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ABSTRACT 
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This research study examined how the student affairs division of traditional public 

universities can adapt their programs to better serve nontraditional students.  Through the lenses 

of andragogy, self-directed learning and experiential learning, this paper explored how 

traditional public universities currently think about, serve and develop programs for the 

nontraditional learner.  This study explored the history of nontraditional learners on traditional 

college campuses, different trends that impacted their growth throughout the years as well as 

different techniques that are currently being used to better serve this population.  The study used 

a singular case study approach done at a traditional Midwestern university of approximately 

16,500 undergraduate students.  Through in person interviews with seven current student 

administrators from both student affairs and other supporting departments, this study analyzed 

how the university defines, categorizes, engages and programs for the percentage of 

nontraditional students they serve. 
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Themes that emerged from this research were gathered from three specific research 

questions.  Research question one highlighted the lack of information the university 

administrators had about nontraditional students.  Specifically, the lack of knowledge about 

nontraditional students, lack of awareness about adult learning theories and the lack of data they 

collect on the population.  Question two addressed how the university is currently serving the 

nontraditional population and whether respondents felt it is effective.  Programs such as 

community engagement, student organizations and participation in orientation events highlight 

the crux of the responses.  Finally, question three covered how accessible the university is to 

nontraditional students and what means are used to create this accessibility.  Themes of online 

and distance education as well as the lack of collaboration between schools and divisions are 

discussed when answering this question. 

The final part of the study covered recommendations for both the case study university as 

well as higher education as a whole.  Implications as to why studying this class of students is 

important as well as the strengths and limitations of this study are highlighted. Finally, future 

research opportunities are discussed including expanding the research to include other public 

universities as well as incorporating nontraditional students both at the case study university and 

outside universities.   
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CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION 

College campuses are steeped in traditions that date back, in some cases, more than 100 

hundred years.  Most people when they think of a college student typically see a fresh-faced high 

school graduate who is ready to explore new ideas and philosophies while preparing themselves 

to become mature adults to enter the workforce.  They live, work and play on their home 

campus, with their primary focus during the week being to attend class and study to write papers 

or take exams.  In their free time, these students generally do not leave campus while they attend 

university sanctioned social functions such as sporting events or university clubs.  All of the 

resources necessary to their success and sense of belonging are housed on the property that they 

call home for four or more years.  This model has worked well to serve these young adults to 

prepare them to be productive, smart members of their society once they graduate.  But what 

happens when the student does not fit into the previously described mold and therefore is not 

well served by the traditional college model?  Should the college be required to conform to the 

student, or the student to the college?  With the modern landscape of higher education changing 

rapidly, these questions and many more need to be answered to better serve today’s 

nontraditional college student.   

Nontraditional students enrolling in four-year institutions has been increasing over the 

past two decades.  White (2016) wrote that the past image of a white, 18 to 22 year college 

student pouring over books, chatting with friends and living on campus fail to accurately depict 

the current reality of many college students.  According to the Lumina Foundation (2019) an 

Indianapolis based foundation that works with governmental, nonprofit, and private-sector 

organizations to bring about higher education change, 37% of college students are 25 or older, 
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and 46% are first-generation college goers.  However even though this population is becoming 

more prominent on campuses nationwide, their success and graduation rates remain relatively 

flat and in some cases are decreasing.  Aside from the many personal barriers that nontraditional 

students face such as child care, transportation, juggling work, home and class schedules and 

financial strain, there are also institutional barriers to navigate as well.  Not only do 

nontraditional students have to adhere to standard university practices such as administrative 

office hours, inconvenient classes scheduled during the work day or outdated advising protocols 

that are focused on traditional students, they also must deal with classes that may be redundant to 

skills they have already obtained.  Spencer and Kelly (2005) note that some schools promote that 

they will assess or evaluate a student’s work experience for college credits, but the actual process 

is time consuming and labor intensive, and most organizations do not wish to provide the data to 

the institution for evaluation. 

Due to these reasons, it is important to study how traditional universities currently 

provide access to nontraditional students.  Through a singular case study of a traditional 

Midwestern University, this dissertation will explore the current delivery methods and whether 

they are effectively meeting the needs of their nontraditional students.  Furthermore, through a 

review of the literature I will identify the current delivery systems used by universities, their 

effectiveness toward the success of nontraditional students and how well they help them 

overcome their barriers.   

Problem Statement 

This research study examined how the student affairs division of traditional public 

universities can adapt their programs to better serve nontraditional students.  Nontraditional 

students face many unique barriers to being successful in college while also balancing multiple 
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roles at the same time.  Mercer (1993) found there are three major barriers that nontraditional 

students will face when they attempt to reenter higher education.  They are (a) situational barriers 

(b) dispositional barriers (c) institutional barriers.  Yet even as they struggle to succeed and 

balance their already busy lives, many traditional universities do not offer the necessary 

programs or services to meet their needs.   

As Northedge (2003) noted, nontraditional adult learners were often seen as charity cases.  

He argued that this perception only furthered the patronizing stereotype that most universities 

had about this population of student.  Due to the limited scope of the needs of a nontraditional 

adult learner an argument can be made that these students should be considered in their own 

class as distinctive learners.  Although nontraditional student enrollment is on the rise, four-year 

institution models remain rigidly the same with the intent to serve traditional four-year 

undergraduate students.  Meanwhile some private schools and most for-profit schools have been 

adapting to meet the needs of nontraditional students.  While these are viable options, they are 

typically much more costly and have a limited number of programs offered.   

Through a case study at a traditional Midwestern university, I investigated how this 

traditional public university currently incorporates all of these variables and whether or not there 

is room for them to improve their offerings to nontraditional students.  This type of research is 

important because as Noel-Levitz (2013) states, adult students will spend considerable energy 

weighing many different factors as they navigate the decision to return to school.  These factors 

not only include where to study, but also which major to pursue.  They also need to consider 

whether they have attained the necessary foundational education to be successful in college, how 

to afford their education, both financially and temporally given their current life responsibilities, 

and whether they will be able to manage the technology.  Furthermore, Regier (2014) indicated 
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that the key factors influencing a nontraditional student’s decision to enroll in two-year or four-

year degree programs included: cost, academic programs, financial aid availability, flexible 

course formats, and accelerated options for completion.  As nontraditional student enrollment is 

rising at traditional universities, more research into how a traditional university administers 

programs and their delivery method is needed to gain a better understanding of how a 

nontraditional student can be better molded into the traditional university environment.   

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to investigate from an institutional standpoint, how the 

student affairs divisions at a traditional public university may provide better access to 

nontraditional students.  Through a case study of a traditional Midwestern university, I 

interviewed seven student affairs employees to better understand how they currently serve 

nontraditional students.   

Rationale and Significance of Study 

The landscape of higher education is changing rapidly, and according to McDonald 

(2018) the enrollment of the standard 18-year-old high school graduate is becoming a minority 

on many college campuses.  In the 1990’s, Horn and Premo (1995) defined the traditional 

college student as any individual who enrolled immediately after high school and attended on a 

full-time basis accounting for 57% of all college students.  The nontraditional student, however, 

was harder to categorize due to the uncertainty of the population and therefore the numbers of 

this population were not as attainable.  To help quantify this, McFarland et al. (2019) looked at 

data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data Systems Model and found that in 2011 approximately 39.7% or 8.3 million of all 

enrolled college students were aged 25 or older and a majority of these students actually fell in 
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the 35 or older range.  This led them to project that for the period of 2012-2022 there would be a 

16.5% increase in students aged 25 to 34 and a 20% increase for those aged 35 and older.  

Furthermore, Pelletier (2010) identified that more than 47% of students who are currently 

enrolled in colleges and universities in the United States are older than 25.  However, even 

though the numbers show that these students continue to flock to traditional institutions in search 

of four-year degrees, the universities serving them still have difficulty identifying and serving 

their needs.   

There seems to be no agreement among researchers regarding the services most needed 

by nontraditional students in order for them to succeed and thrive in an academic environment, 

perhaps owing to the diverse nature of this portion of the student population.  Dozens of studies 

and articles including Belcheir and Michener (1997), Purslow and Belcastro (2006), and Urchick 

(2004) resulted in almost as many suggested strategies for colleges and universities to implement 

to enhance the success of nontraditional students.  The review of existing literature in Chapter 2 

will clarify how disparate the characteristics of nontraditional students are, and how little 

research recognizes the commonalities that may exist.  Yet, educational institutions have limited 

financial and human resources with which to meet their needs; therefore, many students struggle 

to successfully navigate the intricate web of university services.  They feel isolated and 

ultimately stressed out because they lack the institutional support they so desperately need.  

Noel-Levitz (2011) supported this statement by noting that many colleges and universities gear 

their programs, services, and activities to traditional-aged, 18-to-22-year-old students.  This led 

them to conclude that adult learners experience a lack in the sense of community and belonging 

at these institutions and seek out other institutions that cater to their particular demographic.   
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One of the most glaring problems with helping this population of students is the fact that 

no true definition exist as to what actually constitutes a nontraditional student.  As Chapter 2 will 

demonstrate, while the concept of the adult learner is understood, the definition of nontraditional 

student is still up for debate.  Per Shapiro et al. (2016), most universities base their definition of 

these students on two primary factors, age and their enrollment status at the time they start their 

program.  However, these two factors do not define every student enrolled, which can cause 

some to slip through the cracks as underserved.   

Understanding the changing dynamics of the nontraditional student populations will help 

universities better prepare for how to serve them in the future.  Without learning how to assist 

them and what their different needs are, there will always be a large gap between how traditional 

and nontraditional students are served.  Kasworm (2008) discussed this by noting that if 

institutions were not prepared to effectively meet the needs of adult learners and focused 

primarily on younger, full-time traditional students, a significant disparity between traditional 

and nontraditional adult students would always remain evident.  Universities need to reevaluate 

how they serve their nontraditional students and whether or not they are effective in meeting 

their needs to help reduce the students stress and progress them toward graduation.  By 

reexamining these services, they may find that many students are not being served properly and 

therefore are suffering either failing grades or dropping out of the school altogether.  Helping 

these current students to better academic records and increasing graduation rates for the whole 

university will have many more benefits than just for the student.  These efforts will indicate to 

prospective nontraditional students that the university is adept at handling their dynamic and 

changing needs, thereby potentially increasing enrollment rates for years to come.   
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Universities have reacted to these changing trends by altering some of their programs and 

delivery methods over the years.  With the increase in technology, on-line distance education has 

made it possible for more nontraditional students to complete classes on their own time and at 

their own pace, but these are only a few of the variables that add to their stress and anxiety.  

Accessibility to student’s services such as administrative offices, academic advisors, retention 

services and other ancillary offices at the institution play a primary factor in helping the 

nontraditional feel welcome and at ease.   

Nontraditional students often hold part-time enrollment status that presents a challenge 

for the university.  Since nontraditional students are not on campus for a majority of the day, 

they do not have the same access to these necessary services like a traditional student does.  

Therefore, they must make allowances in their days to schedule times to meet with offices that 

are only open during times the student may have to be at work, care for children or attending to 

some other role outside of the university.  Chartrand (1992) discussed how research confirmed 

that emotional and academic support could be beneficial in alleviating the stress associated with 

balancing adult responsibilities while trying to attend college or university.  She also noted that 

this support could be provided by many different resources in a student’s life such as fellow 

students, family, work colleagues, and campus staff and faculty.  Lundeberg, McIntire, and 

Creasman (2005) supported this statement by noting that learners attending school on a part-time 

basis have much less opportunity for interaction with faculty, staff and support services outside 

of their normal class time, and this limited interaction severely impacts their ability to fully 

integrate into the community and raises their anxiety levels.  Finally, Sorey and Duggan (2008) 

further explained this by saying that students who are satisfied with their friendship, 
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interpersonal relationships, and faculty interactions were more likely to continue with their 

educational endeavors. 

With the increase in nontraditional students enrolling in four-year institutions, there needs 

to be a better way to engage them in the standard four-year institution community to help them 

lower their anxiety and overall stress related to their education.  While the numbers continue to 

increase, universities still skew toward the standard models that focus on the traditional college 

student.  As Shugart (2008) noted, higher education programs geared toward the standard 18-to-

22-year old student are not effective for the nontraditional learner or their litany of needs.  

Further, because there is no standard definition of what a nontraditional student is across the 

country, many of the statistics gathered by national databases fail to incorporate all the students 

that could be impacted.   

Grover, Miller, Swearingen, and Wood (2014) reported that national benchmarking 

efforts of college students generally only take into account those students who are enrolled full-

time at their institution, have no gaps in education, and graduate in a four to six-year period.  

Since most nontraditional students do not fit these criteria, they are left out of the reporting 

overall.  To increase services to nontraditional students, universities need to account for the vast 

differences in their abilities, the barriers that prevent them from regular attendance, as well as the 

experiences that have driven them to seek higher education.  While degree completion is the 

ultimate goal for students, more focus needs to be put on the experiences the students have while 

they are enrolled in the university.  Bringing nontraditional students into the community and 

making them feel as if they are just as much as part as the campus as a traditional student will 

show them that the university is invested in their overall physical and mental health as much as 

they are their academic success. 
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Research Questions 

RQ1. Using adult learning theories, how do the student affairs professionals of a 

traditional public university currently define a nontraditional student? 

RQ2. How do the student affairs professionals of a traditional public university currently 

serve nontraditional students? 

RQ3. Using adult learning theories, what programs or delivery methods make a 

traditional university more accessible to a nontraditional student? 

Definitions 

Traditional Student – Post-secondary students between the ages of 18-22 enrolling 

directly from high school and attending college full time (Terenzini & Pascarella, 1998). 

Nontraditional Student – The NCES definition includes seven different factors including, 

age (over the age of 24 years old); delays enrollment; attends part-time for at least part of the 

academic year; works full-time (35 hours or more per week) while enrolled; is considered 

financially independent for purposes of determining eligibility for financial aid; has dependents 

other than a spouse; is a single parent (either not married or married but separated and has 

dependents); does not have a high school diploma (McFarland et al., 2019).  However for the 

purposes of this study, only age will be used as the defining criteria.   

Four-year institution – A post-secondary institution that offers programs of at least four 

years in duration up to and beyond the baccalaureate level (Snyder & Dillow, 2015) 

Distance Education – The education of students who may not always be physically 

present at a school (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Part-time_learner_in_higher_education
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Summary and Organization of Proposal 

Chapter 1 introduced the study and discussed the recent trends of nontraditional student’s 

enrollment in four-year institutions.  Habits of traditional versus nontraditional students were 

explained, as well as how the traditional student assimilates to their university life compared to 

nontraditional students.  Chapter 1 touched briefly on the literature related to this study to 

identify the significance of content delivery and program structure in relationship to 

nontraditional student’s needs.  Key terms were identified to help both the reader as well as the 

participants understand parameters of what is being asked.   

Chapter 2 includes a thorough investigation of the literature surrounding the topic, 

starting with a definition of the adult learner.  I reviewed the changing demographics of higher 

education and research the status of nontraditional learners who are currently enrolled at 

traditional public institutions.  Then, I reviewed the current literature pertaining to the barriers 

that nontraditional students face.  To close, I reviewed and discussed how higher education 

currently serves these nontraditional learners and identified current institutions using these 

delivery techniques.   

In chapter 3, I discussed the rationale and methodology of the study.  I described the 

methodological framework about which the study was built on, then incorporated my 

philosophical worldview and its relevance to the study.   

In chapter 4, I again reviewed the research design of the study then outlined the major 

findings of my research and how each finding answered the research questions.  Direct quotes 

from the participants were used to support the findings of these themes. 

Chapter 5 concluded the study by relating all of the major findings back to current 

literature for proof of why they are important.  Then recommendations were given to the case 
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study university as to how they might improve their offerings to better serve their nontraditional 

students.  Finally, recommendations were made for future research which included listing the 

implications, strengths and weaknesses of this study to consider.  



 

CHAPTER 2:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was based in the theories of andragogy, self-directed learning, and experiential 

learning.  According to the TEAL Learning Center (2011), there is no single theory of learning 

that can be applied to all adults.  Therefore, it is important for the purpose of this study to 

understand the differences in these theories and how they work together to educate nontraditional 

students.  These are theories used to teach nontraditional students, and they provide insight into 

how adults learn.  These theories also describe how nontraditional students are different from 

traditional students, as well as why it is important to understand their different needs and desires.  

Taylor and Hamdy (2013) wrote that learning includes the acquisition of three domains, 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes, and that the theories of adult education fit into specific 

categories.  According to Taylor and Hamdy (2013), andragogy and self-directed learning are 

considered humanistic theories or theories that promote individual development and are more 

learner-centered, while experiential learning is categorized as an instrumental theory or theories 

that focus on individual experience.  Regardless of how these theories are viewed, I used them to 

help ground this study in literature in order to make solid recommendations about how traditional 

universities may better serve the needs of nontraditional students.   

Andragogy 

The framework for this dissertation hinged upon three interrelated theory bases, 

andragogy, experiential learning, and self-directed learning.  Andragogy is the foundation for the 

other two premises, and therefore it is pertinent to provide sufficient background to this theory as 

support for the rest of the dissertation. 
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Andragogy is a core foundational theory of adult education and used historically to teach 

adults.  Andragogy was defined as “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, 

p. 43).  In the 1920’s Lindeman began to explore the theory of andragogy but he never 

established an exact theory through his studies.  It was not until the 1960’s when Malcolm 

Knowles began his work in the field.  In 1968, Malcom Knowles introduced andragogy to the 

United States from adult educators in Europe.  The term was so new at the time that he wrote his 

article, "Androgogy, Not Pedagogy," in Adult Leadership (Knowles, 1968), he did not even 

know the correct spelling of andragogy until someone from Merriam Webster contacted him to 

correct his initial spelling.  Knowles was inspired to explore the concept of adult learning from 

Cyril O. Houle’s (1961) work, The Inquiring Mind, where Houle wrote that there were three 

types of adult learners.  First, Houle identified the goal-oriented learner, who engaged in 

education to accomplish clear objectives to better their lives.  Next, the activity-oriented learner 

undertook adult education as a way to bring meaning to the activities in their life.  Finally, Houle 

identified the learning-oriented learner, who, as he saw it, engaged in adult education simply for 

the sake of seeking new knowledge.  It is also important to note from his research that Houle did 

not see these three types as completely independent, but had room for overlap. 

Knowles (1980) later outlined four main assumptions about adults as they mature.  These 

were: 

1. Adult’s self-concept moves from one of being a dependent personality towards being a 

self-directed human being. 

2. They accumulate a growing reservoir of experience that becomes an increasingly rich 

resource for learning. 
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3. Their readiness to learn becomes oriented increasingly towards the developmental 

tasks of their social roles. 

4. Their time perspective changes from one of postponed application of knowledge to 

immediacy of application.  Accordingly, their orientation towards learning shifts from 

one of subject-centeredness to one of performance-centeredness.  (p. 43-44) 

Later in his 1984 article, Andragogy in Action, Knowles added a fifth assumption, which 

was:  

5. As a person matures, the motivation to learn is internal (Knowles, 1984, p. 67).   

As Draper (1998) noted, Knowles theory of andragogy has far-reaching effects across 

many different fields of adult education.  As the theory grew, so did research into the five main 

assumptions of Knowles.  Other researchers began to develop more understanding of concepts 

such as self-directed learning (Candy, 1991) and experiential learning (Piaget, 1936; Kolb, 

1984).  These ideas have also been studied by researchers to further explain how best to teach 

adults and make the information relevant.  However, as previously stated all of this began with 

the foundational concept of andragogy. 

These principles did not come without their doubters, as some researchers made an 

argument that Knowles developed the theory more of sound educational practices than actual 

research.  Donavant (2009) claimed that Knowles concept of andragogy was simply principles of 

practice that adults could undertake.  Furthermore, he pointed out that the universal criticism 

towards Knowles is that he isolated adult learning simply to a socio-historical context where 

learning occurred.  Kessels (2015) noted that the andragogical approach does not always provide 

a clear distinction between what can be considered adult education and what cannot.  However, 

the set of assumptions it stated several decades ago still offer helpful guidelines in designing an 
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environment that is conducive for learning and knowledge development.  To test this, Harper and 

Ross (2011) examined Knowles’ adult learning theory.  What they found was an overall express 

consensus of their group participants that adults who have control over their own learning 

actually have a more positive learning experience, thereby validating Knowles overall theory.  

Their results suggested that the factors associated to andragogy are solid and that students will 

thrive if given the opportunity to be independent learners within the academic environment. 

While this study was important in validating Knowles principles, another area of 

criticism of the adult learning theory is whether pedagogy is simply for children and andragogy 

is for adults.  There will always be adults that need a structured environment to help them 

succeed in their education while some children can be very independent learners on their own.  

Hanson (1998) noted that there are those adults who will be highly dependent on the top down 

teacher student environment while some children may thrive in an independent, self-directed 

environment.  To strengthen his argument, Hanson (1998) also studied motivation and life 

experiences of adults and children in relationship to learning.  He found that adults and children 

can be externally motivated to learn something new whether out of necessity or just plain 

curiosity.  Finally, life experience does not simply separate andragogy from pedagogy, as there 

may be situations where children have much more experience with the learning situation than an 

adult does.   

Self-Directed Learning (SDL) 

From andragogy came a key component known as self-directed learning.  As we can see 

from one assumption by Knowles, he regarded self-directed learning highly in the pursuit of 

teaching adults.  Knowles (1980) regarded SDL as "a process in which individuals take the 

initiative without the help of others in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating goals, 
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identifying human and material resources, and evaluating learning outcomes" (p. 18).  Oddi 

(1987) wrote that a self-directed learner is one he describes as having a high degree of self-

efficacy, intrinsically motivated, able to diagnose personal learning needs and then set goals 

based on that diagnosis.  However, it was Mezirow (1985) who first explored this concept and 

what affects in had in the field.  Inspired by Knowles work, Mezirow began to recognize that 

adults who are inspired to learn on their own would be more dedicated to their pursuits and 

therefore more likely to retain knowledge.  Mezirow (1985) noted that the internal motivations of 

an adult, combined with their skill level is what drove them to pursue education in some format 

whether it be formal or informal in nature.  Furthermore, Mezirow (1985) elaborated on self-

directed learning by claiming that there was no concept more central to what adult education 

truly is all about than self-directed learning.  Being self-directed is what drives a person to begin 

any new learning process.  They begin to acknowledge an internal motivation to learn a new skill 

or achieve a goal, which potentially leads them to an institution of higher learning.  . 

Mezirow (1985) also believed there was no greater driving force to an adult than their 

own internal motivation, and therefore, regarded self-directed learning as one of the key 

components to adult educations.  According to Candy (1991), his definition of self-directed 

learning was to say that the teaching/learning experience was more like a continuum than a 

dichotomy.  He thought it useful to consider teachers and learners as occupying space 

somewhere on this continuum where there was teacher control at one end and learner control at 

the other.  To Candy (1991), self-directed learning was an intentional surrendering of prerogative 

by the teacher and the acceptance of responsibility by the learner.  According to Candy (1991), it 

is the middle point of this continuum where a person’s motivations lie and ultimately what drives 

them to pursue further education.   
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From these definitions, there is a question of whether or not a self-directed person will 

engage in lifelong learning.  On first thought, just because someone is self-directed at one 

instance, it does not mean they will continually seek out learning once their objectives are 

complete.  Yet, the motivations of an adult learner are subjective to the context in which they are 

experiencing the need, so to make a blanket statement that self-directed learning and lifelong 

learning are one in the same is too generic.  As Candy (1991) indicated, he saw SDL as a 

continuum; he also saw a reciprocity between SDL and lifelong learning.  Candy explained that 

SDL is one of the most common ways adults will engage in the learning process throughout their 

lives.  However, since lifelong learning aims to equip adults with the skills necessary to learn, 

self-directed learning should be thought of simultaneously as a means to an end of lifelong 

learning.   

With this in mind, we can see how a nontraditional, adult student who is self-directed 

would be engaged in lifelong learning.  However, there are many variables to consider before 

assuming that someone may be able to continue their education.  Since not all learning comes via 

self-directed learning, it is reasonable to assume that there are areas where a person’s 

experiences and past skills will not allow for them to teach themselves new information.  

Knowles (1980) acknowledged situations where a learner’s experience is of little value to their 

education.  Some factors that Knowles noted an adult’s experiences in the subject matter, their 

level of maturity and whether they were motivated by internal or external pressures affected their 

ability to engage in self-directed learning.  Therefore, it becomes important to explore and 

explain the third pillar of this dissertation framework, experiential learning. 
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Experiential Learning 

Most adult educators agree that experiences are key to helping adults gain knowledge 

over their lifetimes.  In fact, researchers as far back as John Dewey (1925) and Eduard Lindeman 

(1926) acknowledged how important the experiences adults are to their education.  In his 1925 

book, Experience and Education, Dewey wrote that it is not only the amount of experiences a 

person has in their lifetime, but also the quality of those experiences that leads to their education.  

He felt that no matter how much formal education a person engaged in, combining a person’s life 

experiences would help reinforce it.  More recently, Jarvis (1987) found that the dynamics of the 

experience a person has plays an important role in their learning.  Jarvis (2006) felt that learning 

was a process through which the whole person went through both body and mind.  From this 

process, he wrote that a person’s reality could be changed through cognitive, affective, and 

practical processes.  According to Jarvis’s (1987) model, these three dimensions of emotion, 

thought/reflection, and action interact simultaneously, which feeds into each other in multiple 

ways in the process of learning.  Therefore, learning is prompted by an individual’s experience 

of a situation or event.  As Brown (2015) noted, ultimately Jarvis’s (2006) model of learning 

process reminds us of the complex, individual nature of the learning process. 

Kolb and Kolb (2005) added another big impact to the field of experiential learning when 

they expanded previous research to develop the Experiential Learning Theory (ELT).  This 

theory was a way to recognize life experiences in regards to a person’s education.  Their theory 

“utilizes the work of 20th century scholars such as John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, Jean Piaget, Carl 

Jung, and others that placed experience as a central role in their own theories of human learning 

and development” (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194).  Kolb and Kolb’s goal was to develop a model 

that explains the way individuals learn and enable learners to gain an understanding of their 
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learning process.  Over time, Kolb and Kolb accomplished this by introducing and developing 

three core concepts of ELT.  The core concepts— “the learning cycle, learning style, and 

learning space—have been commonly used by educators for nearly a half century” (Kolb & 

Kolb, 2017, p. 1).  As noted by Eickmann, Kolb, and Kolb (2003) wrote, “The concepts of the 

learning cycle, learning styles, and learning spaces have implications for designing programs that 

promote learning.  The framework is useful in curriculum development, student development 

and, faculty development” (p. 7).   

However, Kolb and Kolb’s theory has not come without its share of criticism over time.  

For example, Bergsteiner and Avery (2014) noted that ELT has been criticized for not paying 

enough attention to reflection, culture-based differences, context and emotion, the role of context 

and educators, and the limitations of the constructivist tradition within which Kolb and Kolb’s 

theory is embedded.  They also highlight that ELT does not take into account learning modes 

such as abstract experience, passive learning, and secondary learning.  Regardless, no matter the 

approach, it is clear that acknowledging a person’s life experience is an important factor to 

tailoring an education plan that will provide meaning and growth to an adult student. 

Defining an Adult Learner 

College is arguably a youth-centric phase of life generally designed for the younger 

student.  As Chen (2017) wrote, the minimized presence of adult learners is rooted in the historic 

youth-centered focus in postsecondary education.  However, the stereotypical full-time student 

who lives on campus is actually a small percentage of the entire postsecondary population.  

According to the Snyder and Dillow (2016), in 2013 there were just under 17.5 million total 

undergraduate students of which 38.2% of them were represented by nontraditional adult 
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learners.  Ross-Gordon (2011) pointed out that the majority of college students could be defined 

as nontraditional now with a growing diversity of populations, ages, and responsibilities.   

Though the number of younger students entering college continues to grow, these 

traditional students are no longer homogenous, and more and more students are balancing a 

multitude of commitments beyond school.  Yet given these facts, many undergraduate 

institutions still struggle to adequately define what an adult learner is or how to meet their needs.  

As Northedge (2003) noted, “adult learners are often treated as charity cases to be rescued from 

ignorance” (p. 17).  Kasworm (2010) noted that this status is problematic because it continues to 

perpetuate limited progress in meeting their educational needs.  Adult learners often experience a 

patronizing learning atmosphere when they step onto university campuses.  In order to meet the 

adult learners’ needs the institutions must accurately identify and define who an adult learner is.   

In an NCES report, Choy (2002) reported that exactly what constitutes a nontraditional 

learner has been the source of much discussion.  He claimed that most often age, especially those 

over the age of 24, had been the defining characteristic for this population.  However, age only 

acts as a surrogate variable to capture a large, heterogeneous population of adult students.  Many 

of these learners often have family and work responsibilities, as well as other life circumstances 

that can interfere with successful completion of educational objectives.  Choy (2002) claimed 

that other variables typically used to characterize nontraditional learners are associated with their 

background, level of employment and being enrolled in non-degree occupational programs.  To 

meet the learning needs of adult learners, it is necessary to understand the nature of their 

diversity, who they are, and why they decide to enroll.   

Adult learners have unique needs, especially if they are employed.  As Wirt et al. (2002) 

wrote, compared to traditional students, who primarily perceive their identity as students, adult 
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learners primarily perceive their identities as employees.  These competing roles in their lives 

contribute to an identity crises for adult learners when they feel that some roles must be 

prioritized over others.  These conflicting roles create different needs for secondary education 

among adult learners.  As the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (2000) found, these 

needs include: different kinds of information about their educational options, institutional 

flexibility in curricular and support services, academic and motivational advising supportive of 

their life and career goals, recognition of experience, and learning that incorporates previous 

work experience.  Furthermore, although more adults are enrolling in college, motivated 

primarily by their potential economic mobility, they must overcome the many economic, 

personal, interpersonal, community, and institutional challenges in their way.  Therefore, Chen 

(2017) noted that the support for post-traditional students in college should be different than the 

support needed for traditional 18-24-year-olds who have entered higher education immediately 

after graduating from high school. 

The Changing Demographics of Higher Education 

There are many factors that influence the demographics of higher education in the United 

States and nontraditional learners are just one piece of a very large puzzle.  While a 2016 NCES 

report projected an increase in older college students overall, the enrollment numbers are not as 

strong as they were approximately ten years ago.  As the report stated  

A slightly older cohort now participates in higher education, too: 25- to 34-year-

olds numbered 4.6 million in 2016, just above 2015’s total of 4.4 million.  

Students age 35 and over are an increasing presence, with 3.5 million enrolled in 

2016, a slight uptick from 2015.  All these age groups, remain on track to grow by 

2025.  (Wood, 2017, p. 1). 
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2008 Recession 

One of the major factors that drove up nontraditional learner enrollment in the past 

decade was the Recession of 2008.  Tomar (2019) noted that when the U.S. plunged into the 

recession, college admission rates spiked, with the most notable increases being adults over the 

age of 24.  Part of this increase was due to economic concerns as older adults began to see jobs 

they once thought of as stable begin to disappear.  Dunbar, Hossler, and Shapiro (2011) found 

that this is a natural expectation during a recession as older adults will turn to higher education 

for new or formal training when they are displaced from the workforce.  This spike remained 

stable for around seven years when the markets started to stabilize.   

Now as the economy is more stable and banks are more comfortable lending money, 

Tomar (2019) noted, there has been a correction to the market and colleges are seeing a decline 

in nontraditional enrollment with their numbers falling by more than six percent since 2014.  

Yet, this does not mean that nontraditional learners will disappear altogether from college 

campuses.  Baime and Mullin (2011) noted that college enrollment for students age 29 to 34 

more than doubled from 1967 to 2009 with a projected student population growth between 2010 

and 2021 of 20 % for students age 25 to 34 and 25 % for students age 35 and up.  The Western 

Interstate Commission for Higher Education (2018) confirmed these numbers by reporting in 

their June 2018 report Knocking at the College Door, that they expect a 15% increase in college 

enrollment overall by 2025.  Of those numbers, they expect 59% of those students to be from the 

nontraditional population.   

Other Factors Influencing the Population 

Bragg (2013) wrote that the enrollment of nontraditional students continues to increase in 

higher education due to many other factors other than just a struggling economy.  Conditions 
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such as an aging Baby Boomer population, advancing technology, increased immigration, global 

outsourcing, and the need for a more skilled workforce are just a few of the variables that are 

driving up the nontraditional learner population.  One area of higher education that has kept up 

on this changing trend is the community college.  According to Pruett and Absher (2015), factors 

such as open access admission, low costs, and commuter campuses allow community colleges to 

attract students who are more academically, socially, and economically disadvantaged.  

However, unlike traditional universities, community colleges struggle with retention and degree 

attainment meaning more nontraditional learners drop out before successfully completing their 

program.  Part of this problem lies in the type of student community colleges are enrolling.  As 

Neville and White (2011) wrote, community colleges enroll more students with cognitive 

disabilities, such as Autism, and other special needs meaning they must provide more support 

services and peers must learn to be more open toward peer differences.  Whatever the factors 

though, it is clear that all of higher education must be more flexible toward nontraditional 

learners as the population only looks to grow more into the future. 

Status of Nontraditional Learners at Public Four Year Universities 

Based on McFarland et al. (2019) in the NCES report The Condition of Education lasted 

updated May of 2019, the following graph depicts the status of students enrolled at 

undergraduate institutions in the United States.   
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Figure 1. Characteristics of Postsecondary Students 

 

Note: From “The Condition of Education”, by J. McFarland and B. Hussar, 2019, 

National Center for Education Statistics, p. 170 

According to the NCES (2019) report, in fall of 2017 there were 16.8 million 

undergraduate students attending degree-granting postsecondary institutions in the United States.  

Of this number, 10.8 million of these undergraduates attended four year public institutions.  

Thus, only roughly 1.1 million of the students attending public would be considered 

nontraditional learners.  It is also important to note that for report, 2017 is the most recent year 

available for enrollment data by age group.  In sharp contrast, statistics that show at both public 

and private nonprofit four-year institutions, only eight percent of full-time undergraduate 

students were ages 25 to 34.   

At private for-profit four-year institutions, undergraduate students age 25 to 34 made up 

the largest age group of those enrolled full time at 39 percent.  Nontraditional learners are 

enrolling in more private for-profit institutions than they are public or private four-year 



 

 

25 

 

institutions.  Much of this can be attributed to the barriers that nontraditional learners face when 

they enroll in traditional public or private universities.  Furthermore, an argument can be made 

that the reason nontraditional learners gravitate toward the private for-profit schools is that they 

offer them the necessary flexibility and online technologies they desire.  As Solares (2013) 

found, the growth in demand for online learning provides evidence for the growth of post-

traditional learners, who make up the lion’s share of enrollments in this form of postsecondary 

education.   

Barriers of Nontraditional Learners  

Nontraditional students face many different barriers to success in higher education than a 

traditional student does.  As previously noted, nontraditional learners do not primarily identify as 

a student; therefore, they see their education as a secondary role.  Their lives are full with other 

responsibilities that might make it difficult for them to meet the demands of a rigorous academic 

schedule while also fulfilling their other roles and responsibilities.  For these reasons, it is 

important to understand what barriers these students currently face and how the public four-year 

university is addressing them. 

Societal Barriers 

These barriers can run a wide range of issues that are unique to nontraditional learners.  

Variables such as childcare, transportation, quality housing, work/life balance, and finances are 

all considered to be societal barriers that these students must adjust.  As Bidwell (2014) found 

time management is a significant issue for nontraditional learners, and this is directly related to 

the previously listed societal barriers.  Learning to find a good balance between maintaining their 

family and financial obligations, while still performing well in school causes high levels of 

anxiety for nontraditional learners.  Erisman and Steele (2012) found that almost all adult 
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students regard these responsibilities, including child care, finances, health issues, and 

transportation, as substantial hurdles to returning to school.  Ross-Gordon (2011) reported that 

only about 18% of nontraditional learners do not work or have family responsibilities.   

When these barriers are combined with the cost incurred of returning to college, it can 

add up to overwhelming factors that cause nontraditional students to either never enroll or drop 

out soon after enrollment.  Duke-Benfield (2015) wrote that for students without parental 

support, many of whom are supporting families of their own, the real cost to higher education is 

not just the tuition to attend.  Many of these students can receive financial aid to cover tuition, 

but factors such as housing, food, and child care costs are either not covered or they do not 

receive enough aid to cover them, which only adds to their total.  A study done by Walizer 

(2015) confirmed this when he found that 71 percent of students said one reason for leaving was 

because they had to go to work and make money, and 54 percent listed this as a major reason for 

dropping out. 

However, even though these barriers clearly impact nontraditional learner’s ability to 

persist, often in times of financial hardship these services are the first to be cut.  Eckerson et al. 

(2016) wrote that over the past 10 to 15 years, colleges and universities that have daycare centers 

have steadily decreased even though research has shown that student parents who have access to 

childcare are not only more likely to return to school but are also three times more likely to 

graduate.  Conversely, Abramson (2015) found that since 2014, colleges and universities spent 

over $12 billion on construction, 78.8% of which were new constructions of residence halls or 

athletic facilities for traditional-aged students.  This shows that there is clearly uneven support 

for students based on age and life stage even though as Erisman and Steele (2012) wrote, 
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Schools that also offer some kind of child care programs and transportation assistance for 

its students are far more popular among adult learners, as this eases nontraditional 

students' external pressures (p. 1). 

Cultural Barriers 

Another factor that plays a role into the success of nontraditional learners are the cultural 

barriers they encounter while enrolled.  As previously stated, traditional four year universities are 

youth centered institutions.  Therefore, an older adult who has been removed from school for 

several years may not feel like they belong among such a younger crowd.  Erisman and Steele 

(2012) reported multiple various anxieties related to the classroom like attending classes with 

younger students, guilt over missing events in their family's lives, selfishness, and low self‐

esteem.  Bell (2012) furthered this by recognizing that the technology used in today’s classrooms 

can also be intimidating to many, especially if it is not something used in their daily lives.  

Finally, Higgins (2010) noted that given their length of time out of school, most adult learners 

struggle with transitioning back into the classroom by facing problems with skills like note 

taking, test taking, reading textbooks, time management, and teacher expectations. 

 Taking this even further, nontraditional students who are first-generation, low-income or 

from a minority background may feel even more out of place or that the university does not fit 

their needs.  As Perna (2015) found, many first generation students may feel misunderstood both 

at home and at school, because relatives do not understand what they are going through.  They 

do not know how to balance everything, and they feel unsupported.  Not having this support 

structure either place can lead to feelings of isolation or even like they are deserting their 

families.  For these reasons, Metzner and Bean (1987) noted that most nontraditional students are 
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ill‐prepared for a collegiate atmosphere and are more likely to drop out without these 

fundamental skills. 

Another barrier to nontraditional learners is their potential intrinsic fear of the unknown 

or the new changes they are experiencing.  Chao (2009) indicated that negative past experiences 

with school or a particular subject can create barriers for the student, thus an instructor must 

provide far more positive, extrinsic motivation on a continuous basis for it to eventually reset 

these students' intrinsic motivations.  Little things such as an instructor knowing a student’s 

name, remembering personal details about them or taking an active role in their education can go 

a long way to helping increase and maintain this personal intrinsic motivation. 

Institutional Barriers 

Institutional barriers are caused when institution cannot recognize or meet the 

nontraditional students’ needs.  Variables such as course structure, scheduling conflicts, locations 

of classes or institutions and even the administrative hours of the university all play a role into 

how successful the nontraditional learner will be.  As noted by Fairchild (2003) schools often are 

not structured to accommodate adult students and are generally ill equipped to deal with the 

career orientation of adults while class work may do little to meld life experiences into academic 

subject matter.  Sandier (2000) supported this statement by reporting that adult students must 

persist against difficult odds in institutions that are not designed to meet or even recognize their 

unique and challenging needs.  Vandenberg (2012) wrote that nontraditional learners are 

different from traditional students because they bring with them more life experience and self‐

awareness to the classroom and when these are incorporated into the new material, students will 

be more invested and learn better.  These rigid barriers have a direct effect on the student’s 

morale and motivation toward classes as well.  As Lawrence (2000) noted, nontraditional 
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learners can lose initial motivation and excitement quickly with any kind of setback, regardless 

of how minute it may seem.  Therefore, barriers that traditional students may see as 

commonplace and be able to adjust to might cause a nontraditional learner to reconsider their 

decisions altogether.   

If the university focused on differentiated models to increase enrollment and retention, 

these barriers could be overcome.  For example, Berling (2013) found that flexibility of courses 

ranks at the top of almost all surveys of nontraditional learners.  She found that schools that offer 

evening, weekend, and online courses; shorter programs with only necessary courses that get 

learners into the workforce faster; credits for courses the student has already taken; and are 

geographically close to the student are more appealing to adult learners.  Other factors that 

increase retention are in areas such as course delivery.  Donnelly-Smith (2011) found that 

instructors should treat nontraditional students as co‐learners and create a personal connection 

with the student.  By doing this, it will enable the student to not only be the learner but the 

teacher in situations that will draw positive attention to their experiences and education.   

How Higher Education Currently Serves Nontraditional Learners 

Since the nontraditional learner is becoming more prevalent on traditional college 

campuses, it is important to understand how these universities are serving their students.  

Although there have been advances in the way content is taught, traditional universities are still 

struggling to keep up with the growing needs of their nontraditional students.  This has opened 

the door for more unconventional solutions that appeal to these learners.  Below are the common 

ways that nontraditional learners are accessing education in today’s market. 
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Face-to-Face 

Traditional universities generally employ traditional methods to serve their student body, 

and the face-to-face method is the obvious standard for teaching and learning.  However, just 

because this method has been successful in the past does not mean it is still the best way to 

approach education.  Universities can no longer rely on their standard delivery methods to ensure 

enrollment and retention of new students.  As Melissa Vito (2017), Senior Vice President for 

student affairs and Enrollment Management and Senior vice Provost for Academic Initiatives 

and Student Success at the University of Arizona recently noted in an article published in 

Evolution magazine, as the student populations evolve, universities have a new opportunity to 

diversify their offerings and create programs that are agnostic in their delivery.  She noted that 

this is something the University of Arizona has been able to do while still maintaining their 

academic standards which gives more choices to more students.   

These choices are important to creating a less stressful, more inviting learning space for 

nontraditional learners.  Allen (2000) wrote that nontraditional students turn classes into 

multicultural environments that can enrich student and faculty experiences.  Therefore, the 

faculty must be aware of themselves and their students when planning and teaching their courses.  

Communicating with students and employing a variety of learning and testing opportunities is 

vital to making this happen.  Due to this, the face-to-face delivery methods need to be better 

planned out by university administrators and faculty, instead of just a default option.  Many 

nontraditional learners will come back to school with several learning strategies already in place.  

Knowles (1984) found this to be true and wrote that the longer adult learners have been away 

from the academic environment, the more deeply ingrained these strategies will be and the more 

difficult they will be to dislodge.  Kenner and Weinerman (2011) found it imperative that 
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universities try to break this mold by engaging in new and different techniques for nontraditional 

learners.   

To dislodge these ineffective strategies, it is critical to provide new strategies in such a 

way that they are in direct competition with the adult learners’ existing strategies.  For 

example, the technique behind reading a college textbook is very different from the adult 

learners’ existing skills involved in non-academic reading (p. 93). 

However, researchers such as Bejerano (2008) noted that this method should not be 

scrapped altogether.  As he wrote, in face-to-face class’s students have their classmates, learning 

centers on campus, professors' office hours, tutors, and teaching assistants to support and help 

them with their various learning needs.  He argued that these resources could guide 

nontraditional students to help clarify and reinforce the material, which would allow them to 

succeed in their education.  Bishop and White (2007) concurred, stating that although there is 

less flexibility in scheduling and meeting times, online or distance education cannot replace the 

personal contact that a student gets from going to class and learning directly from the source. 

Distance Education 

Online or distance education options have replaced many of the face-to-face classes in 

the last decade.  Almost all universities now offer at the very least some courses via distance 

education or online with other universities offering whole degree programs through distance 

education.  According to Xu and Xu (2019) of The American Enterprise Institute, by 2016 more 

than three-quarters of degree-granting colleges offered at least one online course.  Between 2012 

and 2016, the number of students enrolled in at least one online course increased by one million, 

representing a 19 percent increase.  Additionally, according to The Department of Education’s 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), in 2016–2017, approximately 3,500, 
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or 76 percent, of all degree-granting institutions reported offering online courses.  This number 

has increased steadily since 2012, when 70 percent of those institutions reported to offer online 

courses.  Furthermore, according to IPEDS, more than half of degree-granting institutions 

offered at least one exclusively online program in 2016–2017.  These numbers should come as 

no surprise given the prevalence of new technology and the ease of access to which students can 

now take classes.  However, the popularity of these distance education courses according to Xu 

and Xu (2019) may be particularly appealing to students who assume working and family 

responsibilities and who would otherwise have to take fewer courses or not enroll in college at 

all.   

Aside from the flexibility and delivery method of these programs, another advantage of 

distance education courses is that they help defray or cut costs.  One of the major reasons that 

traditional universities have still been so popular was due to the student’s ability to more easily 

access federal grant money to attend.  The Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1992 strictly limited 

federal funding to schools that were primarily dedicated to distance learning.  However, as the 

Internet grew in popularity, so did the ability for traditional universities to offer courses online.  

Therefore, according to Sisneros (2016) the HEA was amended in 1998 to create the Distance 

Education Demonstration Program (DEDP), which granted colleges waivers from the 50 percent 

rule.  Deming (2015) recognized that the change in the HEA caused the share of bachelor’s 

degrees awarded by institutions that offered exclusively online courses to grow from 0.5 percent 

in 2000 to over 6 percent in 2012.  These changes also helped to lower the cost for online 

programs offered by traditional universities.  Bettinger (2017) found that online course offerings 

could indeed serve as cost-saving innovations for institutions and colleges may also charge lower 

tuition for their online programs and courses, therefore lowering the costs for students to pursue 
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postsecondary education.  Furthermore, Deming (2015) found that institutions with higher shares 

of students enrolled online charge lower prices, providing some suggestive evidence that online 

education might be able to bend the cost curve in traditional higher education. 

Based on these numbers, it would be easy to wonder why more colleges simply do not 

increase their online presence to increase nontraditional enrollment.  However, there is research 

that shows that online or distance education lacks the quality of education compared with face-

to-face courses.  Bettinger (2017) wrote about how online courses do significantly less to 

promote student academic success than similar in-person courses do.  This creates a negative 

association between online learning and student learning indicating that college online courses 

do not currently support student learning equally as well as face-to-face classes.  This has led 

some researchers such as Poulin and Straut (2017) to question whether online technology has the 

potential to deliver similar quality of education in a less expensive way relative to brick-and-

mortar instruction. 

Hybrid Delivery 

Hybrid course delivery can also be known as web enhanced/assisted, or blended course 

delivery.  According to Lorenzetti (2004), this delivery is a way to combine elements of face-to-

face instruction with elements of distance teaching.  In most cases, through the use of 

technology, hybrid courses allow students to first meet new information, concepts and 

procedures outside the classroom before the class physically meets.  Traditional universities are 

starting to notice this trend and beginning to invest more heavily in intuitive Learning 

Management Systems (LMS) that will allow faculty to effectively deliver classes both on 

campus and online.  Ellis (2009) defines LMS as a software application for the administration, 

documentation, tracking, reporting, and delivery of educational courses, training programs, or 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Software_application
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Educational
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learning and development programs.  One of the major benefits of using an LMS is that it 

delivers learning content and tools straight to learners, and it can also reach marginalized groups 

through special settings.  Long (2004) found that most of these systems have built in 

customizable features including assessment and tracking meaning learners can see in real time 

their progress and instructors can monitor and communicate the effectiveness of learning.   

There are many other benefits to the hybrid approach than just a robust LMS.  As El 

Mansour and Mupinga (2007) wrote, hybrid delivery allows students to meet new information 

outside of the class, which therefore discourages them from making major investments of their 

time during the face-to-face meeting.  While this approach used to be reserved solely at the for-

profit or online only institutions, most traditional universities are now on board.  For example, 

Debi Moon, the director of distance learning at Georgia Perimeter College was quoted as saying 

about hybrid delivery that it “frees the faculty member and encourages more in-depth processing 

activities when the class meets in person” (Lorenzetti, 2004, p. 7).  Chris Dede, professor of 

learning technologies at Harvard University commented about hybrid delivery “a strong case is 

beginning to be made on the basis of research evidence that many students learn better online 

than face-to-face, and therefore, a mixture is the best way” (Young, 2002, p. 33).  Finally, 

Graham Spainer, former President of Pennsylvania State University hailed the convergence of 

online and residential instruction as “the single-greatest unrecognized trend in higher education 

today” (Young, 2002, p. 33).   

One of the main reasons that hybrid delivery is more effective than face-to-face or online 

for nontraditional learners is that it can help increase student engagement.  Kuh (2009) and Tinto 

and Pusser (2006) revealed that the more engaged a student is, the greater the likelihood of 

strong academic performance and retention.  Major (2015) furthered this and described student 
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engagement as a “student’s willingness and desire to participate and be successful in a learning 

process that leads them to higher-level thinking and long-term understanding” (p. 208).  It is not 

uncommon for nontraditional learners to desire a higher level of engagement or contact with 

faculty members or advisors.  However, as previously stated, nontraditional learners do not have 

the same amount of time or freedom as a traditional learner to devote to being on campus.  This 

is where hybrid delivery helps to increase the connectivity.   

The hybrid format provides opportunities to meet face to face with instructors and 

classmates that result in social engagement and convenience, both desirable attributes for adult 

students.  Wyatt (2011) noted that adult students have identified convenience as a factor in 

degree persistence because it fulfills their need to be in charge of their academic careers and 

personal life.  Furthermore, there are many different researchers including, Taniguchi and 

Kaufman (2005), Pontes and Pontes (2012), Simpson and Benson (2013), and Yoo and Huang 

(2013) who support online and hybrid class delivery as a means of meeting the needs of adult 

learners in terms of convenience and flexibility for degree persistence.   

Although hybrid course delivery can be highly beneficial they still have disadvantages 

that must be addressed.  For example, White and Sykes (2012) found that traditionally delivered, 

subject-intense courses can be converted to a blended/hybrid delivery approach, but they must be 

well designed with high quality content and regular interaction.  If they are not, students may feel 

overwhelmed or lost during online interactions and lead to frustrations or poor quality of work.  

Furthermore, Hannay, and Newvine (2006) noted that universities who experiment with a 

blended learning model as part of their teaching strategy should not leave questions as to how the 

mixing of online and mobile learning with face-to-face interaction will actually improve student 

experience.  They reported that these unanswered questions could lead to students assuming this 
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style is right for them, when actually it is not appropriate for everyone.  Prospective students 

need to understand that combined with the need to be self-motivated and more independent, 

hybrid learning is most definitely no easier than the face-to-face course.  Finally Bowen, 

Chingos, Lack, and Nygren (2013) found that hybrid courses could be even more difficult for 

faculty to develop and implement as well.  They noted that it is imperative that hybrid learning 

be carefully crafted from a pedagogical standpoint beginning with the effective definition of the 

course goals and objectives.   

Cohorts 

A cohort is typically a group of students who enter a program of study together, share 

common learning experiences during a specified time period and complete the program at the 

end of that specified time period.  This model has been utilized by universities for many years 

but the popularity of the practice ebbs and flows.  As Saltiel and Russo (2001) wrote, cohorts 

were popular in use from the 1940s to the 1960s; they regained favor in the 1980s and have been 

in place within nontraditional education to the present.  They are beneficial to nontraditional 

learners because they offer a sense of unity or community that is not often found in a traditional 

setting.   

Wesson (1996) described the family atmosphere found in cohorts and discussed the 

feeling of equality and sharing of leadership responsibilities that exist among group members.  

Wesson explained that various leaders evolve in cohorts as special needs arise and when all 

members are given turns to lead, deeper thought processes and more profound expressions of 

ideas occur.  As a result, both the group as a whole and individual members experience 

intellectual growth and develop leadership techniques that permit everyone to have a voice in 

decision-making.  Callaghan (2014) wrote that cohorts positively influence student values, 
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increase student interaction and secure greater interdependence through team building, mutual 

support and collaboration.  Due to this, students can develop a respect for, and an appreciation 

of, the different members of the group. 

It is important however that institutions that utilize cohorts for content delivery 

understand the needs and dynamics of their students.  Traditional educational institutions that 

accept more nontraditional learners may need to come up to speed on the characteristics of such 

students, and may also need to raise general awareness, sensitivity and respect of the needs, goals 

and expectations of these students.  Cohort programs may require academic and student affairs 

offices to work together to support students in new and different ways.  Furthermore, it may be 

necessary to identify people in both divisions to work together to forge the path and educate their 

colleagues.  As Callaghan (2014) noted, institutions using cohorts well means that institutional 

and program planning of cohort models serve as best practice guides for other universities 

seeking to serve students in cohort programs more effectively.   

Examples of Programs That Focus on Nontraditional Learners 

There are currently universities that have embraced the nontraditional student on their 

campuses and are actively working to more fully integrate them into their population.  Through a 

blend of the different delivery methods, they are developing adult programs that offer degrees in 

shorter amounts of times and with less administrative rules to negotiate.  These schools market 

specifically to the adults in their community as an inclusive place where they will not feel out of 

place or overwhelmed on their campus.  One such school doing this currently is Indiana 

Wesleyan University through their College of Adult and Professional Studies.   
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Indiana Wesleyan University College of Adult and Professional Studies 

One program that has successfully utilized an undergraduate cohort to serve 

nontraditional learners is Indiana Wesleyan University (IWU) in Marion, Indiana.  IWU is a 

small private Christian college founded in 1920 to serve the liberal arts.  They offer degree 

programs at both the undergraduate and graduate level in over sixty different programs.  Their 

program IWU Distinctives in the College of Adult and Professional Studies is a cohort-based 

program that offers content delivery in a hybrid method.  According to their website the program 

breaks down as follows. 

Cohort Class Model 

IWU uses the cohort method of learning.  You will take all courses with the same 

classmates and graduate together as a group.  Students receive personal attention because 

the classes are kept small.  Typical cohort sizes range from 12 to 18 students.  Courses 

are taken one at a time, so you can focus on just one subject when you study.  The 

courses are scheduled back-to-back with weeklong breaks scattered throughout the year.  

Because courses are scheduled in this way, there are no semesters.  Cohorts of students 

are forming year round.  You choose which time of the year is most convenient to start.   

If personal problems arise during your program, you usually have the option of 

skipping a course, making it up later, and still graduating with your cohort.   

Classroom Based or Online 

If you chose to take courses in a classroom setting, you will have class one night per 

week, the same night of the week for all courses.  All classes meet from 6 to 10 p.m. in 

the same classroom for your entire program.  If you choose the online method of 
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learning, you will never need to travel to an IWU Education Center or learning site to 

attend a class.  (“IWU Distinctives” 2019.). 

Another important part of this model is how IWU handles all student services and fees.  

When an adult enrolls in the Distinctives program everything is arranged for them from the very 

beginning.  This is done to ease the burden of having to regularly come to campus or constantly 

check in with an advisor or faculty member.  They even offer special access to library resources, 

writing center programs and an online support team, all of which are tailored specifically for the 

nontraditional student.  IWU’s website indicates that “when students enroll at IWU Distinctives, 

they are automatically registered for all courses in their B.S. degree program, so students will 

never need to register for a class again” (“IWU Distinctives” 2019.).   

IWU touts that graduates of this program note the flexibility of scheduling, as well as the 

willingness of the faculty and staff to accommodate them as foundational reason for why they 

enrolled.  “IWU understands that its thousands of adult students prefer to earn their degrees 

quickly and conveniently in their home communities” (“Online Higher Education” 2018.).  

Education in Review.com (2018) further wrote about the IWU cohort program: 

Indiana Wesleyan University Online is a great school for those who desire the flexible 

schedule of an online institution.  The university's convenience of the course plans more 

than makes up for the nontraditional college experience.  Indiana Wesleyan University 

Online is a strong college option for those seeking the convenience of an online degree 

program.  (p. 5). 

For-Profit Universities 

Historically American universities have been considered non-profit, but the rise of for-

profit institutions has grown substantially with the prevalence of the Internet.  As Kinser (2005) 
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noted, for-profit colleges have been around nearly since the beginning of U.S. higher education 

and were generally established to fill a niche for business-related education that was not being 

served by institutions that were focused on educating members of the clergy and scholars.  As 

technology advanced, so did the ability of for-profit institutions to market and reach adult 

students who were looking for flexibility and convenience with their class offerings.  This gave 

rise to some giant institutions, like the University of Phoenix, but also allowed many smaller, 

homegrown colleges to expand their reach as well.  In fact, Tierney and Hentschke (2007) found 

that in 2001 there were a total of 2,418 for-profit colleges and universities, including 808 degree 

granting and 1,610 non-degree granting institutions.  In a follow up study, The National College 

of Education Statistics (2008) found that by 2006 this number had grown by 20% to 986, of 

which nearly half (453) were four-year or above institutions.   

For-profit institutions market specifically toward the nontraditional learner as a viable 

option to earning a college degree on a more flexible schedule.  Tierney and Hentschke (2007) 

wrote that, 

The rapid rise in scope, scale and reach in a relatively short period, their distinctive 

corporate for-profit structure and profit-seeking behavior; their minimalist, career focused 

curricula; their unorthodox deployment of faculty; and their increasing penetration of 

traditional student aid resources suggest that the structure of the for-profit is uniquely 

suited to serving adult students.  (p. 2)   

Another common factor among for-profit institutions is the location where they set up 

their schools.  Unlike traditional universities, for-profits understand that they are catering to a 

specific nontraditional population of student and therefore typically set up their brick and mortar 

buildings in suburban office parks where there is less traffic congestion and cheaper parking.  
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The other factor of location is the technology that can be provided to students.  As Bailey et al. 

(2001) noted, technology is not just about going to school online, but it also includes the 

offerings that are located in the classroom as well.  With many for-profits refusing to spend 

profits to build new buildings, they often rent locations that have the most up to date 

infrastructure.  When their needs change they have the flexibility to move or renegotiate their 

fees, leaving them the ability to maximize profits while still maintaining a certain level of 

standards.  This is both helpful in terms of keeping cost low, but can also give the perception of 

instability if the institution moves to often.  This is typically why most for-profits maximize the 

use of online classes, with up to 90% offering most of their programs 100% online.   

While the for-profit model seems, on the surface, to be the answer for most nontraditional 

learners, there are still many scholars who argue that their predatory nature does more harm than 

good.  Ruch (2001) noted “traditional professors and others from the non-profit sector see the 

development of for-profit institutions as a crass intrusion, a sudden sprouting of coarse 

dandelions on the manicured lawns of higher learning” (p. ix).   

Potts (2005) agreed with Ruch (2001) by writing that the “consumer model of higher 

education marks a fundamental assault on higher education, destroying it from within” (p. 55).  

However, everyone in the field does not hold this opinion consistently.  Hassler (2006) found 

that much of the negative opinions about for-profit educations come from the misconception that 

all of the education offered is provided by the academy and often times there is confusion as to 

what a true for-profit post-secondary institution really is.  For example, Hassler (2006) noted that 

there needs to be a better distinction between post-secondary training and post-secondary 

education so that degree granting institutions who offer similar programs will be better 

distinguished and seen as more credible.  “Clearly there is a distinction between a cosmetology 
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school and a research university.  However, the distinction between a cosmetology school and a 

community college that offers an associate’s degree in cosmetology is much more blurred” 

(Hassler, 2006, p. 45).   

Even with the negative attention paid to for-profits over the past several years, they 

continue to siphon off a large portion of nontraditional learners.  If traditional universities are to 

compete they need to begin to emulate some of the for-profit practices to attract these students.  

For example, in a study done by Gilpin, Saunders, and Stoddard (2015), they found that for-

profit colleges are much quicker to adjust to the needs of both the students and the local job 

market and therefore direct more resources toward career counseling, student advising and job 

placement than traditional college.  This trend combined with their flexible class schedules and 

more prevalent online presence makes a for-profit school a more viable option to those specific 

kinds of adult students.  Given this variable and combined with a Lang and Weinstein (2013) 

report showing that the earnings return at for-profit college attendance are equal to or lower than 

the returns to attending a traditional public college, it makes a stronger case for adults to attend a 

traditional college over a for-profit college.   

Ancillary Services to Serving Nontraditional Learners 

Military Partnerships 

After the events of 9/11 and the war in Afghanistan, many military members returned 

home with the need to further their education.  Having access to the GI Bill helped make college 

more affordable, but they needed programs that could accommodate their skill set and learning 

desires.  One university that took full advantage of this was the University of Phoenix.  Altman 

(2015) found that Phoenix enrolled some 49,000 students using the benefit in fiscal 2014, 

according to VA data.  That is more than twice those enrolled in the second university system 
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and the entire California Community Colleges.  However, other private and public universities 

saw the need to reach out to military members and began to build programs to help serve them.  

Northern Arizona University (NAU) started the Personalized Learning liberal arts program to 

specifically target military veterans and capitalize on the skills they already have.  As lead 

faculty member of the program, Professor Corrine Gordon explained  

NAU’s program allows students to turn skills or knowledge they may have learned in the 

school of hard knocks into official college credit.  The curriculum starts from the 

question of what a graduate should be able to do and moves backwards, using 

assessments to test real-life skills.  (Gross & Clark, 2018, p. 1).   

Another public university who focused on this partnership is the University of Maryland 

University College (UMUC) through their Vet Success on Campus (VSOC) program.  What is 

different about their program is that they do not cater specifically to just military member but are 

also open to civilian employees of the Department of Defense or spouses of active members.  As 

their website explained 

Vet Success on Campus helps veterans to transition from military service to college.  The 

program is designed to ensure that veteran students at University of Maryland University 

College have the support and assistance they need to be successful in higher education, 

their careers, and their lives.  Services are also available for military personnel, military 

spouses, and dependents.  (“Vet Success” n.d.).   

Academic Coaching 

Since nontraditional students have different motivations and needs for coming back to 

higher education, they often need different kinds of resources and focus from academic advisor, 

course instructors or university administrators.  Therefore, coaching models should take into 

https://nau.edu/online/self-paced-personalized-learning/
https://www.umuc.edu/military-and-veterans/why-umuc/vetsuccess.cfm
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account several key factors that will allow for the student to thrive as well as the institution to 

still deliver on key variables.  Academic coaching can be crucial to helping nontraditional 

students to be strategic in establishing and achieving their academic goals as well as becoming 

engaged on campus.   

As Lewis (1996) noted, coaching helps to facilitate the acquisition and practice of both 

technical and behavioral skills, to assist students to identify learning needs, to provide and 

maintain an open line of communication for discussion of the students’ performance, perception 

of work situations and establishment of goals.  Robinson and Gahagan (2010) found the initial 

planning stage of academic coaching to be the most critical when it came to working with 

nontraditional students.  They wrote that the initial planning is not only where students lay out 

their academic plan for school but also where they become engaged with other campus resources 

that will help them through their journey.  Kuh (2009) identified that engagement on campus is 

one of the most important links to general college success and achievement.  It was in this stage 

that having students participate in a planning process to strategically map out their engagement 

and academic endeavors leads to learning, satisfaction, retention and ultimately, persistence to 

degree completion. 

Another key strength of academic coaching is its proactive nature of reaching adult 

students.  Academic advising is considered to be reactive in nature and generally is brought on 

by a specific catalyst the student has experienced.  Waterhouse (2014) found that while advising 

is necessary in some situations, coaching is required in all proactive contact and the coaching 

process builds the relationship between the student and the institution to provide a sense of 

belonging to a student that has historically been perceived as self-supporting.  Therefore, 

coaching allows the students to take an active role in their own plan and feel supported to make 
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decisions.  These decisions will increase a student’s self-confidence, as well as give them 

additional skills they can take back into their personal or professional lives to make themselves 

more successful.  Ultimately, as Gordon et al. (2008) wrote, when done correctly a successful 

academic coaching plan will be the cumulative processes of proactive communication, 

meaningful dialogue, problem solving, strategic planning, follow-up, and continual real-time 

revision of a student’s plans and goals. 

An example of a public university that is currently using a coaching model is Iowa State 

University.  Through their Academic Success Center, the university highlights that their 

coaching as advising model can be successful for student of all ages, but most notably for 

nontraditional students.  This resources is offered above and beyond a student’s normal advising 

appointment and as the universities website explains: 

Academic Coaches are graduate students.  Coaches have excellent oral and written 

communication skills that are trained in evidence-based strategies to facilitate each 

session.  The academic coach works to empower the student towards positive behavior 

change.  Students typically meet with an academic coach for 3-4 appointments/semester 

in order to test out new techniques provided by the coach and to report back on the 

success of such techniques.  The goal of coaching is to promote an individual’s self-

efficacy and confidence during their time at ISU.  Coaching is provided year round, 

including in the summer term for no cost.  (“Academic Coaching” 2019).   

Conclusion 

Through this literature review, I have highlighted several different yet equally important 

areas of adult education at traditional universities.  I first started by defining what an adult 

learner is and how there is difficulty and debate among researchers.  Next, I discussed issues that 
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have shaped the current landscape of higher education for nontraditional learners and specifically 

noted factors such as the Great Recession of 2008, advancing technology, increased immigration, 

global outsourcing and others as reasons why adults are seeking out higher education.  This led 

to a discussion on the current status of adult learners at public institutions and the current 

statistics of enrollment and retention.  I then noted what barriers this population faces and broke 

those down into societal, cultural and institutional factors.  Finally, I closed with discussing how 

higher education is currently serving adult learners, noting the strengths and weaknesses in each 

approach.  These approaches were face-to-face, distance/online education, hybrid learning, 

cohort programs, and for-profit institutions. 

In chapter 3, I review the methodology that I intend to use for my study and the 

framework I build it around.  I highlight why I have chosen my specific methodological 

framework and use literature to support my choice as to why it is the most effective way to 

answer my research questions.  I also lay out my design and talk about how I intend to collect, 

analyze and store data to ensure that all information is coded properly and kept secure during my 

study. 

 



 

CHAPTER 3:  

METHODS 

Methodological Approach 

Case Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate from an institutional standpoint, how the 

student affairs divisions at a traditional public university may provide better access to 

nontraditional students.  Through a case study of a traditional Midwestern university, I 

interviewed student affairs employees to better understand how they currently serve 

nontraditional students.   

 Yin (2013) defined a case study as “a study that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and in its real-world context” (p. 237).  Shank (2006) wrote that a case 

study allows the researcher to focus on complex issues or a single problem for understanding.  

For my research, a descriptive single-case study design was used to better understand the 

particular variables of the institution under examination.  Yin (2013) found that descriptive 

designs ask how and why questions, while Grynszpan, Murray, and Llosa (2011) noted that this 

process is best used to yield descriptive and relevant information in regards to the case being 

studied.  Furthermore, according to Creswell (2004), the nonlinear design of a case study reveals 

information unobtainable from statistical information, such as richness, and depth of responses.  

Moustakas (1990) asserted that data obtained through dialogue and open-ended questions 

ascertain authentic responses of a topic, while Yin (2013) found that open-ended questions 

should be designed to describe and present a description of the case under study.   

Riessman (2007) told us that the purpose of using qualitative case studies is to better 

understand human behavior.  This was important for my research, as I sought to ascertain why 
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specific decisions about nontraditional students are made at traditional universities and how it 

fits into the overall picture of the university.  Going beyond just numbers and statistics about 

enrollment, I intended to learn how nontraditional students are actually thought about at the 

university by investigating the current programs that were offered to them.  I assumed that most 

university officials would state that they care about all students and seeing them succeed, but I 

feel the proof of this is in how the content is structured and delivered.  The point of this case 

study was not to point blame or criticize how the university handles nontraditional students.  

Rather, it was to detail how the school currently defines this population, what programs they 

have to make the material more accessible and what plans they have for the future.  Ultimately 

through the literature review and the study, the goal was to offer sound advice as to how similar 

traditional public institutions could better compete with private and for-profit schools to provide 

greater accessibility to help retain nontraditional students and ultimately see them be successful. 

The reason I chose Midwestern University was because they met all of the necessary 

criteria for the study and provided open access to the individual who could answer the research 

questions.  MU is not an overly large university that it was too difficult to get access to student 

affairs professionals, but they were large enough that the experiences study could be related to 

other public institutions.  Furthermore, their specific program of Online and Distance education 

offered a unique vantage point to round out the study that other public universities may not have 

been able to offer.  

To this point, I have highlighted the growing trend of nontraditional students enrolling in 

traditional four-year institutions and shown that adult nontraditional students have specifically 

different learning needs than traditional college students.  I have noted the theories that the 

literature finds to be successful ways to teach nontraditional students and how those theories 
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impact the retention and perseverance of adults.  Furthermore, I established how traditional 

universities are currently delivering content and why this is not particularly successful for adult 

students.  Also, I have highlighted how other higher education institutions, such as for-profit or 

private schools, are using different delivery techniques to respond to the changing needs of the 

nontraditional students to expand their enrollment and increase retention.   

Design 

The research design of a project was driven by the research questions.  In order to study 

one university and their implementation of programs for nontraditional students, it was necessary 

to examine research methods to determine an appropriate design method for this study.  

Quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods research designs as an approach were options 

depending on the appropriateness for the particular research study.  They are appropriate in the 

social sciences, in which “achieving a thorough understanding of a situation often requires 

constructing a model of events and how people interact” (Block, 1995, p. 2).  Many questions are 

necessary to determine if a quantitative research design would be appropriate.  Fraenkel and 

Wallen (2006) wrote that one of the main objectives to begin with is to determine how to isolate 

the variables you wish to study.  In a setting of higher education there are multiple variables that 

cannot be controlled, which would create challenges for quantitative research.  Other researchers 

recommended considering the full design process, including intention with the end data analysis.  

Creswell (2009) noted that it is this consideration that will help influence the researcher’s 

decisions and approach to a quantitative or a qualitative design.   

Determining the philosophical worldview that influences the research design further 

helps researchers select a quantitative or a qualitative approach.  Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) 

advised that quantitative designs have post-positivist knowledge and claims, employing surveys 
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and experiments with close-ended questions, pre-determined approaches and using numerical 

data.  Qualitative designs, however, have philosophical assumptions based on constructivist, 

advocacy/participatory, and/or knowledge claims.  As Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) and Dasgupta 

(2015) found, in a constructivist view researchers assert that objective knowledge does not exist 

and is therefore constructed through individuals’ experiences and interactions with that 

knowledge.  Qualitative data gathered from interviews can provide those insights as they 

“capture and communicate someone else’s experience of the world” (Patton, 2002, p. 47).  

According to Patton (2002), qualitative research is adequate where the focus is on processes.  

After the limitations and benefits of both quantitative and qualitative designs, I have chosen to do 

a qualitative research design for this project.   

Research Questions 

RQ1. Using adult learning theories, how do the student affairs professionals of a 

traditional public university currently define a nontraditional student? 

RQ2. How do the student affairs professionals of a traditional public university currently 

serve nontraditional students? 

RQ3. Using adult learning theories, what programs or delivery methods make a 

traditional university more accessible to a nontraditional student? 

Population/Sample 

The university was a medium-sized Midwestern university referred to as Midwestern 

University (MU).  Through interviews with university administrators, as well as other key 

personnel, I investigated how MU delivers their content to nontraditional students, whether they 

are considering other options to better market their programs and finally if MU is successful as 

meeting the needs of the nontraditional students.  MU is comprised of approximately 16,500 
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undergraduate students with about 1,546 or 9% of them being classified as nontraditional 

(“Unduplicated Student Head Count”, 2018).  While this number is lower than some other 

institutions, it still highlights the fact that nontraditional students are beginning to make up 

higher level of enrolled students at traditional universities.   

The MU structure is fairly standard among most traditional universities.  The university is 

broken into colleges all of which has a leadership structure that work to develop programs.  For 

this study; however, I focused on the student affairs aspect of the college or those who work to 

improve the overall student experience.  At MU the division of student affairs breaks down as 

follows in five categories including “Campus Life, Health, Safety and Wellbeing, Parents and 

Families and Diversity Inclusion” (“Student Affairs”, 2018).  Each of these divisions includes 

offices on campus that work or specialize with the different needs.  For the purposes of this 

study, I focused on the division of student affairs which includes office such as Disability 

Services, Student Conduct, Student Life, The Career Center and Retention and Graduation.  I 

spoke with leadership employees in these offices to investigate if they have different processes 

between traditional and nontraditional students and whether they have ever considered revising 

practices to make it easier for nontraditional students on campus.   

Sampling 

Population sampling was done through purposive snowball sampling.  Goodman (1961) 

notes that snowball sampling is a nonprobability technique where existing study subjects recruit 

future subjects from among their acquaintances which helps the sampling pool grow like a like a 

rolling snowball.  This type of sampling was ideal for my study because I intended to focus on 

one university and more specifically one division inside that university.  Therefore, I identified 

those administrators in the student affairs division and made contact with them to set up 
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interviews.  During the interviews, several of the student affairs professionals suggested I branch 

out to the office of admissions and the division of online/distance education to get their 

perspective on serving nontraditional students.  As this process grew I needed to be more 

selective about those I spoke with so I did not duplicate answers or roles in the university.  As 

Lance and Hattori (2016) note, this is one of the reasons it is important to be purposeful when 

employing snowball sampling so as not to allow the population to grow to large.   

Data Collection 

Meadows (2003) wrote that in qualitative designs, collection of data is through face-to-

face interviews, and the review of transcripts for understanding information in a systematic 

method.  Furthermore, Shank (2006) found that in qualitative designs, a researcher is the primary 

source of data collecting.  Moustakas (1990) added that the interviewer must have a direct 

experience in relation to the study under investigation.  Polkinghorne (2005) cautioned 

researchers of qualitative collection from assumptions of biases and prejudices.  The authors 

noted that to avoid intuitive assumptions and biases, the researcher should depend upon 

techniques of practicing on learning how to master the skill of interviewing participants through 

practice and instruction. 

  The interview questions sought to create a greater understanding as to whether the 

student affairs professional was aware of what constituted a nontraditional student on the campus 

and if they knew how best to engage with them.  Data was collected and analyzed for the 

purpose of seeking answers to the research questions of the study.   
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Participants 

The study included seven participants, three men and four women.  Each participant was 

assigned a pseudonym to ensure confidentiality.  Those pseudonyms were: 

Mary   Office of Disability Services 

Beth   Office of the Dean of Students 

Clara   Office of Academic Advising 

Sue   Office of Retention and Graduation 

Joe   Online/Distance Education 

Winston  Office of Student Conduct  

Bill   Office of Career Services 

 

Initially each person was screened to ensure they met the study criteria.  This was done 

by investigating their biography on the university website and learning more about their job 

description.  Once they were confirmed, a standard Invitation to participate in a Research Study 

email was sent.  When the interview was accepted, I then confirmed a date and time for the 

interviews to take place as well as sent the Informed Consent form (see Appendix D) to be 

reviewed and completed.   

While the estimated time it would take to complete each interview was sixty minutes, it 

was made clear to each participant that this was an approximate time.  The actual total time to 

complete the interview depended upon their interview answers.  The interviews ranged from 34 

minutes to complete at the minimum, and 60 minutes to complete at the maximum.   

During each interview, I made sure to take hand-written notes, as well as audiotaped the 

private session, as recommended by Yin (2011).  The handwritten notes were minimal, and 

consisted of key points made by the participant, as well as observing emotions that were 

displayed while the participant talked about a specific situations or scenarios unique to 

themselves.  Note taking generally consisted of marking body language, facial expressions or 

hand gestures that the participants used to express further emotion on a specific topic or point of 
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view.  Overall, the note taking was minimal to allow myself to maintain full attention on the 

participant without distraction.   

As recommended by Patton (2002), I also reviewed the hand-written notes immediately 

following each interview as a means to increase validity in the study.  The immediate reviewing 

of the notes taken during the interview allowed me to get a better sense of the commitment and 

personal emotion that the participant felt during talking about a specific event.  After several 

interviews had been completed, this allowed me to better note similar patterns that were 

emerging that had the potential to impact their overall study.  Patterns developed with each 

subsequent interview and finally, were revealed in the data coding, validity of the study 

increased. 

Methods of Analyses 

Salkind (2003) found that a qualitative method allows participants to express and explain 

their understanding and appreciation of studied phenomenon.  The information collected through 

semi-structured interviews allowed me to discover and understand the phenomena under study.  

According to Patton (2002), the most important part of sifting through raw data is the ability to 

identify specific themes that emerged during the interview process.  Guest, MacQueen, and 

Namey (2012) noted that a thematic analysis is highly common in a qualitative study, and it 

occurs when patterns in the data begin to reveal answers to the questions being asked.  Following 

the recommendations of Seidman (2013), I first coded all of the data to help establish themes.  

To do this I began by reading each transcript through several times, and marking off if a specific 

topic was found to be repeated, showed expression, or indicated a particular meaning on the 

specific topic.  I then developed a list of statements that were common among the study 

participants, followed by a list of statements that were only shared by one or two of the 
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participants.  As discussed by Moustakas (1994), these overlapping statements were grouped into 

larger units of information, called themes.  I also made notes on each of the individual transcripts 

to keep track as the themes emerged.  Then, combining transcript passages with the hand-written 

notes taken during the actual interview the interview responses were organized into categories, 

which were then analyzed and turned into patterns.  The patterns were turned into themes, as 

recommended by Seidman (2013) through the grouping of overlapping information.  The textural 

description was an integration of the overall thoughts of the participant as they were relayed by 

the answers. 

As Alam (2005) noted, qualitative research is essential to phenomena because of its 

construct to analyze information from various sources.  For the purpose of this research study, 

general ideas, themes, and concepts were analyzed based on participant’s perceptions and the 

descriptive framework aforementioned as recommended by Yin (2013).   

The first step of my process was to gather data through documents or other websites 

about the topic as well as prearrange semi-structured interviews.  The second step was to 

interpret and analyze the data collected and compare it to the literature review to close potential 

gaps and make recommendations for future research.  As Maloney and Konza (2011) wrote, to 

properly review the responses there should be a rationale categorization of data into patterns, 

themes, and concepts for analysis. 

From this second step is where I incorporated the foundational theories of adult learning.  

I reviewed respondent’s answers as well as data from the university and compared it back to the 

research on andragogy, SDL and experiential learning to determine if the university is engaging 

these core principles or if there was room for improvement.  Since these theories are the lens 

through which the study was be framed, it became important to determine if principles of them 



 

 

56 

 

were being utilized as ways to deliver programs and services to the nontraditional students on 

campus. 

Data Handling 

All data for this project was stored on a password protected box account.  I also used two 

digital recorders that are password protected and kept in my possession.  Participants were asked 

to sign a confidentiality form informing them of their rights and where they may find answers to 

questions.  The data collection process as well as the transcription process was clearly stated in 

the confidentiality and all participants had the right to read and review the transcript of their 

interview.  Also as encouraged by Brinkman and Kvale (2005), all participants were assigned a 

fake code to keep confidentiality. 

Finally, as supported by Bogdan and Biklen (2007) interviews are being kept in a secure 

location for five to seven years or until the research is complete.  For this study’s purpose all 

documents are electronic and stored in a password protected box.com account. 

Trustworthiness of Data 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness of the data is paramount to any good research study.  Polit and Beck 

(2012) noted that the trustworthiness of a study should refer to the confidence in the data, 

interpretation and methods used to ensure quality in the data.  By doing this, the researcher in 

telling the reader that they have taken time and care to produce quality research that is 

dependable in nature.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted that qualitative researchers to ensure 

trustworthiness in their study accept credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability 

as criteria.  I defined each of these criteria in regards to qualitative research, however not all 

were used in my study to establish trustworthiness. 
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Credibility 

According to Sandelowski (1993), credibility in a qualitative study is recognized when 

others immediately recognize the descriptions of human experiences.  It is important for the 

researcher to enhance the credibility of their study so that others may find common meaning in 

the data and stories that are collected.  As noted by Polit and Beck (2012), this can be done by 

the researcher describing their own experiences as a researcher and then verifying those 

experiences with the participants in the study.  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted the 

importance of the interactive method of interviewing as extremely important since each 

observation is a unique experience full of different variables that cannot be repeated.  These 

interactive methods of interviewing should be demonstrated through engagement, methods of 

observation and audit trails. 

I ensured credibility in my study through triangulation of responses back to already 

established data on the topic.  As Carter (2014) noted, triangulation refers to the use of multiple 

methods or data sources in qualitative research to develop a comprehensive understanding of a 

phenomena.  This is where it was important to note other documents and websites for facts and 

statistics about the topic being researched.   

Dependability 

Similar to reliability in a quantitative study, dependability refers to the consistency of the 

data over a period.  Polit and Beck (2012) noted that maintaining an audit trail of process logs as 

well as engaging in peer debriefing would help ensure dependability of the study.  They define a 

process log as decisions about the study such as which to interview, what questions to ask or 

what was observed.  Koch (2006) indicated that a study is deemed dependable if the study 

findings could be replicated with similar participants in similar conditions. 
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To ensure dependability of my study I used a standard interview script and asked each 

respondent the same questions.  This helped to guarantee that I was getting similar results over 

time although the answers and stories were unique. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability of qualitative data comes from providing rich quotes from the participants 

that depict emerging themes.  Shenton (2004) said that the concept of confirmability is the 

qualitative investigator’s comparable concern to objectivity.  He noted that steps must be taken 

to help ensure as far as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the experiences and 

ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the researcher.  

However, member checking can be difficult to ensure that respondents take the time to read and 

understand transcripts of their answers.  During the research process I did not need to engage in 

any member checking process. 

Transferability 

Polit and Beck (2012) noted that transferability is the ability to apply the findings to 

different groups or settings.  Supplying amply information on the context of the research as well 

as the informants involved will allow other readers the ability the opportunity to determine if the 

data collected is fit to transfer to other areas as contexts.   

Summary 

In this chapter, I introduced my study and explained the methodology for how the study 

was conducted.  Through a singular case study of a traditional Midwestern University I 

investigated how this university is currently serving their nontraditional student population and if 

there are ways to provide better access.  Next, I discussed the design of my study and justified 

why I chose a qualitative study over quantitative or mixed-methods.  This determination was 
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made based on the limitations associated to a quantitative approach as well as the desire to 

employ a constructivist view of the data.  After this, I discussed the demographics of the 

institution I have chosen to study and how the university is structured.  The description of this 

university illustrates why it is an effective choice to investigate the problem I am proposing. 

In the final part of this chapter, I discussed how I collected, analyzed and stored my data.  

Collection was done through the use face-to-face interviews.  Emails were used to solicit 

participation and set up interview times and dates, otherwise everything else was done face to 

face.  The analysis was done from the lens of the three foundational theories of adult learning to 

make recommendations back to the university where improvements could be made.  Coding took 

place to determine themes that were then placed into categories.  Data was stored in a password 

protected box.com account and, all files were locked in my office.  Participants signed a 

confidentiality form at the beginning of the interview informing them that their participation was 

voluntary. 



 

CHAPTER 4:  

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how a traditional four-year 

university currently serves nontraditional students from the perspective of the student affairs 

division.  As the researcher, I used a qualitative singular case study research design to achieve 

the research goals of this study.  The goal I sought to understand was whether those interviewed 

recognize the barriers for nontraditional students versus for traditional students and whether they 

understood how specific adult learning theories could be utilized.  I conducted individual, in-

depth interviews for this study with seven different administrators at Midwestern University 

(MU).  The interviews allowed me to probe into the experiences of the participants and learn 

their perceptions of the nontraditional student population.  The three research questions guided 

the design of this study and the analysis of the data collected.   

The participants in this study were five student affairs professionals, one enrollment and 

retention professional and one online/distance education professional from a medium sized 

Midwestern University (MU).  Their participation was completely voluntary, and all participants 

were given pseudonyms to keep their identities strictly confidential.   

Mary   Office of Disability Services 

Beth   Office of the Dean of Students 

Clara   Office of Academic Advising 

Sue   Office of Retention and Graduation 

Joe   Online/Distance Education 

Winston  Office of Student Conduct  

Bill   Office of Career Services 

 

The interview protocol aligned within the research questions.  This qualitative case study 

intended to answer the following research questions: 
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RQ1. Using adult learning theories, how does a traditional public university currently 

define a nontraditional student?   

RQ2. How does a traditional public university currently serve nontraditional students?   

RQ3. Using adult learning theories, what programs or delivery methods make a 

traditional university more accessible to a nontraditional student?   

Results 

This section provides the data collected from the seven interviews from the participants 

of this study.  Through the analysis, I found themes that emerged from the interviews.  These 

themes were triangulated against previous research, publications, and other data that was 

available on the universities website to ensure that the themes were trustworthy and consistent.  

This process allowed for the coherent justification of generalized themes.  During the analysis of 

the interviews and other data collected, both inductive and deductive approaches were used.   

Through deductive and inductive analysis, I sought out themes that corresponded with 

each research question.  I also found some themes that went beyond the proposed research 

questions.  Research question one generated three distinct themes: lack of knowledge and 

application of adult learning theories, lack of awareness about nontraditional students and lack of 

data in regards to defining and understanding the needs of nontraditional learners.  Research 

question two generated three themes: student organizations, community engagement, and 

participation in orientation events.  Research question three produced two themes, use of online 

and distance education programs, and lack of collaboration between student affairs and academic 

affairs.  The rest of this chapter will be organized into these research questions and the themes 

that emerged.   
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Research Question One 

Using adult learning theories, how do the student affairs professionals of a 

traditional public university currently define a nontraditional student? 

When examining the data to answer the first research question, I realized that the 

question is not one that the participants could answer.  The themes that did emerge from the 

interviews included: lack of knowledge and application of adult learning theories, lack of 

awareness about nontraditional students and lack of data in regards to defining and 

understanding the needs of nontraditional learners.   

The student affairs professionals all mentioned that although they understand there are 

different needs for nontraditional students, none could definitively answer exactly how MU 

defined them or if they collected specific data about them.  Those interviewed felt that one of the 

ways that they could become more aware about this class of students was for the university to 

collect more data on the population and make it more readily available.  

Furthermore, the lack of awareness among those interviewed was not limited to the 

differences between traditional versus nontraditional students.  As previously established, 

nontraditional students’ needs vary widely depending on many different factors.  Therefore, 

understanding the referenced adult learning theories and how they apply to individual learners is 

an important part of effectively serving nontraditional students.  However, those I spoke to 

mostly categorized all nontraditional learners together as if they were a one size fits all without 

much regard for how the theories could be applied.  Therefore, the theme regarding lack of 

knowledge and application of adult education theories emerged.  
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Lack of Awareness about Nontraditional Learners 

Developing an awareness of the difference between traditional and nontraditional 

students, or lack thereof was the first and most obvious theme that emerged from the data 

collected.  Student affairs professionals at MU lack awareness about nontraditional students, both 

their characteristics and the definition of nontraditional learners.  Also most interviewed do not 

recognize the adult learning theories referenced in this study nor how those theories could benefit 

nontraditional students at MU.  From the first research question, themes were clearly determined 

since all interviewees responded in a very similar fashion.  Overall during the interviews it did 

not seem like this lack of awareness was intentional rather more born out of the kind of jobs they 

do.  Those interviewed offer wrap around services that support the academic missions and since 

this is a disconnect between these two divisions, student affairs professionals at MU do not have 

much incentive do delve into the characteristics of nontraditional students.  Also, many of the 

offices they work in are minimally staffed which means the workload is greater.  With less staff 

and an abundance of students to work with, this severely hampers how much time and effort they 

can dedicate to each person they see.  

  This lack of awareness is not uncommon among traditional universities, but in an effort 

to try and bring more awareness to the issue, MU has taken step to clarify what they consider a 

nontraditional student to be.  Their official definition is,  

Adult, or nontraditional students, are defined by Midwestern University as individuals 

entering college for the first time at age 23 or older.  A wider definition of the population 

served, however, includes anyone whose primary roles and responsibilities are focused 

outside the university.  (Adult Students, Nontraditional, 2018) 
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Four of the seven student affairs professionals interviewed admitted outright that they did 

not know how MU defined a nontraditional student.  Beth stated, “Oh, gosh, I feel like I should 

know this.  But I don't know off the top of my head how this university defines it.”  Winston 

admitted, “No.  Actually I don't.  I suspect this one was like I kind of know them when I see 

them.”  Sue said, “I don’t know that I have seen a specific definition anywhere.”  Bill 

recognized, “I don’t think I do know how they are defined.”   

Two others interviewed assumed there was a definition laid out by MU, but did not know 

what it was or where to find it.  Clara thought, “What I'm aware of, a nontraditional student is 

anybody who's over the age of 23 and has not received any sort of Bachelor's Degree.”  Mary 

reflected, “Well, not like this specific definition.  I think the way that we sort of treat it, although 

I don't think we treat age-wise any differently in our office.”   

Finally one interviewee, Joe, who works in online and distance education, gave an almost 

textbook definition of a traditional student at MU when defining a nontraditional student.  He 

stated,  

So, my understanding as the university would define a nontraditional student would 

primarily focus on a student who continues their education post high school immediately.  

And that age range, like typical age range, of 18-22 with residential or face to face type 

learning focus.  So maybe not exclusivity but it focused on that.  So, that would be 

probably the strictest of definitions there. 

Lack of Knowledge and Application of Adult Education Theories 

This research question focused on asking the student affairs professionals how MU 

currently defines nontraditional students through the lens of three specific adult learning theories.  

Those theories were andragogy, experiential learning and self-directed learning.  Since I had 
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established that there was a lack of awareness about nontraditional students at MU and I was 

intending to gather their understanding and applications of these ideas in practice at MU, it then 

became necessary that I define and explain these theories to the interviewees.  Five of the seven 

interviewed indicated they had some knowledge of each of these theories, but none really knew 

exactly how they were used to serve adult students.   

Sue, Mary, Clara, Joe and Beth all talked about how they had heard of these theories, but 

they did not play a factor into their daily working lives with students.  Beth stated, “of those 

three theories I would say here at MU we focus on students being more self-directed in their 

learning, trying to make the take ownership of their education.”  Joe considered, “if a student 

comes in with experience in a certain field or subject, I want to focus on that.”  Clara described, 

“I know we have to treat nontraditional students a little differently than standard students, so I 

assume this is where these theories would come in play.”   

Mary, however, was much blunter when asked about how she felt these theories were 

used at MU, “I'd say, probably, only the people that are in Teacher's College have any idea what 

those three learning theories are”.  Bill and Winston both admitted that they were not really 

familiar with any of these three theories and therefore could not discuss how anyone at MU 

might use them.  Bill said, “I am ashamed to say I really don’t know any of these theories, but I 

would venture to say that they are important in some regards.”  Winston stated, “I remember 

reading about Malcolm Knowles in my doctorate in regards to Andragogy, but gosh that had 

been so long ago, I can’t even think how I would use it today.”  However, after some explanation 

about what each theory was and how they are used, all seven were able to come up with 

examples as to how MU is currently using them. 
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This lack of knowledge by student affairs professional was not overall surprising but it 

did speak to why they do not serve nontraditional students as effectively as possible.  At MU the 

individuals I spoke to are offering wrap around services to help students succeed in the 

classroom.  Therefore, if they are unaware of who the nontraditional students and what needs 

they are trying to meet, it stood to reason that they had very little knowledge about the learning 

theories designed to serve the student.  However, as previously stated after discussing these 

theories with those interviewed they were able to make some connections in both their jobs and 

at the overall university as to how they apply to serving nontraditional students.  For example, 

when speaking with Beth about andragogy she thought about how it could bring people together 

to learn from one and other.  She stated,  

It sounds like there's a wonderful quality that theory brings in.  It helps people also 

engage with folks that are different from themselves and to me that helps undergraduates, 

it helps graduates, and it helps nontraditional students.   

Joe also commented on how he has seen andragogy at work at MU during his time.  

“When you say that adult are ready to learn, I can definitely get on board with that.  It seems like 

the older they are the more seriously they take their education.”  Moreover, most of those 

interviewed felt that self-directed learning and experiential learning were used more widely to 

work with nontraditional students.   

Bill commented about how using experimental learning with a nontraditional student 

would be easy for him.   

A nontraditional and older student has so many experiences.  The challenge they face 

isn’t lack of knowledge, it is packaging that knowledge correctly.  They know how.  
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Maybe they've had a really disjointed past experience, or they've had a lot past 

experience.  Now they're getting this degree.  They're going to take a different path.   

Clara agreed stating that, “using their experience to round out their education is so 

important to me.  There’s nothing better than working with someone who knows what they want 

and how to get it.” 

Self-directed learning was much the same as experiential learning among those 

interviewed.  Even though they were not aware of what the theory said, once explained several of 

them could directly relate to how they are using it.  Winston explained  

Now that you’ve explained it to me, I would say I see a lot of adult who are self-directed 

in nature.  It’s much easier to give adults a task and give them the freedom to follow 

through with it without having to monitor their progress.   

Beth in graduation and retention noted, “I see a lot more transfer students, who are 

typically nontraditional, take a much bigger interest in their program plans right away.  They 

already know what they want, they just need guidance on how to get it.”   

These kind of statements are what led to the development of this theme.  The student 

affairs professionals at MU are using these theories whether they know it or not.  It they could 

get a better understanding of each of these theories this could help them be more effective, but 

there is little evidence to show that they are interested in putting in the effort to do so. 

Application of adult learning theories. 

A majority of those interviewed did not really know how adult learning theories 

discussed in this research would fit with the nontraditional students at MU.  Sue shared, “I don’t 

think in my current role that I consider treating nontraditional students any differently than 

traditional students, they are all just students to me.”  Beth replied, “I can’t think why I would 
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apply a different theory to a specific student just because of their circumstances.  Maybe an adult 

has more experience to bring to the table, but that is hard to define or quantify.”  Winston added, 

“I like working with adults, most of the time they are easier to relate to.  But as far as engaging 

them and how the literature recommends to do it, I have no idea what that says.”   

However, there was one outlier in the group who was knowledgeable in this area and it 

showed in her answer.  Mary, who has a doctorate in adult and community education, discussed 

in depth how she saw the benefit in understanding the student and using different methods to 

contact and engage them.  Mary both works as an administrator of programs serving the disabled 

students, as well as a faculty member where she uses these theories to guide her practices.  She 

reflected,  

In my mind, the two things that stick out that are more generalized would be the self-

directed learning and experiential learning.  I think that, in particular, a lot of the online 

education that we have here is very self-directed.  When I teach online classes, I try and 

make it as much self-directed as possible.  And so I think that that's available for all kinds 

of people.  No matter what the age group is, people can participate in those.  And that 

might be beneficial for someone who's coming back and has lots of life experience and so 

would be good at that, maybe. 

Since the student affairs professionals interviewed were not aware of what a 

nontraditional student is at MU, it was logical to infer that they did not have much knowledge on 

how the theories surrounding adult students.  When asked about their experience with the three 

theories discussed in this study, andragogy was the least familiar.  In fact, only Mary had a base 

understanding of the theory.  She stated, “I know that andragogy is the main theory about 

teaching adults versus kids, but beyond that I don’t know much more.  And the only reason I 
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know that is because I have a background in adult education.”  Bill admitted “andragogy sounds 

familiar but I have to admit that I don’t know how to use it.”  Clara confessed, “I’ve never heard 

of andragogy.” 

Experiential learning and self-directed learning were the theories that the participants 

could understand and connect to how they worked with adult students.  Joe who works in online 

and distance education and not student affairs described how student affairs professionals could 

help the academic side by capitalizing on the students previous experiences.  “I think if we are 

going to better identify nontraditional students then we have to look at what they are bringing to 

the table.  Their experiences could go a long way to helping them be successful in college and 

maybe if student affairs can pinpoint what that is we can relay it to academics.”  Beth agreed 

with this idea when she stated,  

I’ve worked with a lot of what I would consider nontraditional students over the years 

and I have found that they bring such a wealth of experience to the environment.  I would 

love to better understand how to harness that to better serve everyone I work with. 

Winston, who works with the office of student conduct, brought a more practical lens to 

these theories and lamented that the effort it takes to understand nontraditional students does not 

always pay off, which is why he thinks more people around campus do not use them.  He 

explained that;  

Understanding a student’s experiences and what drives them to enroll in higher education 

takes a lot of work.  We’re talking portfolio assessment, biographical interrogations and 

then piecing all that information together to see how it all fits.  I don’t know anyone that 

puts that much effort into one student, let alone a large population of students, it almost 

seems unreasonable to try and do.  Plus, how do we then count those experiences toward 
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a person’s educational path and how does it affect the required curricula of their 

program?  There are so many variables that I’m not sure it can all be done. 

While Winston shares a view of formal assessment of past learning, those who are 

serving nontraditional students can benefit from recognizing the different level of experience, 

maturity, and life situations for these learners.  At a less formal level, this acknowledgement and 

respect for the learner could make the classroom and general academic experience more 

meaningful and successful.  By not being aware of the differences of characteristics or the 

theories to guide more successful academic achievement, the student affairs professionals are 

limiting their effectiveness with this group of learners. 

All learning theories are important but in regards to nontraditional students, those 

professionals working with wrap around services need to understanding how and why these three 

learning theories impact nontraditional students.  Going beyond just being aware of what defines 

these students, learning how to apply these theories in a practical sense is crucial to building 

effective programs.  Merriam and Bierema (2014) note this well when they wrote that there is no 

one singular adult experience to rely on.  They acknowledge that learners have varied 

educational backgrounds, employment history, travel experiences, ethnic backgrounds, family 

situations and the like.  Therefore, when designing programs that are effective and authentic for 

nontraditional students, it is important to include a variety of perspectives and examples so 

students will find something they can relate to and connect with. 

Lack of Data about Nontraditional Learners 

The final theme that emerged regarding the first research question was how six of the 

seven participants lamented the lack of data that MU collected about nontraditional students.  

The themes of lack of awareness and lack of knowledge have fed into the issue of not having 
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data available to reference.  Those I interviewed are not even sure what data they need or where 

they could collect it from.  Compound this with their desire to try and treat students differently 

by not differentiating the data, it leads to a glaring lack of information at the university.  Beth in 

the Deans office said,  

We try to focus our services and tailor them to the individual, what a particular person 

needs at this moment.  So we ask questions such as, what are the appropriate services and 

resources available on campus, and how do we serve them best?  But, we don't 

necessarily track them whether they're traditional or nontraditional in terms of keeping 

data. 

Joe in online and distance education recognized,  

Their population is a sliver of all of the enrolled students at the institution.  And so, 

occasionally there will be an issue that might arise, but I don’t think we keep much data 

as to how we solved that issue or what could be done differently. 

Sue from retention and graduation indicated this to be one of her biggest issues when it 

came to attempting to work with nontraditional students.   

I think it's important for us to see data because I don't know if we have more adult 

students than we have in the past because we never get those numbers.  Even in our 

certificate programs, I noticed most of those students are commuters who were in 

certificate programs.  So, it tells me we need to plan for that in the future, that we're 

going to have more students who aren't on our list but really fall into our category and 

plan accordingly to hire more staff or create different programs. 

This theme kept arising as the interviews went on.  Student affairs professionals at MU 

thought there was a possibility that they could serve nontraditional students better, but most had 
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no idea how what the needs were or how many programs would be necessary.  As I researched, it 

felt more and more like the divisions at MU were silos that did not have much, if any, cross 

connections with one and other.  Many of the professionals felt like the data could be there, but 

they had no idea how to access or even who to contact if they wanted to.  Winston stated, 

I would think that there are some things that are better set up for nontraditional students 

than more traditional students here at MU.  For instance, if you're a business student, 

there are opportunities to take classes online.  There are more opportunities to take 

classes in the evening.  There are some programs that are more flexible in terms of when 

they are taught.  But to be honest I really don’t know because I have no communication 

with any of those colleges, in fact I’m really just speculating when I say all of this. 

There was one participant that did have positive examples of crossing over different 

colleges and divisions, and used the data to their benefit.  Bill, a student affairs professional in 

the career center talked about how he used his unique position to leverage access to the entire 

campus and the positive benefits it had when working with the students.   

We're not beholden to the pure academic experience.  Even our liaison ship areas, we're 

not truly focused on dividing our service to students based on colleges.  We break it up 

based on industry pursuits.  For example, we have someone who works with our Business 

and Technology students.  We have someone who works with our Humanities, Liberal 

Arts, and Education majors.  We have somebody who works with our Media 

Communication Arts and Design students.  Those cross over all different colleges but 

they have lots of similarities.  We don't have to be the beholden just to appease academic 

colleges, and we can use the data gathered from all of these different areas to help inform 

our students of their best path forward. 
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From this statement, it shows that as a student affairs professional there are opportunities 

to break through these silos at MU and access the necessary information.  However it takes will, 

effort, and resources to make connections and build relationships in order to collect useful data. 

Research Question Two 

How do the student affairs professionals of a traditional public university currently 

serve nontraditional students? 

When considering how the student affairs professionals actually serve nontraditional 

students, three themes emerged.  The interviewees all felt that involvement of student 

organizations, participation in community engagement; and participation in orientation events 

were ways to program and serve nontraditional students.   

Student organizations and community engagement opportunities fall squarely under the 

watch of the student affairs division since student organizations are overseen by Student Life and 

community engagement is facilitated by the Career Center.  As an employee of the Career 

Center, Bill stated, “we apply an approach to our community engagements that is very 

intentional.  Career coaches use a method that is based in the field of positive psychology to help 

the student feel good about themselves and what they are contributing.”  This type of thinking 

applies across all students, but is easily applicable to nontraditional students.   

Finally, although the third theme of orientation falls outside of the student affairs 

division, most all of those interviewed agreed it was an effective initial tool to serving the 

nontraditional population.   

Student Organizations 

The student affairs professionals saw student organizations as the primary way 

nontraditional students are currently being served and engaged.  Student organizations at MU are 
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run through the Office of Student Life.  They are open to all students regardless of classification 

and are a way for students to get involved in the campus environment outside of the classroom.  

The mission is stated as “The Office of Student Life connects and cultivates student 

involvement, leadership and belonging.  Students involved on campus gain skills that allow them 

to soar to new heights both in and out of the classroom.” (Office of Student Life, 2018).   

Each of the student affairs professionals interviewed indicated that student organizations 

are the best opportunity to serve and engage nontraditional students outside the classroom at 

MU.  Beth explained, “we have 400 student organizations and we don't in any way deny anyone 

access to resources, or services on campus to anyone.”   

Mary stated,  

A lot of the classes that nontraditional students would take are experienced-based so they 

have connections with Student Life.  So I think that's a really good way to engage those 

students, because they take anybody and everybody over there even if it's not class-

related.  And so I think that's a really good connection the student affairs can have with 

some of these and bringing in nontraditional students. 

Sue said,  

I know that there is a fairly active pregnant student organization that also kind of has 

working mothers or student mothers and families that has become very active in the last 

couple of years.  To blend with that, we tried to hire at least one ambassador who is an 

adult student themselves and paired them up with that group of students as well. 

However, even though this was a recurring theme in the research, again the student 

affairs professionals were not sure if nontraditional students were actually taking advantage of 
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these opportunities.  This is certainly the case in the eyes of some student affairs professionals at 

MU.   

Mary reflected, 

I think some of the nontraditional folks, because they don't live here, are not getting the 

same campus experience that we advertise and cater so much to traditionally-aged 

students.  So they could join any organization.  But are they, maybe, at home with their 

families after class time? Or are they only taking night classes, because they work during 

the day? And that's when all the organizations meet and all the programming is. 

Whatever the reasoning for why nontraditional students are not engaging with the student 

organizations is, it is clear that MU student affairs professionals feel it is in important tool to be 

utilized and should be pushed harder. 

Community Engagement 

The student affairs professionals interviewed were split on whether or not MU was 

actually getting students involved through community engagement, but all talked about it as an 

important factor.  However, even those who were confident this type of engagement was being 

done argued that the university should do a better job at making this type of learning more 

relevant.  Bill explained,  

I think that's something that we are always doing with nontraditional students is that 

we're trying to teach the value of their experiences.  Too many times we (MU) diminishes 

the value or we just don't see the value that what they are doing in school and the 

experiences they have can be built upon toward the degree they are earning, and how it is 

a value to their current and future employers.   

Joe said,  
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There are seventy plus online degrees here at MU, but I would wager none of them 

actually require a student to engage their experiences outside the classroom.  To me that 

is an issue because if we are going to be successful at making these students feel part of 

the campus, we need our partners in the community to help with that involvement.   

Winston described, “as far as nontraditional students on the main campus, I have no idea 

how we're engaging them at least, whether or not we're engaging them systematically or 

intentionally.”   

The student affairs professionals who were aware of this type of engagement being done 

were optimistic that it has been successful.  Clara explained, “I know there are many degree 

programs here that use community service to help reinforce their in class lessons.  I would think 

this applies to all students, but would especially beneficial to nontraditional ones.”   

Beth suggested,  

To my knowledge, we have a parent advisory council on campus that students with 

children can join.  They work with community partners to secure things like daycare, 

carpooling, or even basic skills like time management or budgeting.  I think these types 

of services to nontraditional students are very beneficial and keep them engaged on 

campus while also making them aware of the community resources around them. 

Finally, Mary discussed that while these community engagement strategies are beneficial, 

the university must put more effort into marketing and advertising with these partners to see 

them really pay off for nontraditional students.   

I think some of the important ways for student affairs to get involved is to have 

connections with Student Voluntary Services and tie those connections backed to the 

experience based classes on campus.  I think that's a really good way because they take 
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anybody and everybody over there (Student Voluntary Services) even if it's not class-

related.  And so I think that's a really good connection the student affairs can have with 

some of these and bringing in nontraditional students.   

These statements match well with the literature on how community engagement benefits 

all student, especially nontraditional students.  For example, Gleiman (2015) noted that the 

relational engagement through informal contact can help students develop their own student 

identity even in non-residential contexts such as online programs and that this plays a crucial role 

in retention through a stronger sense of integration for nontraditional students. 

Participation in Orientation Events 

The final theme to emerge from the second research question was how MU uses the 

initial student orientation program to make contact with and engage nontraditional students.  

However those interviewed agreed that while orientation is a good place to start with a student, it 

is being relied on too heavily as the main means of information.  MU does use a separate method 

of orientation for nontraditional students to try and reduce the information overload that students 

experience.  Clara, who works in the office of admissions, noted how this process works; 

We don't make them go through like a two-day program with a bunch of eighteen-year-

olds.  They actually have nontraditional programs that are one day programs some were 

very similar set up for transfer students because again, they kind of have been there done 

that, have some experiences with nontraditional students we bring them in with that 

experience so that they get what they need but it don't have all the fluff and all the extras.  

It's pretty much like taking care of things and we allow them to bring their family with 

them.  If they also have a family, they can come to programming.  Now, if a 

nontraditional student wants to come to an event that we're hosting, that's typically for a 
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traditional student they can do that, they have these options but it's not something that we 

require of them. 

Mary agreed with Clara that tailoring the orientation process directly to the nontraditional 

students’ needs was the best way to begin their engagement at the university.   

I think orientation is the key cog in our machine to get nontraditional students started on 

the right foot.  By altering the program to meet their specific needs we can show them we 

understand the different barriers they are facing and help them overcome right way. 

This notion of tailored programming that Clara and Mary are referring to seems to be, at 

face value, a simple and effective way to get nontraditional learners engaged at the university.  

However these ideas are not shared by everyone in student affairs.  For example Beth did not 

agree that this was a good way to introduce a nontraditional student to the campus.   

I would want to treat students the same, in the sense of, you're getting the same resources, 

you're getting access to the same programming, and you have all of these things.  That 

doesn't mean we can't provide additional tailored programs to help people transition back 

into college, or help families navigate this experience for a spouse or a loved one.  But I 

wouldn't want people to feel isolated either to where they only have a nontraditional 

orientation.  In some ways, that could be a great benefit but that's not going to be 

representative of your college experience here in any way. 

Sue, Winston, and Bill were split on their feelings about how orientation played a role in 

the students overall engagement, but all three knew that the program had some value overall.  

Winston stated, “I would like to think the first way we engage any student is through their robust 

orientation process, but how we are doing that I don’t know.”  Bill considered,  
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I think orientation is an important to start the students off right, but unfortunately I think 

we as a university think it is the only way.  I would much rather see us put money in 

other programs during the school year than as much as we do over the summer. 

Sue said,  

I am up in the air on whether orientation is truly successful or not.  I see a lot of 

commuter students who end up being transfers from community colleges or even other 

universities.  They are not nontraditional, but still have a lot of the same questions that 

nontraditional students have.  It’s a good start, but we should not be putting all of our 

eggs in one basket either. 

It is clear that orientation is a big part of the student engagement initiative at MU and 

clearly the student affairs professionals are split on the how much value it brings to 

nontraditional students.  Whether a separate orientation process is necessary is not agreed upon 

by those interviewed and overall the lack of knowledge about nontraditional students plays a 

factor into how this program is used.   

Research Question Three 

Using adult learning theories, what programs or delivery methods make a 

traditional university more accessible to a nontraditional student? 

When considering what programs or delivery methods are more accessible for 

nontraditional students, two themes emerged: use of online and distance education programs, and 

lack of collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs.  The theme of online or 

distance education was consistent among those interviewed, as they all mentioned in some way 

that this was the best option for nontraditional students at MU.  Finally, collaboration was a big 

talking point.  Almost everyone interviewed felt there could be better communication and 



 

 

80 

 

information sharing among the two divisions.  An improvement in collaboration could then help 

student affairs create different programs that would better support what is being taught in the 

classroom.   

The MU website briefly discusses the programs the university uses to serve 

nontraditional students.  It states  

Midwestern University offers several programs and services to nontraditional students to 

help with the transition to college life including: child care, the Learning Center, 

university apartments, CLEP Exams, Military Service Credits, the Office of Veterans 

Affairs, online courses, health insurance, recreation passes, and unique scholarship 

opportunities (Adult Students, Nontraditional, 2018).   

MU also offers opportunities that are not solely directed at nontraditional students but 

still benefit them when enrolling at the university.  Programs such as transfer credits that allow 

for credit from other universities to be used toward a degree or summer credit options that allows 

students to shorten the amount of time they are in school by taking classes year round are two 

that directly relate to nontraditional students.   

A third program at MU is the military credit option which allows students who have 

taken courses while in the military to transfer the credits in to qualify for credit in core 

curriculum courses at MU.  This program in particular shows that MU is using the theory of 

experiential learning to assist nontraditional students with military experience to make their 

educational journey as quick as possible. 

Online and Distance Education as an Approach for Serving Nontraditional Students 

The first theme to come from this question was how MU is currently using their online 

and distance education program to serve nontraditional students.  MU has a robust online 
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program for working adults and as their website explains they offer more than 70 programs 

ranging from associates degrees through doctorates.  When discussing how the adult learning 

theories fit with online learning at MU, self-directedness and experiential learning were the main 

points of emphasis.  Joe emphasized how he sees academic affairs and student affairs blending 

through the online programs at MU. 

As someone engaged with student affairs, I am hoping to sort of help academic 

departments to look at alternative ways to approach utilizing student’s experiences.  

Because ultimately when you have a pre-requisite, you're saying, “This learning matters.  

This is a foundation.  We have to have students have this knowledge.” We agree.  I don't 

think anybody disagrees with that.  But it's just a matter of how is that displayed and how 

is that gained?  So, those are some of the things that we're really sort of weighing in on 

the conversation, we're gaining some additional expertise in our offices so that we can 

then share that out with our academic partners.  In my opinion, this is where our online 

program comes into play.  Because they can bridge the gap between practice and 

academics to help these students capitalize on what they already know and learn what 

they need.   

This idea of online education being used at MU for nontraditional students was echoed by 

others I interviewed.  Bill talked about how he loved the fact that distance education was no 

longer a dirty word around the university.  “I remember for years when no one would mention 

online as a possibility because they didn’t know how others felt.  You certainly didn’t want to be 

the one rocking that boat around here.”  However, as technology as advanced so has the ability 

of MU to develop more offerings to meet the needs of the nontraditional student.  Mary was 

another who saw these advancements as positive for the nontraditional population at MU.   
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The online education here is so self-directed and I think that is a testament to how far it 

has come.  Not that we always want students to do it all on their own, but the ones taking 

those classes are really empowered to take control.   

Winston agreed with this and felt the online program could be very beneficial, as long as 

the instructors used the correct methods to engage the students.   

We've got online classes, some are synchronous in time, some are asynchronous, and 

they require much more focus from the instructor and willingness to maybe even say, “I 

don't know” to somebody who wants to maybe pursue a particular item.  So I think this is 

where leaning on a student’s experiences is beneficial because it allows the instructor to 

have others who can help lead the online classes.  But, it requires training to do and that 

is not easy to allow.   

Clara felt that this is where MU falls short when they market these programs as the best 

option for nontraditional students.   

Online is great, but from a student affairs perspective, it is kind of a nightmare.  I know 

academics has really ramped up their offerings, but we struggle to offer any engagement 

pieces online and if we are going to tout are online so heavily, we need more of a student 

affairs presence there as well.   

Clara’s sentiment was interesting to note because she was the only one to note how the 

online presence at MU was completely one-sided.  Others hinted that they felt there could be 

more collaboration, but they were not sure how it could be done.  For instance, Beth talked about 

how the online offerings of the university should be driven by the needs of the student 

population, and in her opinion no one at MU really knows what that is. 
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I think online education here has a particular niche and serving students who are 

employed full-time and do not live residentially here in or around campus.  So there's a 

lot of flexibility and options in that.  But again, I think it comes back to what are the 

needs of these students, and we don't offer exclusive programs only that meet at night, for 

example.  And so, I would need to understand the need better before we put all of our 

resources into online programs.  I would think we would consider scheduling changes or 

changing the way in which we deliver on-campus education. 

Sue agreed with the idea that the different areas at MU need to collaborate better as well.   

I don't know how the other units really play into that exactly.  I'll be honest, I don't think 

anybody's really thought about it.  I think they just go out and do their recruitment spiel 

and that's it.  There is no thought into whether or not the student is served best one way or 

another.   

These statements illustrate that MU needs better collaboration between student affairs 

and academic affairs.  Not only would this be beneficial in developing and implementing 

programs, it would also spur data sharing, raise awareness and create a more cohesive university.  

These ideas bring me to the second theme that was identified from this research question. 

Lack of Collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs 

This was the one theme that everyone interviewed agreed upon throughout the research.  

In fact, the theme of lack of collaboration went outside of specifically addressing nontraditional 

students, as most interviewed felt better collaboration between the divisions would be helpful for 

everyone.  Midwestern University is a disconnected system where each unit takes care of their 

own business without a lot of overlap.  As hinted at previously, student affairs at MU has no role 

in how academic affairs schedules classes or how the staff for enrollment and retention pitches 
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and recruits for the university.  Many of the individuals believed that if there was better 

communication and planning earlier on, the students could be more successful.  Sue talked about 

how this lack of planning hinders her ability to make early inroads with the new students she 

sees. 

I don't think as a division that we do enough planning with the other divisions on campus.  

I think we're at the area that could probably do the most and there probably is something 

going on now from the academic units that we are unaware of.  For example, the 

Criminal Justice Department, they have a strong pipeline with some of the community 

colleges with their criminal justice programs there.  I think they have built this pipeline 

and so, they are probably used to seeing students who are older and transferring over and 

working with them in that capacity.  And once they're in their upper level classes that are 

more about major, the classes are smaller.  They can get to know their students better and 

understand, maybe we do need to have some more evening classes.  We as student affairs 

could help with them with effort, but we have no idea what is going on in their program. 

She was not the only one who lamented this lack of collaboration between the divisions.  

Clara talked extensively about how she feels like if the university had more connections between 

the divisions there could be a lot more done for student engagement and success.   

We're so geared towards specifically academics, but not the whole picture.  We focused 

so much on curricula in and outside the classroom that we may not provide students 

opportunities that meet their needs or what exactly they're looking for.  If we were a more 

connected system, maybe we could do a better job at this.   

Winston agreed with this statement and noted that he did not even think MU was 

currently organized so that the divisions could help each other easily.   
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Everybody here scrambles to recruit and retain students within their majors' and then 

graduate them, but doing something like that requires some collaborations.  Departments 

need to be willing to engage in some give and take and the people in charge are probably 

a little nervous about doing right that now.  But the real part of it is that I don't know if 

we even have the structure, or what our structure is for being able to do that at the 

undergraduate level.   

Mary was one who specifically talked about she thought the lacked of collaboration was 

hurting nontraditional students at MU.  To her, one of the biggest issues that student affairs 

needed to address was how they developed programs that would engage the whole family, not 

just the student.   

We just need to market some things that we do differently so that it's like a broader 

spectrum of people.  Like family weekend, there's no real set definition about what 

family is.  Is it traditionally where an 18-year old bring their parents or their grandparents 

to campus?  Sure.  But I mean, I don't know why we couldn't be more welcoming to a 

nontraditional students children that want to come, or their spouses or whatever, and I'm 

sure those people would participate.  But this takes effort on everyone’s part to make it 

happen and unfortunately I think most offices just leave it up to Student Voluntary 

Services.   

However, it does not seem that all is lost at MU when it comes to departments attempting 

to work together to serve the students.  Some student affairs professionals have seen growth 

when it comes to leveraging technology to better interact across campus.  Bill, from the Career 

Center, noticed that for his office to be more open to others at the university he needed to find 

quicker ways to update everyone about what was going on.   
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When I worked with nontraditional students, I quickly realized that because they were 

already in a field and had experience, I needed to be able to connect their classroom 

experience with the opportunities our office had and therefore I needed to make some 

contacts in academics.  This was a slow process at first, but since we've grown our social 

media presence over the last few years or so and incorporated a more rigorous social 

media strategy, we’ve really been able to grow our resources and to sit down and talk 

with a faculty member just to learn about what they're doing in the classroom.  Just to 

make it about the faculty and the classroom experience. 

Beth was another one who is using her experiences with student engagement to think 

outside the box at MU and trying to cross the divisions.   

I’ve been here for several years and I have seen a lot of changes in that time.  One thing I 

am encouraged by is how we are starting to better understand the value of the holistic 

experience for the student.  It’s no longer all about the classroom, but the campus 

experience is important to.  It’s taking some folks a little longer to adapt, but the shift is 

there, and I want to be a part of that.   

 Joe agreed,  

I think there are two things that I think really help to define us and that is our concierge 

mind set.  I think it really starts there.  I think it starts with people who come in to this 

culture as a new employee or a transfer employee.  We have a lot of people who have 

transferred from other places who have changed jobs, come to us from other institutions.  

It's that culture that we have is, let's own the situation.  Let's be the problem solver.  Let's 

give the student the best experience that they have.  So we have really in fact, we've 
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started to change our terminology here for the past couple of years to talk about learner 

experience.  In the same way that for profit companies talk about the user experience. 

No matter what the person’s feelings, it was clear that all felt collaboration was a need 

that MU should be focusing on for all students to stay engaged, no matter if they were traditional 

or nontraditional. 

Other Themes Not from Research Questions 

There were two themes that came out of the research that did not reflect the research 

questions.  Those themes were lack of interest in nontraditional students and concerns over a new 

budget model at MU.  These themes were gathered through inductive reasoning during the 

interviews.  The lack of interest theme was gleaned based on the facts that while the student 

affairs professionals were aware of nontraditional students, there seemed to be no concerted 

effort to understanding their different needs or desires.  The new budget model theme is one that 

would be unique to MU.  However during the interviews, several of the interviewees noted that 

they were concerned about how this would affect their offices and their ability to provide 

services.  It seemed the new budget model might actually cause more of a silo effect rather than 

making the divisions more collaborative.   

Lack of Interest in Nontraditional Students 

The student affairs professionals at MU seemingly do not think a lot about nontraditional 

students on campus.  Their lack of knowledge about how they are defined, what programs are 

used to serve them and where to find the data on them is evidence of this theme.  This is not to 

say that student affairs does not care about nontraditional students at MU, but rather that they are 

outside of the primary population focus.  For example, Beth said, “I typically try to treat and 

serve all students the same way regardless of their age.  What they need maybe a little different 



 

 

88 

 

but we would offer the same services across the board.”  Similar types of statements were 

reflected by other administrator.  Such as Mary who pondered,  

I think the way that we work with students is that we don’t treat age-wise any differently 

in our office.  Regardless if they are between the ages of 18 to 21 or not, I'm under the 

argument that everyone should be treated as an adult once they get here.   

Winston was blunter regarding this theme when he said,  

I don't think that there's a lack of willingness, but I suspect right now, there probably 

hasn't been, I don't know that we've really thought about that.  And until we think about 

that, we're not going to do really the research that we need to do to make some informed 

decisions about how we would change, if at all.   

Others interviewed were not as direct about their lack of interest in the nontraditional 

population, but it was still clear that this was a subject they had not deeply considered.  Clara, 

from the office of Admissions, acknowledged her difficulties with this population when she said, 

“as a whole, as a university, ninety-nine percent of anything we do would be a service to the 

traditional-aged student.  There’s not much available around here after 5 p.m. when 

nontraditional’s are on campus.”  Even Bill, an administrator from the Career Center stated, “I 

know nontraditional students are motivated differently, but our overall approach would be the 

same as working with traditional-aged students.”   

These statements go to show that MU is a campus that is dominated by procedures and 

programs geared toward traditional students.  Even though the student affairs professionals 

interviewed acknowledge their lack of information about this population, there is no current 

effort by these individuals to try and change this other than emphasizing the services that are 

already in place.   
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New Budget Model 

The second theme to emerge that did not directly relate to the research questions was the 

issue of a new budget model that MU is undertaking.  This process began at the university in the 

spring of 2019 and is currently being evaluated by administration for implementation in 2020.  

Due to the uncertainty of this new model, several of the people I spoke to were apprehensive as 

to how their offices would be funded.  In fact, this new model may cause administrators to think 

more about the different student’s populations they serve which ultimately could be good or bad.  

Winston, from the Office of Student Conduct, addressed this directly when he talked about 

segmenting students populations.   

We're going to do a new budget model next year which could mean less money.  So if 

we're going to put money into that group [nontraditional students], we need to know what 

we need to spend money on and have a good idea of what the impact would be.  Whereas 

we actually have a pretty good idea about that with the 4,000 or so 18-year-olds, 17-year-

olds that show up every fall.   

This led some administrators to believe that the divisions and schools could actually 

become more independent as they fight for the best recruits and more funding.  Beth stated,  

When we move to a new budget cycle each program is going to have to decide who is the 

most competitive and the best type of student that they want.  So the competition may 

actually get fiercer for people getting into certain programs.   

Joe, who works in online and distance education, likes the way his area is able to work 

across the board now but again is nervous about the future may hold.   
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There were several times that we [the office] were able to break down barriers by 

working with student affairs.  I don’t anticipate that changing in the new budget model, 

but until I know for sure, it makes me nervous to think about.   

However, there was some hope toward what the new model could bring for the future of 

the university.  Mary wants to take a wait and see approach before she starts thinking negatively 

about the process.  She said about the new model,  

On every committee that I'm on, we don't have a good calendar set up for everybody to 

post every single thing and have a description of it.  It seems to me that communication 

and marketing is the challenge to solve.  Not a let's add on a bunch of new stuff.  Let's 

make the stuff that we already do more inclusive to everyone because the duplication of 

financial resources on this campus is ridiculous.   

Regardless of individuals feel though, the new model will cause some disruption to all 

offices who are funded by it.  Administrators will need to reevaluate their services to ensure they 

are making the best of the resources available to them and whether that will be a good thing for 

nontraditional students is yet to be seen. 

Summary 

Research question one generated three themes that answered the questions pertaining to 

how MU currently defines nontraditional students.  The themes of lack of awareness and lack of 

data speak to how student affairs professionals at MU cannot identify what the university 

considers to be a nontraditional student, nor do they have the data to help them know where to 

find the answers.  Furthermore, when inquiring about adult learning theories, there was very little 

awareness as to how these could be integrated into a nontraditional students experience to help 

them be more engaged at MU.  While some of those interviewed have a base level knowledge of 
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these concepts, most of it was superficial and not grounded in real life applications.  In regards to 

the theme of data, although MU does have a specific definition for nontraditional students, it is 

clear from the research that the student affairs professionals either need more data or better 

access to current data to better understand who these students are and what programs they are 

using. 

This intent of research question 2 was to find out if student affairs professionals knew 

how the university is currently the nontraditional students that are enrolled.  To answer this, three 

themes were generated which were student organizations, community engagement and 

orientation.  In regards to student organizations, the professionals interviewed all felt strongly 

that this could be a way nontraditional students are being engaged, but none were quite sure how 

the programs are being marketed or what the statistics showed in regards to whether or not 

nontraditional students were using them.  The theme of community engagement was similar as 

most of those interviewed thought that different academic programs were using community 

partners to help reinforce classroom material, but again they all felt this was being done on the 

academic side and not through student affairs.  The theme of orientation was the most agreed 

upon as all seven thought orientation was a good stepping stone to introducing the university.  

However, they were more split on to what degree this program was important or whether there 

should be a separate orientation program for nontraditional students at a separate date and time. 

The final research question answered what programs could help make a traditional 

university more accessible to a nontraditional student.  Far and away all of those interviewed 

agreed that online or distance education at MU was the more accessible program for these 

students.  However there was concern that the online programs created a sense of isolation for 

nontraditional students and further perpetuated this feeling that they were going on their journey 
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alone.  This led to the final theme that the student affairs professionals felt was needed to make 

MU more accessible which was better collaboration.  Some of those I spoke to felt university 

operated in silos with no real effort to communicate across the divisions.  They felt this was one 

of the reasons as to why there was a lack of awareness and data being shared, because certain 

offices or departments did not want to release it.  Others felt that progress was being made, but it 

took effort on their part to achieve it.  No matter the sentiment about it though, this was a theme 

that everyone felt was imperative to making MU a more welcoming environment. 

In chapter 5 I will tie all of these findings back to the previously discussed literature and 

offer recommendations to MU as well as other traditional universities as to how they can 

overcome the issues that were identified.  Furthermore, I will discuss what future research should 

be done to help bring these issues to the forefront to benefit student affairs professionals at other 

universities.



 

 

CHAPTER 5:  

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this case study was to investigate how the student affairs division worked 

with nontraditional students and whether they were aware of fundamental theories to improve 

services for them.  Individual interviews were conducted with five student affairs professionals, 

one enrollment and retention professional and one online/distance education professional and 

later analyzed to find major themes based on specific research questions.  The research questions 

were: 

RQ1. Using adult learning theories, how do the student affairs professionals of a 

traditional public university currently define a nontraditional student? 

RQ2. How do the student affairs professionals of a traditional public university currently 

serve nontraditional students? 

RQ3. Using adult learning theories, what programs or delivery methods make a 

traditional university more accessible to a nontraditional student? 

Based on the data compiled in Chapter 4, this chapter focuses on summarizing the major 

findings and tying them back to the reviewed literature in Chapter 2.  Furthermore, 

recommendations are made to the case study university for improvements, as well as to 

researchers who wish to study this topic in the future.  Finally, this chapter culminates in an 

overall conclusion about the research paper as a whole. 

Findings from Research Question One 

Research question one produced three major themes from the respondents.  Those themes 

were lack of awareness about nontraditional learners, lack of knowledge and application of adult 
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learning theories, and lack of data about nontraditional learners.  When looking back at the 

reviewed literature, we saw that these are not uncommon themes when dealing with 

nontraditional students.   

Lack of Awareness about Nontraditional Learners 

Many different researchers have noted how a lack of awareness or invisibility effects 

nontraditional students attending traditional universities (Coulter & Mandell, 2012; Larkin, 2009; 

Gulley, 2016).  As Coulter and Mandell (2012) wrote, nontraditional learners are almost invisible 

to higher education institutions especially first tier universities such Mid-Western University.  

This invisibility is due to many factors surrounding adult learners.  For instance, Larkin (2009) 

found that many universities see adult learners as one-dimensional, resulting in the assumption 

that their learning is less urgent or ancillary to their overall life.  Gulley (2016) suggested that the 

nontraditional student and their varying needs goes against the time tested standards of a 

traditional university.  Finally, Darlington-Hope and Jacoby (1999) found that the traditional 

approaches of higher education are typically unable to decode the varying skill sets or needs and 

therefore are pushed aside for the easier traditional student.  These assumptions have led many 

institutions to fail to identify nontraditional students on their campus for purposes such as 

academic outreach, financial aid support or other programs and services.   

Awareness becomes important from a student affairs perspective because it helps 

nontraditional students better understand the resources that are available to them.  Dickerson and 

Steifer (2006) wrote that since nontraditional students have diverse agendas, responsibilities, and 

expectations, this in turn can limit their involvement in campus activities.  This is where a robust 

and involved student affairs division can become useful.  Hart (2003) indicated that it is 

important for students to choose institutions that will meet their individual needs, and it is the 
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student affairs professionals who can assist these nontraditional students by providing them with 

information that may not be of interest to traditional students. 

Lack of Knowledge and Application of Adult Learning Theories 

While universities are beginning to better understand the need to reach nontraditional 

students there has not been much effort to learn the best way to do this.  The student affairs staff 

at MU had very little knowledge about how to effectively reach and engage nontraditional 

students.  This is not surprising as Beder and Carrea (1988) once wrote that there is substantial 

literature on the topic of andragogy, but overall there is very little empirical research on the 

topic.  Since that time there still has not been a clear answer on the differences between 

andragogy and pedagogy.  Researchers agree there is a difference between the two, but no one 

quite agrees what that is.  Polson (1993) pondered that while many theorists believe the 

andragogy-pedagogy classification is not perfect, they still cannot agree on a viable alternative 

either.  Holmes and Abington-Cooper (2000) took this further when they were quoted in their 

article as saying, 

There is no agreement in the literature as to what constitutes a nontraditional learner.  

Perhaps, given the very nature of those engaged in educational research, the solution is 

not to find an answer, but to continue to ask acute questions.  (p. 54).   

Others may say that there are more substantial adult learning theories to investigate to 

assist nontraditional learners other than just Andragogy.  For instances, self-directed learning 

(SDL) has been shown to be a positive theory to keeping nontraditional learners engaged.  

However, Kerka (1994) cautioned educational institutions about an all or nothing approach with 

SDL because a she found there are several traps they can fall into when trying to implement it.  

For instances, she notes that many institutions think all nontraditional learners are naturally 
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inclined toward being self-directed when in actuality their capability for self-direction may vary 

widely.  Furthermore, many nontraditional students end up learning in isolation when the 

institution leaves them to their own devices.  All of these issues add up to the possibility that 

traditional universities may leave nontraditional learners alone too much which in turn can hurt 

their chances at retention.  Only by investing more resources into learning more about these 

theories can intuitions get better at implementing them. 

Lack of Data about Nontraditional Learners 

One of the main reasons there is a lack of awareness about nontraditional students on 

campus is the lack of data that is available about these students.  As several of the administrators 

I interviewed noted, they would like to see these students more, but they simply are not aware of 

who they are or what their needs are.  According to the literature this is also not an uncommon 

situation at many different universities.  Radwin (2006) wrote that at many institutions more than 

half of undergraduates are left out of graduation and retention rates, and those who are counted 

are not separated by nontraditional characteristics.  Another glaring statistics issue at universities 

is that there is no data keeping for students who transition from traditional to nontraditional 

while still enrolled in school.  Evelyn (2002) identified three common nontraditional 

characteristics that caused this to happen as financial independence, part-time studies, and 

delayed enrollment.  Likely, traditional students who become nontraditional are experiencing 

events that necessitate studying part-time in order to accommodate employment; however, data 

on this point are sorely lacking.  The lack of data and failure to identify nontraditional students 

does not just stop at the institutional level either.  Cruce and Hillman (2011) found there to be a 

scarcity of research and data on nontraditional learners, while Donaldson and Townsend (2007) 
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noted that between 1990 and 2003 only one percent of articles published in seven different 

highly regarded journals focused on nontraditional learners. 

Understanding and keeping track of the data regarding nontraditional students will go a 

long way to helping universities better serve these populations.  One of the biggest reasons this is 

important is because more consistency is needed when defining a nontraditional student.  

According to Dickerson and Steifer (2006), coherence is lacking and there is confusion between 

how nontraditional students are described by statisticians and how the student affairs literature 

describes them.  They lament the fact that there is not a body of research to draw from when to 

help with interventions when it comes the nontraditional population.  Another reason it is 

important to understand these data points on different populations is to be able to better direct 

resources.  According to Bryant (2018), understanding which populations have higher and lower 

satisfaction overall can point campuses in a direction to more deeply explore unique experiences 

with campus climate, instruction, registration, financial aid and other campus services for 

potential improvements.  All of these factors illustrate why it is not unusual for student affairs 

professional at MU to have a lack of awareness about their own nontraditional students. 

Findings from Research Question Two 

Research question two produced three major themes to study related to how the 

university studied served nontraditional students.  Those themes indicated that students were 

engaged through student organizations, community engagement, and participation in orientation 

events.  These three themes are also referenced in the literature as affecting nontraditional 

students. 
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Student Organizations 

Student organizations help all students’ transition to college and make meaningful 

connections that keep them enrolled and involved.  It was clear in talking with the interviewees 

at MU that they understood and agreed with this sentiment.  Yet, none of them knew if or how 

the nontraditional students were getting involved.  This is important for MU officials to figure 

out because research shows that students who are involved in student organizations are more 

successful in college.  Berger and Milem (1999) noted this by referencing that students who are 

involved in extracurricular organizations or other campus activities are more likely to make a 

successful transition to college because they will more have contact with professors and other 

campus professionals.  These are important variables to offer to nontraditional students at a 

traditional university since these are the types of activities that are crucial for nontraditional 

students success so they can feel connected to their campus and learn more about the resources 

available to them.  In fact, Cooper et al. (1994) found that first-year students who join student 

organizations have higher scores on developing purpose than those who do not join.  Yet, much 

of the research on this topic focuses entirely on how these organizations impact traditionally 

aged college students.  While there is some movement toward gearing clubs and organizations 

toward nontraditional students, the progress has been slow.  One university that recognized this 

importance is Savannah State University.  On their student affairs website, they noted 

specifically that they have a student organization just for nontraditional students called the 

Nontraditional Student Association (Are you a nontraditional student? 2018).  The goal of this 

organization is to connect likeminded nontraditional students to one and other to share resources 

and offer support or guidance. 
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 It is no secret that student organizations are vital to the success of someone in higher 

education yet nontraditional students seem to be forgotten about in this regard.  One of the 

reasons for this may be the fact that many organizations or clubs meet after hours or on 

weekends when nontraditional students are either in class or with their families.  Ascione (2017) 

wrote that this is when it is most important for the university to be consistent with their 

programming.  She noted that it takes more time to reach nontraditional students and get them 

engaged with services and activities on campus.  Therefore, finding a way to get in front of them 

regularly and using the communications channels they prefer is key to getting them involved.  

Boyington (2015) agreed with this idea when she quoted Paul Artale, director of student 

activities and leadership programs at the University of Michigan Flint, as saying,  

Older students may not have a lot of time to devote to school clubs, but it's still important 

for them to find a way to get involved.  You need a college degree, especially a 

bachelor’s degree, to get a job in today’s market, but what separates you from the pack 

quite often is the extracurricular experience.  (para. 9)  

  Overall, it is clear that while student organizations are important more investigation by 

MU should be done to determine how they are delivering these products to nontraditional 

students. 

Community Engagement 

Community engagement was another way that student affairs professionals at MU saw as 

an opportunity to reach and engage nontraditional students.  Bringing in outside community 

resources to help affirm what students are learning in class is a successful way to both reinforce 

learning and get students connected to potential future employers.  The student affairs division at 

https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/university-of-michigan-flint-2327
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MU has a hand in this process through several different departments under in their division.  

Unsurprisingly the literature also talks about how these activities can help students succeed.   

Spanier (2001) affirmed that while institutions of higher education have been successful 

in their missions of teaching, learning and service he cautioned that institutional leaders can be 

assured that they will be required to aggressively confront the challenge of engaging 

nontraditional students on their college campuses.  Meeting this challenge requires that 

institutional leaders commit to offering experiences that connect classroom lessons to real world 

opportunities through a curriculum that challenges their thinking and sharpens their skills.  

Chaves (2003) noted that nontraditional students could be the most susceptible to this style of 

curriculum due to their already vast reservoir of real work knowledge and work skills.   

Universities understand that engagement of all sorts is key to developing well rounded 

college student, but they have yet to fully grasp the needs of the nontraditional student.  As 

Ogren (2003) found, nontraditional students, because of their distinct characteristics, demand 

student service professionals view them as highly motivated individuals that bring a great deal of 

experience to their education career.   

Prior knowledge and life experience is not only a crucial part of the contributions that 

nontraditional students bring to the classroom but paramount to the nontraditional students 

successful engagement in the college environment.  Therefore as Merriam and Caffarella (1999) 

noted, educators who truly seek to help nontraditional students transform during the learning 

process need to seek out new and innovative ways to help them learn and grow.  From the 

student affairs perspective, MU attempts to make this connection through their office of Career 

Services, but needs to develop more robust programs through other offices as well. 
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Participation in Orientation Events 

Those I spoke to at MU had mixed opinions about how effective the orientation program 

truly was for nontraditional students.  Some felt that it was the key first impression to getting 

nontraditional students acclimated to campus, while others felt it was irrelevant and unnecessary 

for this group.  The literature reads much the same way regarding this subject.  Some researchers 

see definite value in orientation programs for all students.  For example, Gayle and Parker (2014) 

wrote that university orientation programs offer developmental advising and information which 

can helps students achieve their career and academic goals.  Others like Espinoza and Espinoza 

(2012) noted that orientation programs are important because they allow the university to pass on 

general information that students will need while still allowing them to focus on individual 

populations needs.  Finally, Ellis-O’Quinn’s (2010) study concluded there was a significant 

relationship between participation in orientation procedures and student achievement among 

nontraditional students.  These are very positive outcomes that allow for nontraditional students 

to slowly reenter the academic space without feeling overwhelmed over overburdened.   

However, there are other researchers who feel the opposite about requiring nontraditional 

students to attend a structured orientation program and felt that at the very least the programs 

should be amended for nontraditional students.  For example, Miller and Pope (2003) argued that 

technology should be used more heavily in delivering orientation programs since many 

nontraditional learners will utilize online classes.  They noted that since upwards to fifty percent 

of class registration is now done online, there is no reason that a formal orientation process could 

not be developed online as well.  Webster (2016) found that the many different personal and 

social obligations such as having full-time jobs, parental and spousal responsibility, as well as 

other family obligations can challenge the learners’ dedication to their academic pursuits and 
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result in less-than-satisfactory academic performance.  Therefore as Brown (2012) wrote, it is 

advisable that orientation programs align with the needs of the target population and promote key 

attributes such as positive decision making and institutional commitment.  No matter the goal, 

traditional universities need to do a better job at understanding that nontraditional students will 

not have the same needs as traditional students which means that traditional programming needs 

to be rethought to better benefit them. 

Findings from Research Question Three 

Research question three produced two major themes to study.  Those themes were, 

online/distance education and lack of collaboration.  These two themes are discussed in the 

literature as necessary to impacting the success of nontraditional students. 

Online and Distance Education as an Approach for Serving Nontraditional Students 

 Online and distance education has long been considered the way to bring higher 

education to nontraditional students.  Technology and education is not a new concept.  In fact 

according to Berge and Clark (2005), the US Postal service was involved in helping create the 

first set of correspondence courses for higher education as far back at the 1880’s.  More recently 

however, with the proliferation of the internet, online courses, distance education and hybrid 

learning has become the new means of delivering higher education.  In fact, Parker, Lenhart, and 

Moore (2011) found that in the United States, online classes are now offered by over 75% of 

colleges and universities, and 23% of college graduates have taken an online course.  One of the 

reasons these courses are so popular is because of the universities abilities to meet the student’s 

ever changing lifestyle.  This is done, as Means, Murphy, Bakia, and Jones (2012) noted, 

because online learning can occur with or without the presence of a teacher or a classroom.  

However just because students are not required to physically attend class it does require that both 
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teacher and student are committed to using technology to utilize learning module in instructing 

and completing assignments. 

Even though online and distance education is a successful way to meet the needs of 

nontraditional students, it still comes with barriers that the institution must address.  These 

barriers are why it becomes so important for universities to understand the needs of their 

nontraditional students and the theories surrounding how to meet those needs.  For instance 

Jacobs and Hyman (2013) found that a common issue among many online learning programs is 

that there is a lack of personal connection with the instructor which depersonalizes the education 

process.  For a nontraditional learner who may already feel a disconnect between themselves and 

their university, these programs can further drive that mentality making it harder for them to see 

the benefits of their education.  Furthermore, without this connection, nontraditional students 

may not realize any of the value the social connection of college can add and as Bejerano (2008) 

wrote, may miss out on networking opportunities or other engagement opportunities outside of 

the classroom.  If these issues are not accounted for and addressed by the university, they could 

potentially expound psychological and emotional barriers that negatively impact a nontraditional 

student’s experience.  Gutiérrez-Santiuste, Gámiz-Sánchez, and Gutiérrez-Pérez (2015) explored 

this aspect of online education when they wrote that the lack of meaningful interaction can be a 

critical barrier to success in online learning environments.  If not properly addressed these issues 

can lead to increases in anxiety, negative emotions, and lack of motivation, all of which can 

detract from the learning process and the students’ own feelings of self-efficacy. 

MU seems to understand these potential barriers of online education and work to try and 

address them as best as possible.  One way they do this is through their concierge approach to 

education.  Through this approach the nontraditional student is matched to one specific person in 
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the department who is then responsible for walking them through all of the necessary steps of 

their program.  This style of approach is recommended in the literature.  Nistor and Neubauer 

(2010) noted something similar to this idea when they found that in order to deliver the online 

learning content successfully, there needs to be a support system, including technical, learning, 

and social support.  Another benefit to online learning as noted in the literature is the flexibility 

of when classes can be completed.   

Again administrators I spoke to at MU noted how they are attempting to make this 

possible by eliminating synchronous classes and delivering more asynchronous classes to better 

fit their student’s needs.  Allen and Seaman (2013) discussed that with the prevalence of 

smartphones and digital communication, this method is becoming more and more important for 

universities to stay competitive.  Furthermore the current generations that are attending higher 

education not only want convenience in their online classes they are demanding it. 

All of these benefits and barriers are important for administrators at MU to consider when 

developing and delivering online classes.  Finally, while it is true that traditional universities 

must get better at understanding how to engage nontraditional students, with the rapidly 

changing nature of technology they must also be able to adapt to different delivery formats 

quickly and efficiently. 

Lack of Collaboration 

Collaboration is an important part of any higher education institution because it allows 

different departments to overcome their weaknesses and capitalize on their strengths.  As Kezar 

(2005) wrote, researchers have documented the benefits of organizational collaboration and how 

it can enhance student learning by creating greater efficiency and effectiveness.  However, the 
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administrators at MU note that when it comes to their structure they are siloed in ways that do 

not make it easy to share information or grasp trends that are occurring.   

This is not an uncommon occurrence in higher education as noted by Kanter (1994) who 

wrote that institutions are, generally, not structured to support collaborative approaches to 

learning, research, and organizational functioning.  Kanter found that issues such as departmental 

silos, bureaucratic administrative units and employee unions to name a few can act as barriers to 

cross-divisional work and partnerships at many universities.  When this is combined with the fact 

that there has been little research done on reorganizing higher education institutions for 

collaborative work as found by Kezar and Hirsch (2002), it is not surprising to hear that current 

administrators find it difficult to work across or outside of their departments.   

The benefits of collaboration are well documented and been widely used by private 

industries for many years.  Liedtka (1996) wrote how corporations are constantly conducting 

research on how to reorganize to enable collaborative work to stay on top of popular trends or 

streamline their business offerings.  With such a well-established benefit to this process, it begs 

to wonder why higher education institutions have not put more effort into this trend.  Baldwin 

and Chang (2007) found that if higher educations were to engage in more active collaboration 

the benefits to the students would go well beyond the institution.  For example, external 

collaborations could be made with local businesses to increase their teaching pool and internship 

potential and provide needed labs and materials for conducting research.  This would allow 

students to apply the information they are learning in practical sense while also increasing the 

universities exposure in the community.  There are also many internal benefits that collaboration 

could bring.  Kezar (2005) noted that internal collaboration in the form cross-disciplinary 

learning communities can bring faculty and students together to study issues or capitalize on 
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intellectual capacities throughout the institution for teaching.  These few examples of the benefits 

of collaboration show the necessity as to why it is important for MU to further explore these 

situations. 

Findings of Other Themes Not in the Research Questions 

Lack of Interest in Nontraditional Students 

Student affairs administrators at MU seemed to care about the students they serve and the 

jobs they do.  Yet, when it comes to nontraditional student it was apparent that due to their 

already busy work lives and responsibilities, they did not have enough time to truly invest to 

better understand these student’s needs.  This then created an underlying theme that while they 

cared about nontraditional students, they did not have enough interest in the issue to seek out 

solutions on their own.  This theme is an issue because much of the research on success and 

retention of nontraditional students speaks to the fact that early intervention is key to a 

nontraditional student’s success.   

Bigger (2005) found that nearly half of the adult students who enter college need 

remediation in some form, and providing this to students in their first semester helps them cope 

with their emotions and reduces their chances of dropping out.  Yet, if the administrators do not 

take an active interest in their needs, the students will never know where to find help when they 

need it.  One solution to this issue could be to assign nontraditional students to their own student 

affairs liaison in their first semester of college.   

Oudenhoven (2002) found this to be important because it will help nontraditional 

students feel insulated by their school so that no matter what they need, they have a place to go 

for consistent and honest answers.  Furthermore, it is important for the university to initiate this 

first step since, as Metzner and Bean (1987) wrote, nontraditional learners will take advantage of 
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opportunities given to them, but are far less likely to ask for the help, even if the support is there.  

Therefore, while it can be difficult to carve time out of their already busy schedules, MU student 

affairs administrators should put in effort to reach out to nontraditional students beyond what 

they are already offering.   

New Budget Model 

There is an abundance of information that is necessary to successfully prepare and 

ultimately manage university budgets and each college may approach the process differently.  

MU has very recently undertaken the process of revamping their entire budget processing to 

make departments and schools more accountable to their production.  MU formerly operated 

under a centralized, incremental budget model.  Hibel (2013) referenced Dr. George S. 

McClellan, Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs and Enrollment Management at Indiana 

University - Purdue University Fort Wayne (IPFW), who explained that in a centralized, 

incremental budget model, the institutions last year’s budget is carried forward with an across-

the-board increase or decrease based on institutional resources.  This can be problematic for 

universities because some departments may be much more successful than others yet they are 

issued funds based a top down approach.   

MU has chosen to move away from this model to an incentive-based budget model that 

aligns the human and financial resources with the universities strategic priorities.  Finlan (2019) 

commented that this budget model approach aligns the investments and resources of the 

university with strategic priorities by incentivizing the types of activities that drive both student 

and financial success.  This includes generating funds, reallocating existing resources and 

containing costs.  Therefore, areas of the school that produce high student enrollment and drive 

larger amounts of revenue stand to gain more funding from year to year as opposed to the 
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incremental increases they received previously.  This will provide individual units at MU with 

more autonomy, increased transparency and better financial data for decision making while also 

encouraging better collaboration between units and producing more consistent data.   

This new budget model is an important factor for MU going forward as it could drive 

many of the previously discussed themes.  Since this is a new initiative, it will take patience for 

administrators to understand exactly how funding will allocated, however if the intentions hold 

true it should cause units to be more open and transparent so they may build off of each other’s 

successes, which has the potential to positively impact nontraditional students.   

Recommendations for Mid-Western University 

Many implications have stood out for Mid-Western University from this research.  First, 

a better definition of nontraditional students’ needs to be established using the seven criteria 

established by the NCES.  This will allow for student affairs professionals to better identify who 

these students are and keep better track of the data that effects their enrollment and engagement.  

More attention should be given to the student’s current situation instead of just using age as the 

defining characteristic for nontraditional students.  As Jacobs and Hundley (2010) wrote,  

Although research on age is more extensive than research on other characteristics of 

nontraditional students, evidence suggests that changes in curriculum that benefit older 

learners are likely to engage all types of nontraditional students by addressing conflicting 

aspects of their lives in the learning process.  (p.161).   

Next, more importance should be placed on civic engagement as learning opportunities 

for nontraditional students.  Offices such as Student Life, Career Services, or Graduation and 

Retention need to establish programs and services that directly focus on nontraditional students 

characteristics and needs, instead of trying to force them into program that already exist for 
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traditional students.  Focusing on community engagement will also increase a nontraditional 

student’s self-directedness and improve the experiential learning, all of which will help create a 

greater sense of connectedness and belonging.  Cress, Burack, Giles, Elkins, and Stevens (2010) 

highlighted the importance of this in their research when they said,  

Never before has there been a more catalytic time for higher education to bring to bear 

the powerful tool of civic engagement on one of the most challenging issues facing our 

country – improving college access, retention, and graduation rates, particularly among 

those who have traditionally been underrepresented in higher education.  (p. 2). 

Another important factor that MU must address is how to improve collaboration among 

the different units at the school.  The silos they currently operate in are causing underrepresented 

students like nontraditional’s to slip through the cracks.  The Division of Student Affairs must 

make the first move to engage with Academic Affairs administrators and faculty members to 

share ideas about how best to serve these students.   

Buglione (2012) wrote how faculty are a powerful force for nontraditional students 

because they may be their only connection to higher education.  Moving the student out the 

classroom and connecting them with ancillary resources on the campus will allow for a deeper 

connection to the campus and help the student be able to solve problems on their own should 

they arise.  However, this can only be done if the units collaborate with one and other so there is 

a clear understanding of what the students need.   

Finally, more emphasis on the use of andragogical practices at the university that can 

enhance the nontraditional learner’s experience and perhaps that of the traditional student as well 

is needed at MU.  With enrollment and retention at the forefront of MU’s guiding principles 

currently, MU should focus more effort on the identity of their students and what motivates them 
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to attend their university.  As McDowell (2011) found, research suggests that using alternative 

approaches that seek to find integration and understanding of differences among students can be 

effective strategies that enhance the learning of all students.  Buglione (2012) used the examples 

of some institutions developing adult education centers on campus that are open to all students as 

alternative techniques. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Implications 

The intention of this qualitative, case study was to assist in filling the gap in the existing 

literature by gauging the awareness level of student affairs professionals in regards to both 

nontraditional students and the theories that serve them.  In an attempt better serve nontraditional 

students attending traditional universities, there must be additional research done to specifically 

address strategic methods on aspects that increase nontraditional student engagement and 

retention through the lens of student affairs. 

Limitations 

As with all case studies, the boundaries of those who participated can be seen as a 

limitation.  All of the participants were from the same university, so their perspective on the 

issue only extends to their current working environment.  The interview process produced data 

that was filtered through the views of the participants’ experiences and biased responses and 

when examining anyone’s experience their perception is their reality.  As Yauch and Steudel 

(2003) noted, the subject’s personal experience and knowledge can influence the observations 

and conclusions of their answers.  Also, because qualitative inquiry is generally open-ended, the 

participants had more control over the content of the data collected meaning that the results 

cannot be objectively verified. 
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Furthermore, the interviews only lasted approximately one hour, and therefore, the 

participants could only give answers that they could think of at the time.  Had they had more 

time to think about and digest the topics, their answers may have been more in depth about the 

subject.  Finally, the single case study approach meant that all of the research was conducted at 

one university and only reflects the variables of participants at that university. 

Strengths  

As Reis (2009) wrote, the clear strength of a case study is that it allows a means of 

investigating complex social units consisting of multiple variables of potential importance and 

therefore gives the best opportunity to answer the research questions.  For this study this was 

evident because the case study approach allowed the researcher the opportunity to speak directly 

to the student affairs professionals who work every day to serve students at their campus.  This 

offered the ability to get unfiltered, honest answers about how well student affairs serves 

nontraditional students at MU and what they could be doing better.  All of the participants were 

intrigued by the idea that student affairs could have a stronger voice in the success of 

nontraditional students.   

Future Research 

Future research on this subject needs to expand in three different areas.  First, the 

research could be conducted from the learner’s perspective.  Since this research is all from the 

administrator’s point of view, it would be necessary to understand the student’s perspective by 

including them in the conversation.  Nontraditional students at MU could participate in this 

research to get their perspective on how they feel the student affairs division could better serve 

their needs.  In doing this, recruitment of participants should be from varying different schools or 

degree programs so as to get a wide ranging viewpoint from students on campus.  Also, students 
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could be sorted by different nontraditional characteristics to determine if specific variables are 

easier to identify and overcome than others.   

Next, more traditional public universities with nontraditional student populations could 

be approached to see if their student affairs divisions are taking different approaches to serving 

this population.  Finally, research on community engagement and nontraditional students could 

be expanded.  Determining what programs are the most desirable for nontraditional students and 

how they fit into their already busy lives is important is important for researchers to understand.  

Understanding this will also help universities learn how to implement more effective strategies in 

courses that already use community engagement to benefit nontraditional students. 

Finally,  research effort could be made to answer the question of whether it makes more 

sense to funnel resources into special units focused on nontraditional students as is often done for 

other special populations, or does an approach that seeks integration serve all students more 

effectively?  Once that is determined, the next question to answer is how much of those 

resources available should be allocated toward supporting the development of nontraditional 

students?  Without data to prove one way more effective, institutions will have no way of 

knowing what the best path is, leaving nontraditional students in the same place they have 

always been. 

Final Thoughts, Conclusions, and Implications for Higher Education 

This study serves to show that traditional universities and especially those employees 

working in student affairs or other similar roles need more education about nontraditional 

learners and the theories that best serve them.  The data collected and presented here shows that a 

nontraditional learners unique needs are not considered when developing the wrap around 

services that student affairs provides.  Traditional universities are simply trying to develop 
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programs as a one size fits all when clearly there are many different needs and barriers to try and 

overcome.  It is unacceptable that nontraditional students often do not feel welcome or 

incorporated into the colleges and universities they attend, even though institutions have the 

power to change this.  If traditional higher education truly strives to create a holistic experience 

then there must be nontraditional programs and services that will extend beyond the classroom.  

From this study it is clear that if traditional universities want their nontraditional learners to be 

engaged with the campus they must create more inclusive programs that will not take away from 

the nontraditional learner’s personal life.  Also without well-informed nontraditional student 

support services, higher education institutions, as a whole, will continue to fail a significant 

portion of their students.  It is also clear from this study that adult education and the theories that 

surround this topic are important piece of the whole higher education picture.  If educators and 

administrators in higher education better understood these theories and how to better serve 

nontraditional students, the ramifications could be beneficial to everyone who attends their 

university. 

Fortunately, every institution has the power to change this narrative.  The first step to 

doing this is to better understand the unique needs and challenges of the nontraditional learners 

at their university.  Next, specialized support services aimed directly at nontraditional learners 

must be implemented and nurtured at all levels of the university.  Finally, cross collaboration and 

communication between student affairs and academic affairs must be required so that these 

programs can be reevaluated as the needs of the students change.  Ultimately, traditional 

universities must recognize that the nontraditional learner’s needs are real and the time to act to 

serve them is now.
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APPENDIX A: Participant Consent Form 

Study Title 

A Case Study of a Traditional University Serving Nontraditional Students under the 

Framework of Adult Learning Theories 

 

Study Purpose and Rationale 

The purpose of this study is to research how traditional public universities can adapt their 

programs to better serve nontraditional students. Through this study I intend to investigate from 

an institutional standpoint, how a traditional public university may provide better access to 

nontraditional students.  

 

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

Participants should be between the ages of 18-75 and be an administrator or employee 

from Ball State University. 

 

Participation Procedures and Duration 

Your interview will last a maximum of one hour, and you will be free to leave whenever 

they choose. Furthermore, you are not required to answer any questions you are uncomfortable 

with. 

 

Audio or Video Tapes 

Your interview will be audio recorded. All recordings will be used for review purposes 

only and not included in the final research project. Recordings will be kept until June 2023, then 

destroyed by the investigator. 

 

Data Confidentiality or Anonymity 

Data will remain confidential. A coded key will be developed and no participants name 

or university will be divulged.  Pseudonyms for each participant will be developed and job titles 

will be changes so as not to divulge participants either.  

 

Storage of Data and Data Retention Period 

All research will be kept on a password protected box account. No collected data will be 

stored publicly or in a shared format. Data collected will be kept until June 2023 then destroyed. 

 

Risks or Discomforts 

There are no perceived risks for participating in this study 

 

Voluntary Participation  
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw 

your permission at any time for any reason without penalty or prejudice from the investigator.  

Please feel free to ask any questions of the investigator before signing this form and at any time 

during the study. 
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IRB Contact Information 

For one’s rights as a research subject, you may contact the following: For questions about 

your rights as a research subject, please contact the Director, Office of Research Integrity, Ball 

State University, Muncie, IN 47306, (765) 285-5070 or at orihelp@bsu.edu. Please reference 

IRBNet ID Number 1472238-1. 

 

Study Title   
A Case Study of a Traditional University Serving Nontraditional Students under the 

Framework of Adult Learning Theories 

 ** 

Consent 

I, ___________________, agree to participate in this research project entitled, A Case 

Study of a Traditional University Serving Nontraditional Students under the Framework 

of Adult Learning Theories 

I have had the study explained to me and my questions have been answered to my 

satisfaction.  I have read the description of this project and give my consent to participate.  I 

understand that I will receive a copy of this informed consent form to keep for future reference. 

 

To the best of my knowledge, I meet the inclusion/exclusion criteria for participation 

(described on the previous page) in this study. 

 

________________________________   _________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature     Date 

Researcher Contact Information 

 

Principal Investigator:    Faculty Supervisor: 

 

Nicholas Capozzoli, Graduate Student Dr. Michelle Glowacki-Dudka 

Adult, Higher, and Community Education Adult, Higher, and Community Education 

Ball State University    Ball State University 

Muncie, IN  47306    Muncie, IN  47306 

Telephone: (765) 432-6660   Telephone: (765) 285-5348 

Email:  ncapozzoli@bsu.edu    Email:  mdudka@bsu.edu 

  

mailto:orihelp@bsu.edu
mailto:ncapozzoli@bsu.edu
mailto:mdudka@bsu.edu
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APPENDIX B:  

Interview Questions 

1. How are nontraditional students currently defined by the university? 

2. What is the biggest challenge for the university with serving nontraditional students? 

3. How are nontraditional students engaged by the university? 

4. What is your knowledge/understanding of adult learning theories? 

a. Are adult learning theories used when considering how to serve nontraditional 

students? If so, which theories are used and how? 

5.  Are the advising processes different between traditional and nontraditional students? 

a. If yes, how? If no has there ever been a consideration to changing the process? 

6. Are you aware of the specific barriers that nontraditional students face when pursuing 

higher education? 

7. Does your office employ any strategies to make the university more user friendly to 

nontraditional students? 

8. Is feedback obtained specifically from nontraditional students pertaining to their 

experiences on campus? 

a. If yes, how is it used or incorporated? 

9. Are there certain degree programs at this university designed for nontraditional students? 

10. Does the university have a cohort or lock-step program at the undergraduate level for 

nontraditional students? 

a. If no, would they consider exploring one? 
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APPENDIX C:  

Interviewees 

1. Director of Academic Advising 

2. Director of Online/Distance Education 

3. Director of Retention and Graduation 

4. Director of Disability Services 

5. Career Counselor in the Office of the Career Center  

6. Assistant Dean of Students 

7. Student Conduct 

 


