

descriptive questions with opportunities for additional 

comments from the participants through 10 open-

ended questions.   The quantitative analysis was 

conducted with SPSS.   The qualitative data received 

from the open-ended questions were analyzed with 

NVivo software, and the data received as comments 

were coded into smaller categories utilizing NVivo 

codes.   The findings from the open-ended questions 

resulted in the themes, which emerged from the data. 

This research study examined how students’ 

individual attitudes and beliefs influenced their 

persistence and degree completion; additionally 

exposing how and why the accelerated degree-

completion format is ideal for the nontraditional 

student.   This study also uncovered the students’ 

experiences of the accelerated degree program (ADP) 

and it addressed barriers to their degree completion.   

The students’ perspectives and experiences of the ADP 

at the study site reflected their satisfaction and 

progress toward degree completion while balancing 

contrasting responsibilities. 

By understanding the needs and motivation of 

NTSs and how an accelerated degree-completion 

program can help them finish their degree, colleges 

and universities could attract, retain, and graduate self-

motivated adult learners who are seeking degree 

completion.

IMPLICATIONS of  FINDINGS

This research study  used a *modified version of a proprietary 

survey instrument used by Aslanian Market Research.  

1) Although the sample sizes differed there were significant 

similarities within both sets of NTSs.  

a) The parallels include “motivation for enrolling in 

undergraduate study” is driven by “career transitions 

and career-related events”;

b) “the acceptance of prior academic credits is critical”; 

c) “age no longer predicts learning patterns”;

d) NTSs students are “cost-sensitive”; 

e) “preferred distance to travel to the institution of 

enrollment” is less than 10 miles.

2. Both studies reflect how most NTSs enroll within three 

months of the first inquiry and “make their decision to enroll 

quickly” and most of the studies’ participants only 

considered one institution for degree completion.  Colleges 

need to respond, nurture and help prospective NTSs with the 

enrollment process.  

3) Importance of providing financial aid education and funding 

options for their education during the admission process 

plus ongoing support.

a) Students at this study site repeatedly referred to the 

attention, detailed information, and service they 

received from the person they worked with during the 

admission process, in the financial aid department and 

academic advisement.  The participants said they felt 

important and valued ,and not just a number. 

4) NTS with some college are motivated to finish what they 

started.

(*for the NTSs in the ADP at the study site.)

SIGNIFICANCE of the STUDY

The benefits of conducting this study 

for researchers, practitioners, and 

policy-makers included:

➢ Acquiring new data about 

nontraditional students in 

accelerated degree programs and 

student success.

➢ Creating new curriculum.

➢ Enhancing current programs .

➢ Identifying services that the 

institution can improve or add. 

➢ Adapt or change recruiting efforts 

in order to increase enrollment, 

retention, and completion rates of 

nontraditional college students.

“Adult learners who experience academic success in 

higher education tend to gain economic and personal 

benefits, which most likely provide social, political, and 

economic benefits for the broader society .”

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
❖ ANDRAGOGY. Malcolm Knowles was a pioneer in adult learning theory and developed the concept of 

andragogy into a theory.   In 1968, Knowles offered “a new label and a new technology” of adult learning to 

differentiate it from pre-adult education.   Knowles (1980) states is andragogy distinct from traditional 

pedagogy and is based on central assumptions about the characteristics of adult learners that are 

different from the conventions about child learners. 

❖ SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING. Around the same period that Knowles presented andragogy to North 

American adult educators, self-directed learning (SDL) appeared as another model that helped define adult 

learners as different from children. 

❖ TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING is a term introduced by Mezirow in 1975; he states transformation 

theory is a model that consists of structures, elements, and processes of adult learning .  The theory’s 

assumptions are constructivist.  A learner interprets their experience, which is vital to making meaning 

and therefore learning. At the core of the NTS is “perspective transformation”.

RECOMMENDATIONS

➢ It is vital to understand NTSs in order to accommodate their needs and support them to degree completion.

➢ Change schedules and formats to include dates and time that support ADP NTSs.

✓ Offer courses with flexible/different hours (currently Monday – Thursday, 6:00 p.m. – 10:00 p.m.).

✓ Create hybrid and online courses.

➢ Increase availability of courses during the 6-month semester to include Friday & Saturday as a choice.  

➢ Provide and train added support staff: financial aid, financial literacy, career development,  and academic support.

➢ Build on the successful and popular ADP format by creating and offering new programs (the prospective and current students are 

asking for) with a similar or same format, such as Education, Social work, Nursing; Master’s degrees: psychology, MBA program.  

➢ Increase access to academic support services: writing center, tutoring.

➢ Increase access financial aid, student accounts, registrar and library.

➢ Aggressive increase to local marketing efforts to attract students most likely to attend due to the unique accelerated program in their 

“backyard”.

➢ Build on how the NTSs of ADP enjoy and appreciate the small personal campus environment and repeatedly expressed how “at home” 

they feel there.

RESEARCH DESIGN: CONTEXT & PARTICIPANTS

➢ The study was conducted at a private liberal arts college in the Northeast that offered the only 

accelerated degree completion program of its type within the New York metropolitan area with 

30-years of growth and expansion of the Adult Education Division. 

❑ Programs included four bachelor degrees (business administration, health studies, 

behavioral science, health care administration) and one liberal arts associate degree.  

❑ Approximately 11% to 13% of the entire student population at the study site was enrolled 

in the Accelerated Degree Programs (ADP).

❑ All active (enrolled and registered) ADP students were invited to participate.

❑ Participants were able to not answer a question, or part of the question, and continue 

with the survey.

❑ Expected rate of reply was 10% - 15%. 

o Actual response rate was 36.1%.

o 42% engaged with the survey.

❑ The participants did not receive compensation or other incentives to participate; 

however, the invitation was framed as an opportunity to assist fellow and future NTSs 

through their shared experiences.

RESEARCH DESIGN METHODOLOGY & 

Instrument used in Data Collection

➢ Modified replication of a survey instrument created and used by Aslanian Market Research (AMR) to collect 

data from and about the post/non-traditional college student throughout the United States.   Aslanian Market 

Research published their findings in 2017 in the publication Post-traditional college students: Attracting and 

serving the new majority.  

❑ This study’s instrument had 48-descriptive questions, with opportunities for additional comments 

using an open-ended format.

❑ Open-Ended Questions.  A comment to open-ended questions provided a rich source of 

quantitative data and offered a platform for data that may have allowed for learning about an 

individual’s experiences, feelings, and outlooks.

• There were 10 open-ended questions in the categories of program design, personal 

attributes, college learning, and student and teacher interactions.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. How do active nontraditional 

students enrolled in an accelerated 

degree completion program define 

persistence and  success?

2. What are the students’ experiences 

of the accelerated degree 

program?

3. How does an accelerated degree 

program address the barriers 

nontraditional students encounter 

in order to retain and graduate 

nontraditional  students?

Participant’s summary of how and why the ADP program works for them:

“The ADP gives me the opportunity to work on all of my goals at once while 

supporting myself AND earning MY degree!”


