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Introduction
When the pandemic hit and institutions moved all operations online in what seemed like the span of a 
weekend, there was not enough time, money, or mental energy invested in figuring out the best methods 
for adults to learn online. Although Zoom licenses were secured and web cameras were purchased to 
ensure professors could broadcast lectures, few successfully addressed the pedagogical and exogenous 
factors that would impact students’ abilities to thrive academically in a virtual world.

Now, nearly a year into the pandemic, the negative impacts 
on the learning outcomes of students is evident: 60% of 
students who previously learned at least partially in-person 
before the pandemic report a decline in the quality of their 
education.1 2 The implications for student groups that have 
been traditionally overlooked by the educational system are 
even starker: Black and Latinx students are more likely than 
their white peers to say COVID-19 is “very likely” or “likely” 
to impact their ability to complete their degree, and Black 
and first-generation students are among the least likely to 
say their school offers services designed to combat the impact of COVID-19, such as mental health 
and financial support.3 With more institutions seeking to improve remote learning built in response to 
COVID-19, there is potential for high quality higher education to become more accessible, provided 
institutions do this with the primary future consumer of this educational offering —the adult learner—  
in mind.

1 Educationdata.org, Online Education Statistics, 2020
2 Gallup, Inc, Gallup State of the Student Experience: Fall 2020 Report. Of the students surveyed, 51% who were attending fully in-person programs rated the 
quality of their education as “excellent,” compared with 34% of students who were attending completely online.
3 Galllup News, Half of College Students Say COVID-19 May Impact Completion, December 15, 2020. It’s worth noting that more students pursuing an 
associate’s or bachelor’s degree through in-person programs indicate a more positive view of the quality of their education than students who are learning fully 
online, according to a recent Gallup report. Although this lower quality rating for online learners may be primarily driven by learners who transitioned from in-
person to emergency remote instruction in Spring 2020, given the strong demand for the added flexibility online learning provides students, particularly working 
adult students, investing in improving online learning is critical.
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The pandemic has been especially hard on working adult learners, and has brought to light the 
numerous challenges that online learning can pose - especially for working adult students. Many of 
these students have experienced profound disruptions to their time, including drastic changes to work 
schedules and caregiving responsibilities that exacerbate existing challenges in planning and pacing 
coursework in an online-learning environment. For these students, the primary insufficiencies that 
stand in the way of effective online learning fall into two large categories: teaching program structure 
& delivery and inadequate institutional supports for students. Together, these can lead to institutional 
distrust and negative student outcomes. Institutions can address this in the following key ways:

Structure & Delivery Student Supports

Optimize the experience for 
learning platforms

Provide flexible learning options

Make delivery formats engaging

Increase faculty access to 
resources & training

Make face-to-face resources 
accessible online

Provide student mental health 
support

Humanize the online learning 
experience

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
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Structure & Delivery
Institutions have largely operated under the assumption that what worked face-to-face will work online. 
No other industry has successfully adapted that way. A useful metaphor is the evolution of the film 
industry: silent film relied on actors’ abilities to emote, intertitles for text, and music to convey story 
and ideas. The advent of audio options led to a split into both movies and television and it was quickly 
discovered that the skills needed to make shows and films with sound varied greatly from the skills 
needed for silent films. Fast forward to today and the audience tends to dictate form: we can binge 
watch entire shows on streaming services that can release multiple seasons at once, or we can limit 
ourselves to an episode a day—all without leaving home. The bottom line is that it has become our 
choice. Online learning can lend itself to a similar degree of flexibility for students. But to maintain (or 
ideally improve upon) the experience, the format needs to evolve. 

 ADAPTING STRUCTURE AND DELIVERY TO AN ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

Optimize for Learning Platforms

Content + internet ≠ good online learning. Delivering the same lecture that one would in-person into a 
camera does not  inherently equate to a good teaching experience. Likewise, listening to a lecture once a 
week does not necessarily lead to learning. As institutions scrambled to adjust to the sudden impetus to 
move from classroom to online delivery, few had the capacity or resources necessary to optimize learning 
and resources for this new setting. Sanjay Sarma, Professor and VP of Online Learning at MIT put it 
succinctly in a recent EdSurge podcast: “the Zoom classroom is not online learning —it is coping.”4

Yet as of November 2020, 49% of faculty surveyed by Tyton Partners reported that they still “use the 
same core instructional materials with no changes.”5 With added pressures placed on faculty and an 
increasing awareness of the unique needs working adult students, moving out of ‘coping’ mode and into 
optimizing can appear daunting. One of the best ways to approach this is to rethink design by starting 
with the skills and competencies students are expected to gain, as outlined in an expanded version of the 
Wiggins and McTighe’s backwards-design model,6 in which lessons are reverse engineered to outcomes.

4 Podcast Addict, EdSurge Podcast, How the Brain ‘Grasps’ New Concepts, December 22, 2020. Sarma also points out that best conditions for learning include 
time to make connections, reminders, and conversation, highlighting that an underlying challenge  of online learning is scaling an experience that works best in a 
smaller (sometimes one-to-one) setting.
5 Kristen Fox, Nandini Khedkar, Ang Nguyen, and Gates Bryant, Tyton Partners, Time for Class COVID-19 Edition Part 3: The Impact of 2020 on Introductory 
Faculty and Their Students, January 25, 2021.
6 Grant P. Wiggins and Jay McTighe, Understanding By Design, Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2008.
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Provide flexible 
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Make delivery 
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https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://podcastaddict.com/episode/116861078
https://tytonpartners.com/library/time-for-class-covid-19-edition-part-3/
https://tytonpartners.com/library/time-for-class-covid-19-edition-part-3/
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GUIDING BACKWARDS-DESIGN: LEADERSHIP COURSE EXAMPLE

A similar methodology can also be applied to considering the entire student experience. Guild’s Learning 
Solutions team explores design more fully in the Learner Experience Design white paper.

Furthermore, no institution can assume students are automatically ready for online learning. Just as 
faculty require additional training, resources, and support to successfully transition to online delivery, 
students often need additional support to achieve online-learning readiness. This support includes digital 
and tech skill development as well as time management and organization skills.7 See Student Supports 
on page 9 for more details.

7 Tanya Joosten & Rachel Cusatis, Online Learning Readiness, American Journal of Distance Education, 2020.

Question Example Action

What is the competency 
students should be able to 
demonstrate?

By the end of the course, students must be able to “Demonstrate 
understanding and empathy for multiple perspectives in order to solve 
a complex problem.”

How will we assess students 
to know they have achieved 
mastery of the competency? 

Determine what assessment can be used to measure students’ ability 
to achieve this outcome, such as a performance-based assessment or 
a complex example problem (e.g. deciding on a new strategic direction, 
leading across cultures, addressing workplace behavior issues, etc.) 
that involves multiple perspectives and stakeholders with important 
needs. In this example, developing a performance-based assessment 
where students have to make a recommendation to solve a real-world 
problem could measure the intended outcome. 

What resources should be 
made available online to make 
sure students can demonstrate 
this competency, and in what 
sequence?

Break down the competency into demonstrable core components 
(e.g. identifying complex leadership problems, active listening, leading 
discourse with stakeholders, etc.). Map relevant readings, videos, 
historical examples, and group or self-guided activities to support an 
understanding of each core component.

What are the best ways to 
make the online learning 
experience active so the 
lessons have staying power?

Use synchronous time or asynchronous discussion for students to 
share the problems they are trying to solve and get ideas and feedback 
from their peers.

Link relevant resources to each lesson within the learning platform, and 
provide a high-level grounding of the goals of the lesson.

How might a faculty member 
structure the engagement 
to make sure students have 
what they need to achieve this 
outcome and feel a sense of 
belonging in the class?

In addition to open office hours, consider synchronous time to build a 
strong learning community. Posting quick videos about topics related 
to the assessments and lessons  and sharing words of encouragement 
can help students persist. 

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://www.guildeducation.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Learner-Experience-Design-Whitepaper.pdf
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Provide Flexible Learning Options

Online learning carries added equity implications. Not every student has reliable internet access or more 
than one computer. US Census survey data indicate that students from families with incomes under 
$75,000 were almost twice as likely to have canceled their plans to take classes in the fall compared to 
their peers from families with higher incomes. One of the most common reasons for this decision was 
concern about accessing online courses.8 

EDUCATION PLANS VS. COVID-19

Roughly half of all working adult students are also parents.9 Those with school-age children may have 
severe restrictions around the time they can dedicate to learning because of their children’s online-
learning needs, which further exacerbates the challenge this population can face.

Sixty-six percent of faculty surveyed in Tyton Partner’s 2020 impact report10 indicated concern about 
systemic inequality at their institution not being addressed. It notes that Black, Latinx and poverty-
affected students are disproportionately impacted by the pandemic and require both flexibility and 
additional support, including tutoring and more personal outreach. Providing flexible options, such 
as both synchronous and asynchronous pathways can enable students to access the resources 
and learning materials they need while minimizing the risk that they have to sacrifice the learning 
environment that works best for them. For example, many working adult students fit learning into 
evening and weekend hours. Offering materials for asynchronous learning while creating a variety of 
opportunities to connect with peers and professors synchronously can empower students to persist 
with course material at their own pace while also benefiting from peer-to-peer learning and instructional 
guidance.

8 United States Census Bureau, Week 13 Household Pulse Survey: August 19 - August 31, September 9, 2020.
9 Imaginable Futures, Lumina Foundation, Parent Learner Insights for Innovation, 2020
10 Kristen Fox, Nandini Khedkar, Ang Nguyen, and Gates Bryant, Tyton Partners, Time for Class COVID-19 Edition Part 3: The Impact of 2020 on Introductory 
Faculty and Their Students, January 25, 2021.
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https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp13.html
https://resource.guildeducation.com/parent-learners-insights-for-innovation/
https://tytonpartners.com/library/time-for-class-covid-19-edition-part-3/
https://tytonpartners.com/library/time-for-class-covid-19-edition-part-3/
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Michael Horn points out that it’s also important to distinguish why working adult students are pursuing 
a given program in the first place: ‘Are they hiring college to gain one quick skill, or to fill out a life?’ If it’s 
the latter, then peer-to-peer engagement, a sense of community, and the opportunity to connect one-on-
one with professors will carry more weight. Given a broad spectrum of motivations for working adults to 
choose college, providing a similar spectrum of learning options can support better student outcomes.

Synchronous Asynchronous

Class
• Set time and number of 

hours every week

• Combination of synchronous 
and asynchronous so 
students can opt-in to the 
method that works best for 
them

• Different engagement tactics 
deployed based on format  

Example: Have the option to 
attend class at predetermined 
time and engage via chat/
breakout groups; or watch later 
and add questions/thoughts to 
an ongoing discussion forum.

• Watch prerecorded lessons

• Read provided materials 
individually throughout the 
semester

Assignments

• Due before the start of class 
each week 

• Predetermined format  
(e.g. may require group 
work)

• Formatted to accommodate 
learners 

• Options to work individually 
or with others

• Flexible deadlines

Example: Students read an 
article and contribute to a 
shared document (or find 
time to debate with 1-2 other 
classmates) during the week. 

• Ongoing

• Mix of accessible digital 
formats

Assessment
• Exam at set time

• Camera on

• Varied based on desired 
learning outcomes

• Easy to complete and submit 
online

• Flexibility regarding 
tools needed, number of 
contributors, and deadlines

• Projects/papers assigned at 
the beginning of the term, 
to be turned in at any point

Make Delivery Formats Engaging

Stemming directly from the challenges associated with attempting to take classroom content and put 
it online is a deeper problem around format. Experiences designed to foster engagement are being 
replaced by unengaging or redundant models. This has a particularly negative effect on working adult 

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://resource.guildeducation.com/thanks/getting-to-college-success-paper/
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learners, many of whom have seen a change to their work 
and caregiving expectations as a result of the pandemic. 
For example, broadcasting unrecorded lectures may cause 
students to miss critical information because of technical 
failures or scheduling conflicts. “Read and respond” formats, 
while more self-paced, can not only be unengaging in their 
redundancy but unintentionally discriminatory toward 
neurodiverse students.

Even when faculty work to better optimize the learning experience for a given platform, students still 
report struggling with platform fatigue. Attempts to engage students further in the form of “mini” 
assignments on a regular (often weekly) cadence can contribute to a constant stream of added work 
for students as well as added risk of falling behind when students experience pandemic-related 
disruptions to other areas of responsibility, such as caregiving and work schedules. Furthermore, a lack of 
coordination across courses within a given program can lead to an unmanageable workload.

There are a number of ways to use active learning strategies to redesign lesson plans in a way that 
addresses disengagement in synchronous and asynchronous learning environments.11 

• Self-pacing: Programs that offer self-paced learning enable students to move quickly through 
concepts with which they are already familiar, leaving them to focus on content that is truly new 
to them, thus increasing the likelihood of higher engagement. Including a range of options for 
students to self pace —from captioned video recordings to a manageable number of readings—can 
support better inclusion and empower students to approach asynchronous learning in a way that 
works best for them.

• Discussion prompts & polls: Professors can provide discussion prompts at key points in a lecture 
or lesson for students to respond to in small groups. Polling questions at strategic points during the 
lesson can foster greater engagement with lesson content as well as provide a quick litmus test for 
attention and grasp of concepts presented, enabling faculty to make quick adjustments when and 
where appropriate.

• Group projects: Opportunities to engage in group projects helps students connect with peers and 
apply learned concepts— a strong way to break the read/repeat/forget cycle. Programs that can 
incorporate Project-Based Learning (PBL) are particularly effective not only at fostering strong 
engagement, but in improved student outcomes— particularly for adult learners.12 

• Real-world, performance-based assessments: When learners are engaged in solving a real 
problem or challenge that exists in their lives or in the world around them, and it requires unique 
responses and thinking, teaching and learning strategies can be centered to focus on how to 
engage learners in a meaningful way that helps them make progress and do well in solving the 
real-world problem put in front of them.

11 Louisiana State University assembled this guide to active learning strategies, segmented by learning environment type.
12 Johannes Strobel and Angela van Barneveld, When is PBL More Effective? A Meta-synthesis of Meta-analyses Comparing PBL to Conventional Classrooms, 
Interdisciplinary Journal of Problem-Based Learning, March 24, 2009. Strobel and van Barneveld found that project-based learning is more effective in building 
competencies and long-term retention, in addition to higher student satisfaction than traditional classroom learning

of working adult students report 
difficulty with format as their 
top challenge in persisting.

15%

Source: Guild survey data

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/15ZtTu2pmQRU_eC3gMccVhVwDR57PDs4uxlMB7Bs1os8/edit
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/ijpbl/vol3/iss1/4/
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Attention renewal strategies, such as sharing the high-level structure and goals of each lesson, can help 
level-set student expectations13 and bring student attention to where in the lesson they are, along with 
an awareness of what is to come. Sharing goals prior to a lecture can also help students see a clearer 
connection between the ideas presented to them. Modeling the skills and competencies that students 
are expected to gain, then walking students through them as a group before asking students to take on 
a task individually as in the “I do, we do, you do” strategy14 can help ease students into new concepts 
through a clear grasp of the theory while building confidence in demonstrating a given competency.

Evaluating and measuring success throughout the learner journey is critical. What goes on in an online 
learning environment is not divorced from the student experience on the whole. Institutions should 
therefore take a holistic approach to evaluating student performance and experience. 

Increase Faculty Access to Resources & Training

Students aren’t alone in their Zoom fatigue. Professor of Behavioral Sciences at the University of Chicago 
Booth School of Business George Wu points out that faculty often juggle similar responsibilities as 
working adult students, which can result in obstacles to improving delivery: “The modal university 
professor is teaching multiple classes, researching, has kids suddenly home; they do not have the 
capacity to innovate.”

Yet the onus to innovate seems to be placed squarely on faculty. Many institutions focused on triage 
during the emergency changeover from analog to digital, with pressing concerns around student welfare 
understandably at the top of a long list of challenges to address. In this moment of triage, the online 
learning experience was not designed with a new platform and new learning experience in mind. Since 
then, pressure has increased for faculty to figure out the best way to deliver their own courses online.

Institutions can alleviate pressure on overtaxed faculty through providing templates, platform 
recommendations, and engagement strategies that support better learner experiences and outcomes.  
For example, in interviews with current working adult students, Guild has found that some have 
to navigate a number of resources and sites to find course materials. Institutions that take on the 
administrative burden of creating a consistent UX for students by aggregating resources into the 
same place can alleviate pressure on faculty and create a teaching experience that is better optimized 
for an online environment.

While all faculty shouldn’t be expected to become online-learning design experts, demand for online 
learning will not disappear post-pandemic. Pairing instructional designers who have online teaching and 
learning expertise with faculty content matter experts can drive greater levels of comfort in teaching 
through this medium and, by extension, better student outcomes. Some institutions are incentivizing 
faculty to obtain online teaching training by tying raises to continued professional development.15 Some 

13 James M. Lang, Distracted Minds: The Role of Tempo in Good Teaching, The Chronicle of Higher Education, November 16, 2020. 
14 ACUE, Why is College Teaching So Hit or Miss and What Can We Do About It?, November 11, 2020. Aimee Eubanks Davis discusses the model and its 
application in the embedded video at 19:22.
15 Higher Ed Dive, Did colleges’ quick move online ready faculty for a long-term shift?, October 20, 2020.

https://www.guildeducation.com/learning-solutions/
https://resource.guildeducation.com/thanks/learner-experience-design/
https://community.acue.org/blog/why-is-college-teaching-so-hit-or-miss/
https://community.acue.org/blog/why-is-college-teaching-so-hit-or-miss/
https://www.highereddive.com/news/colleges-turned-training-for-online-instruction-into-overdrive-can-it-last/586833/
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institutions have also begun to  offer mentorship opportunities, like the University of Denver, which 
created a mentorship model in which faculty who had experience teaching online were paired with more 
junior faculty members to help them adjust to online teaching. 

Student Supports
The shift to online learning was not the only major shock to the collegiate learning experience. Working 
adult learners encountered numerous new challenges en masse that range from the day-to-day such as 
caregiving and changes in work hours, to larger questions around job prospects and employability in an 
economically turbulent time. The upshot is this: design and delivery are two pieces of the puzzle when it 
comes to effective online learning. With additional demands on their time both due to the pandemic and 
as working adults, employed students need access to additional resources that are dedicated not only to 
academic success, but student well-being. 

SUPPORTING STUDENTS IN AN ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

Make face-to-face resources accessible online

Any resource that students can typically access on campus should also be accessible online, including 
writing support, library resources, and career services. Similar to synchronous and asynchronous learning 
options, these resources should be available in a variety of formats and contexts, from downloadable 
guides and videos to face-to-face appointments. Conducting an audit of resources available should 
include a pulse check on additional resources students may need to address some of the adverse 
psychological effects caused by the pandemic, such as time management support.16 

One of the most critical services institutions can provide to students who enrolled in in-person programs 
and subsequently had to switch to online is training in how to learn online. Working adult learners 
represent a broad spectrum of backgrounds and educational experiences, and students demonstrate 
extreme differences in confidence and fluency in navigating a learning platform. Students should 
feel confident in their ability to navigate the learning platform and its functions. When students lack 

16 Guild data. Guild’s Covid-19 survey data indicates that half of working adult students currently struggle with focus as a result of the pandemic. On average, 
students mentioned time-related challenges 5.4 times per interview.

Humanize the online 
learning experience

Make face-to-face 
resources accessible 

online

Provide student 
mental health 

support

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
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confidence, outcomes suffer. For example, in a one-on-one coaching session between a Guild coach and 
a working adult student, the coach noticed that the student was consistently submitting assignments 
late, only to find out that the student would wait for her children to be finished with school so they 
could show her how to submit assignments. She was afraid of making a mistake while trying to submit 
her work. Providing synchronous walk-throughs that enable students to ask questions in real time, as 
well as written guides and how-to videos will help empower students to take full advantage of learning 
platforms. 

No online resource has value if students don’t know how to find it. Working adult learners are more 
likely to suffer from time poverty and may not have the additional bandwidth necessary to cull through 
websites and student portals to find the support they need. Communicating the availability of resources 
across a number of channels and centralizing as much as possible where resources are located is 
therefore critical. Offering an online orientation class to show new and new-to-online-learning students 
where to access resources, how to use them, and opportunities to hear the advice and experience of 
other students who are already learning online can help position students for success from day one.

Provide mental health support for students & faculty

Stress, anxiety, and loneliness can negatively impact concentration and inhibit learning. At a time 
when uncertainty and stress pervade daily life for current and prospective working adult students, it is 
especially important that institutions provide access to resources to help students cope and improve 
their mental health. This crisis is not lost on most higher education leaders: 70% of college presidents 
identified student mental health as one of their most pressing concerns (and 60% identified faculty 
mental health).17 

WHAT  IS YOUR BIGGEST WORRY RIGHT NOW?

 Source: Guild Education survey data.18

17 American Council on Education, College and University Presidents Respond to Covid-19: 2020 Fall Term Survey, Part II, December 10, 2020.
18 Guild data. The words in the center box came up 25+ times in interviews and surveys of current working adult students.

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://www.acenet.edu/Research-Insights/Pages/Senior-Leaders/College-and-University-Presidents-Respond-to-COVID-19-2020-Fall-Term-Part-Two.aspx?_cldee=ZGFyY3kubW9uYWdoYW5AZ3VpbGRlZHVjYXRpb24uY29t&recipientid=contact-2d46351fb817eb118131005056866fb1-282903e4a1c84906bde174f8f064d52b&utm_source=ClickDimensions&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Digest&esid=73fb1418-ba38-eb11-8133-005056866fb1
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Students may be open to discussing struggles with mental health, but may not always be comfortable 
with going to a professor for help.19 Providing an online center with information and resources offered 
by the institution as well as additional external resources accessible can enable students to seek out the 
pathways that are right for them. Resources commonly available from institutions that serve working 
adult learners include: counseling and mental health services, social services, insurance help, caregiving 
resources, group forums where students can communicate with peers who share similar experiences, as 
well as guides and infographics to support self care, coping, and understanding anxiety and depression. 

Communication is key in normalizing mental health as a priority for all students. Administrators 
across the institution must ensure that students are made aware of these resources through a variety 
channels and access points, such as email updates, student handbooks, and social media posts, as well 
as reminders to faculty to regularly communicate to students that resources are available and where they 
can be accessed. The ability to access resources outside of normal working hours is critical for working 
adult students who require support.

Additionally, institutions that check in with students at a regular cadence through short surveys will be 
better positioned to understand challenges, recognize patterns, and address them at an institutional level. 

Humanize the online learning experience 

Connection and discourse are hallmarks of the face-to-face learning experience, but they shouldn’t 
be limited to in-person programs. In fact, Coursera found that students who participate in online 
conversations are 25% more likely to complete their course than students who do not.20 Humanizing 
online learning is central to a positive learner experience and student outcomes. It enables students to 
engage, network, and learn with their peers, strengthens critical durable skills gained through working in 
groups, and fosters a sense of belonging.   

Just as faculty hired to provide in-person instruction are not automatically experts in online learning, 
fostering a sense of community and belonging for students in an online environment may be equally 
unintuitive. Institutions can help faculty through providing resources that enable open synchronous and 
asynchronous discourse among students and also with professors. These interactions can include small 
group lunches or coffee hours to create a casual forum for students to share concerns and experiences 
and engage in open discussion. 

“My college courses started right before the beginning of the whole pandemic 
situation. Working from home has been really difficult for me simply because I 
live alone on a street where I’m the only house and the mental loneliness and the 
physical loneliness has really been a struggle for me.”

-ACTIVE WORKING ADULT STUDENT

Pandemic life has limited or entirely thwarted many of the day-to-day interactions that contribute 

19 The Chronicle of Higher Education, “Teaching,” December 3, 2020.
20 Coursera, “The Drivers of Equality in Online Learning,” 2020.

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/teaching/2020-12-03?cid2=gen_login_refresh&cid=gen_sign_in&cid2=gen_login_refresh
https://pages.coursera-for-business.org/rs/748-MIV-116/images/c4c-Coursera_DriversOfQuality_Book_MCR-1126-V4-lr.pdf
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toward a sense of community. Gatherings, classroom 
discussions, and shared experiences have all changed 
drastically, leaving many students to contend with 
feelings of isolation. Helping students recreate some 
of the connection and spontaneous learning that can 
occur in an on-campus environment outside of class 
can support better learning outcomes and students’ 
sense of community. It also presents an opportunity for 
greater inclusivity and for students to bring their whole 
identities into their learning experience. Guild’s student 
Facebook groups, for example, are forums for students 
to support each other as working adults facing similar 
challenges in which students congratulate each other 
on test scores, commiserate when challenges arise, and 
share study tips and course recommendations. 

Finally, instituting systems to obtain feedback from 
students about their experiences can support the 
development of better resources across the board, 
and can inform internal conversations among 
administrators and faculty around future planning  
as well as continuous improvement. 

Conclusion
Online learning is not only here to stay, it is likely to increase in scale and adoption in the coming years. 
A recent report from McKinsey Global Institute forecasts “updating knowledge and learning” to be 82-
91% online after the pandemic.21 Strada’s latest COVID-19 Work and Education Survey shows that six 
in 10 Americans now prefer either an online or hybrid option even if COVID-19 weren’t a threat. The 
shift to online learning has the potential to create a new or increased revenue stream for all institutions, 
provided the challenges that have come to light through this mass transition online are addressed to 
drive success for working adult learners in the long term. The pandemic has brought to light the time and 
tech constraints and emotional and psychological barriers that working adults face. This clarity can help 
institutions committed to adult learners build sustainable online learning programs with agile supports 
and resources needed to help students achieve success.

21 McKinsey& Company, What’s next for remote work: An analysis of 2,000 tasks, 800 jobs, and nine countries, November 23, 2020.

“It’s easier to remember that these 
comments are coming from a 
person who lived them as opposed 
to, you know, when we’re just firing 
off comments online and easier to 
understand the intersections of how 
different forms of privilege work and 
different forms of discrimination 
overlap. So in that respect, the 
online aspect hurt.” -Guild student 
and transportation worker Lisa on 
the importance of maintaining an 
institutional understanding of how 
the experience of online learning 
can vary drastically from student to 

student.
-ACTIVE GUILD STUDENT AND TRANSPORTATION 
WORKER ON THE IMPORTANCE OF MAINTAINING 
AN INSTITUTIONAL UNDERSTANDING OF HOW 
THE EXPERIENCE OF ONLINE LEARNING CAN VARY 
DRASTICALLY FROM STUDENT TO STUDENT.

https://www.guildeducation.com/university-partners/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries?cid=other-eml-nsl-mip-mck&hlkid=8c18b490d5374ed2b500e7c0b4ce3505&hctky=11165265&hdpid=63741dff-44a3-42e2-a276-653ee3b3bcf7
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