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 Nontraditional students make up 73% of all students 

enrolled in undergraduate programs 

 Nontraditional students are less likely to persist and 

complete degree programs than full-time 

traditional students 

 Acquiring additional education can lead to 

promotion, better wages and an improved overall 

career outlook for nontraditional students who are 

employed 

 

 



 Understand why traditional and 

nontraditional students often have 

similar goals and motivations 

 Learn why traditional and 

nontraditional students will have 

different overall experiences with 

college  

 Realize why placing the traditional 

full-time 18 to 22-year-old 

undergraduate at the center of 

institutional decisions will not work 

anymore 



 17.6M undergraduates 

enrolled in 2011 

 43% attend two-year 

institutions 

 37% are enrolled part-time 

 32% are working full-time 

 25% are over 30 years old 

 Only 15% attend 4-year 

colleges and live on 

campus 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2011 

 



Proceeds to college after graduating high school  

Is between the ages of 18-22 

Usually lives on or close to campus  

Attends daytime classes and campus social activities 

Expects 24/7 access to services 

Is a digital native 

Usually louder, more social and less formal in class 



The commonly held definition of a traditional 
undergraduate student is one who enrolls in college 

immediately after graduation from high school, 

pursues college studies on a continuous full-time 
basis at least during the fall and spring semesters, 

and completes a bachelor’s degree program in four 

or five years at the young age of 22 or 23. Traditional 

students are also typically financially dependent on 

others, do not have children, consider their college 

career to be their primary responsibility, and are 

employed only on a part-time basis if at all during 

the academic year. 

KSU Center for Institutional Effectiveness. January 2004 



 Adults who want to increase their credentials 

 Often unemployed  

 Individuals  searching for a new career  

 Not a homogeneous group 

 Not “lifelong learners” 

In General: 



 Single parents 

 Married students 

 Students with dependent 

children 

 Students working full-time 

 Dislocated workers 

 Public assistance recipients 

 Homeless students 

 First generation college students 

 Financially independent students 

 Undocumented students 

 Students with disabilities 

 Older adults 

 Wards of the court 

 Incarcerated students 

 Students from foster care 

 Minors 

 Part-time students 

 ESL students 

 Military personnel 

 Veterans 

 Underprepared students 



 Delayed enrollment into postsecondary education  

 Attend part-time  

 Financially independent of parents  

 Work full-time while enrolled  

 Have dependents other than a spouse  

 Single parent  

 Lack a standard high school diploma 

 

Between 2009 and 2020, NCES projects there will be a 

21% increase in students aged 25 to 34 and a 16% 

increase in students aged 35 and above. 
 

-National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2011 



Traditional and nontraditional students 

share common reasons for going to 

college: 1) to advance their career; 2) to 

achieve personal goals; 3) to obtain 

higher pay in their employment; 4) their 

family expected them to go to college; 

and 5) that their social group had or was 

attending college. 
 



Defining or labeling this population [nontraditional 

students] concisely is virtually impossible, given the 

considerable diversity of its demographic and 

socioeconomic characteristics. Categorized across 

the dimensions of age, marital status, family size 

and composition, level and type of employment, 

and educational preparation and goals, this 

population – often referred to as 21st century or 

contemporary students – consists of many 

subgroups, each with unique circumstances, 

educational needs, and goals.  

Pathways to Success: Integrating Learning with Life  

and Work to Increase National College Completion  

A report to the U.S. Congress and Secretary of Education 

Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance,  

Washington DC, February 2012  

 



 Day time classes conflicting 
with work 

 Lack of financial aid 
 Cost of college and lack of 

time 
 Need for child care 
 Transportation 
 Negative perceptions of ability 

to learn 
 Fear and anxiety about 

starting or returning to college 
 Underprepared 

 

 



 

Recognizing that nontraditional students 

are a growing portion of college 

students and are less likely to persist and 

complete degree programs than full-

time traditional students is critical.  

 
Advisory Committee’s 2010 Report,  

The Rising Price of Inequality (RPI)  
 

 



TO SUPPORT 

NONTRADITIONAL 

STUDENT SUCCESS 



Add “nontraditional students”  

to the college mission 

 



Review, evaluate and revise all 

available student support services 

and resources to include 

nontraditional student needs 
 



Create a specialized orientation 

for nontraditional students 

 



Review college costs up front to 

identify payment options 
 



Focus on prospects for career 

advancement and provide 

reliable links to workplace related 

coursework and degrees and 

current career pathway 

opportunities 

 



Provide understandable 

information on transfer 

opportunities and value of 

previously completed units 

 



Offer various learning options 

including evening, weekend, 

short-term and late start 

classes; online, face-to-face 

and hybrid courses 

 



Review and modify student 

leave possibilities to add 

flexibility and alternative options 
 



Provide professional 

development workshops and 

trainings for faculty and staff  

 focusing on nontraditional 

student needs and success 

strategies 



Undertake continuous 

assessment and recalibrate 

programs and services as 

indicated in the data 



 Develop cohorts 

 Develop specialized financial aid & 
scholarship programs 

 Mentors 

 Flexible start classes 

 Tutoring 

 24/7 services 

 Focused communications 





 Start with easier classes 

 Get connected: email, online support 
services 

 Try an online course 

 Go to orientation 
 See an academic and career 

counselor early 

 Take refresher courses 
 Set a time frame 

 Get familiar with the environment 

 Know deadlines, drop and withdraw 
policies, academic renewal 

 Transfer in previously completed units 

 



 Real life experience 

 Critical thinking 

 Ability to prioritize 

 Patience 

 Ability to establish goals 

 Personal responsibility for their own learning 

 Understanding of need to be prepared for classes 

 Treat their college education like their job 

 Professional relationships 

 Experience in good communication 



 Orientation 

 Admission confirmation communications 

 With class registration confirmation 

 Academic & Career Counselors 

 Peer mentors 

 Website 

 Cohort meetings 

 Tutoring 
 



Determine priorities for why nontraditional students 

will enroll at your college: 

 Academic reputation 

 Availability of evening and weekend courses 

 Cost & availability of financial aid 

 Convenience & flexibility 

 Personal attention 

 Student success/transfer rates 

 Campus location 

 Institution size 
 

 

Noel Levitz 2012: The Factors Influencing College 

Choice Among Nontraditional Students 





1 in 3 undergrads is  

25 or older 

1 in 4 students are 

also parents 

2 in 3 community college 

students have to work to 

afford college 

1 in 3 work 35+ hours per 

week while in college 

3 in 4 

undergrads 

are 

nontraditional 

students National Center for Education Statistics, 2011 

 





Conclusions and Implications: 
 Nontraditional college students continue to represent the 

vast majority of undergraduates at today’s educational 

institutions, although a shift in percentages may be occurring. 

 Understanding the shifting characteristics of college students 

is critical to curriculum, program, and policy design. 

 Failure to track trends and provide  

     accurate information may result in  

     educational stakeholders  

     misunderstanding the needs of  

     21st-century undergraduates and/ 

    or misappropriating educational resources. 
 

Reality Check: A Vital Update to the Landmark 2002 NCES Study of Nontraditional 

College Students; Apollo Research Institute, September 2011 



 More study is needed of nontraditional students 

 Review the ongoing “shifts” in characteristics of your students 

annually 
 Consider new ways to meet the needs of the new majority- 

nontraditional students- through technology, innovation and 

responsiveness 

 Develop methods for data gathering and assessment of 
nontraditional students at your campus 

 Use data and other evidence to inform decisions around 

curriculum, career programs, student services, college policies, 

strategic planning and resource allocation 

 Collaborate with business and industry to implement programs 

that meet their future workforce needs and attract 

nontraditional students 
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