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M ore nontraditional learners could be 
heading to U.S. colleges: An estimated 88 

million working adults1 need upskilling to unlock 
opportunity and achieve both economic and 
career mobility. And their employers are looking 
to higher education institutions to provide the 
training needed to do so. Many of these companies 
work directly with these institutions to develop 
training tailored to their workforce needs — and in 
many cases, they’re even footing the bill through 
education benefit programs.

There are several benefits for employers: Helping 
workers learn new skills on the job stands to 
improve retention, attract new hires in a competitive 
market, and build pathways to greater economic 
mobility within their ranks.

But it’s no secret that four-year colleges and 
universities aren’t always well-suited to the needs 
of nontraditional students, and as a result, they  
can miss the mark in helping these learners 
accomplish their goals. This segment of students 
often balances work and family alongside school, 
and so they tend to require more flexibility from 
their institutions and different support structures.

Although serving these students may require 
adapting internal processes and evolving existing 
practices, colleges shouldn’t overlook them. “Adult 
learners often have deep clarity about why they’re in 
school,” said Michael Horn, senior strategist at Guild 
Education, which links employers with education 
and upskilling opportunities for their employees. 

“They have some real-world experience that gives 
them a deeper sense of what skills are valuable and 
what further competencies would be relevant.”

To learn how colleges and universities that aspire 
to better serve this segment can improve their 
offerings, Guild Education and studioID surveyed 
233 higher education administrators who are 
director level and up about how their school 
supports working adult learners.

Respondents understand the importance of 
developing offerings specifically for working 
adults. But many say their institution falls short in 
delivering them, with nearly half of respondents 
reporting their school is only “somewhat effective” 
at supporting working adult learners. We identified 
three key areas higher education institutions can 
improve now to bolster these students’ chances 
for long-term success, and we expand on them 
in this report: financial aid, wraparound supports 
and career guidance.

The good news is that many colleges and 
universities are already taking steps to make these 
types of offerings permanent. “It’s been slow to 
move from primarily supporting traditional learners 
to really focusing on the needs of the adult learner, 
but I think higher education is definitely getting 
better at it,” said Lisa L. Templeton, associate 
provost for Oregon State University’s Ecampus, a 
Guild learning partner whose institution has been 
serving working adult learners for more than 150 
years. “I have noticed a surge in focus, energy and 
resources now being applied to this effort.”
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working adults1 need upskilling  
to meet future job expectations.
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Who is a “working adult learner”?
 
Although most college students are 18 years 
or older, the label of “adult learner” generally 
applies to those over the age of 25. One in three 
undergraduate students is in this age group, 
sometimes referred to as nontraditional students. 
Three-quarters of these students work while in 
school, with nearly half doing so full time.2 These 
working adult learners often have a need for more

targeted wraparound services and more flexibility  
in how they pursue postsecondary education. 

Colleges have room for improvement when it comes to better supporting the success of working adult learners.
 
Slightly more than half of the survey respondents said their institution had implemented ample online/flexible course offerings for 
working adult learners. Other types of targeted programming and services, such as course credit via prior learning assessment, 
stackable credentials and child care, were offered by smaller shares of respondents’ schools. In all, responses indicated their 
institutions had room to improve how they supported the academic success of their working adult students.

Providing ample online/flexible course offerings

Assigning each student to an advisor or faculty mentor

Connecting course learning to career outcomes

Offering accelerated course, degree or certificate programs

Offering course credit through prior learning assessment

Presenting flexible admissions policies to increase access

Encouraging faculty to make their courses, assignments or assessments more flexible

Providing courses designed specifically for working adult learners

Supplying time management advice or tools

Facilitating connections to peers, the community and other cohorts

Offering stackable credentials

Providing access to critical services like childcare, wellness, and coaching

Other

We do not have any initiatives to support the academic success of working adult learners

Not Sure

Share of respondents who said their institution has implemented the initiative
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57%

51%

45%

39%

36%

36%

36%

35%

32%

31%

23%

11%

4%

3%

3%

4

undergraduate students  
is over the age of 25
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Seven in 10 working adult learners say cost is the 
biggest obstacle to pursuing additional education.3  
Those concerns often aren’t limited to tuition. 
Working adult learners face a wide variety of 
financial priorities and pressures. Those may include 
paying for housing, transportation, food, child 
care and other costs of supporting a household, in 
addition to tuition, books and course fees.

This underscores the importance of tuition support. 
Many employers are beginning to offer education 
benefits as a way to attract and retain talent while 
addressing their skills gaps, making education 
more equitably accessible to millions of American 
workers. For example, 97% of Guild students whose 
employers offer tuition assistance (meaning their 
employer pays for tuition directly instead of through 
reimbursement) graduate debt-free. This comes as 
student loan debt continues to soar. The national 
student loan debt balance more than doubled 
since 2010 to reach $1.7 trillion in 2020.4 Federal 
student loan debt now averages more than $36,000 
per borrower and private student loan debt now 
averages more than $54,000 per borrower.5 

However, survey respondents say their institutions 
have largely not implemented corresponding 
financial relief programs. Only one financial 
support initiative — scholarships or grants 
targeting working adult learners — has been 
implemented at more than half of respondents’ 
institutions. Nearly one-third of respondents  
whose school does not offer that aid measure said 
that doing so would be valuable for their working 
adult learners.

Partnerships with employers offering education 
benefits is the third most common form of 
assistance offered by survey respondents’ 
institutions. These programs are typically 
structured to enable the participant to gain new 
skills while remaining with their employer. That 
employer sometimes makes a financial contribution 
to offset the cost of attendance.

More than 80% of respondents endorsed the idea 
of partnering with employers that offer education 
benefits, either by saying their college already 
has such relationships or that doing so would be 
valuable for working adult learners.

Guild aims to do just that, Horn said. “Our role is  
to go beyond the tuition-reimbursement model 
and to say, ‘How do we provide the financing 
upfront so the student doesn’t go into debt?’” 
he said. To that end, Guild helps by facilitating 
payments and then working with employers to 
create better, more equitable education benefit 
policies that can support all employees.  

Challenge 1

Financial supports designed for 
working adult learners have not 
been broadly implemented

5

working adult learners say  
cost is the biggest obstacle to 
pursuing additional education3

7 in 10
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Emergency financial aid is offered to working 
adult students by just under half (46%) of 
respondents’ institutions. Emergency grants are 
typically offered as a stopgap measure to help 
students stay enrolled, such as tuition coverage 
after a period of unemployment or to repair a 
car needed to attend classes. Templeton noted 
that Oregon State provided emergency grants to 
working adult learners. However, she cautioned 
that efforts to make the institution more financially 
accessible should not stop there. She suggested 
that institutions wishing to expand their financial 
assistance for working adult learners begin by 
looking at the data on how many of these students 
have high financial need and comparing it with 
the percentage of scholarships and grants they 
receive. Targeted assistance — such as special 
scholarships for part-time students, hardship grants 
and completion grants — can provide the financial 
support this cohort requires.

Additionally, while aid such as transportation  
and child care subsidies and emergency food 
assistance were less common among survey 
respondents, research shows they stand to benefit 
student retention when made available.6,7

Everyone has a role to play in advocating for 
interventions that drive down costs so learners don’t 
emerge in serious debt once they’ve completed 
a credential, said Joshua Kim, director of online 
programs and strategy at Dartmouth College and a 
senior fellow for academic transformation, learning 
and design at the Center for New Designs in 
Learning and Scholarship at Georgetown University. 
He continued: “If we can find ways to provide 
meaningful programs without putting working 
professionals in debt, that’s the most impactful 
assistance we could possibly give them.”

Lack of structural supports is a gap in institutions’ support for working adult learners.
 
Respondents see an opportunity for their school to offer child care and transportation subsidies for working adult learners, though 
relatively few say their schools have implemented those programs. Employer partnerships for education benefits were among the 
most popular forms of aid for this group and ranked second for value among respondents whose school didn’t offer them.

Implemented

Initiative type

Providing 
transportation 

subsidies

Providing childcare 
subsidies

52%
44% 46%

14% 13%

35%

31% 39%
26%

35%
46% 20%

Offering 
scholarships or 
grants targeting 
working adults

Providing 
partnerships with 
employers offering 
education benefits

Offering emergency 
financial aid

Providing emergency 
food assistance
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Not all respondents felt their schools’ financial  
aid for working adult students was lacking. 

“The college is very aware that working adults  
are a large part of our student population and  
has resources in place to assist these students, 
including child care assistance, offering classes  
at times that would be convenient to working 
adults, offering classes in different formats, and 
providing scholarship funding to assist working 
adults with tuition and fees.”
— Senior leader in higher ed

Not implemented, but think it would be valuable



Colleges and universities seeking to better serve 
working adult learners have long focused on the 
digital realm, making programs available in more 
places and formats so these students can fit their 
coursework around the demands of work and family 
life. Less often, however, are institutions thinking 
about how they can use nonacademic supports 
to meet students where they are and help them 
outside of the classroom.

Tailoring coaching and advising to the unique  
needs of working adult learners is a key way to 
provide that support. This means training advisors 
to understand the unique stressors working adult 
learners experience and how demands on their  
time are different from what many traditional  
students experience. The modality these services  

are offered in is another opportunity to better  
reach working adult students. This includes  
making support available outside core business 
hours and even virtually. 

Coaches and advisors who understand working 
adult learners’ circumstances are also better-
equipped to connect them with campus 
resources that can help them succeed in an 
online environment, from writing center access 
to opportunities for peer connection. Identifying 
the need for additional support for these students 
should be based on a consideration of the unique 
barriers that may stand in the way of their success — 
for example, extending the hours that coaching and 
advising are available to accommodate students’ 
work and caregiving schedules.

Challenge 2

Institutions fall short when it comes 
to providing wraparound supports to 
ensure student success

7

Support type 

Very or extremely effective at serving working adult learners
Somewhat or not too effective at serving working adult learners

36% 37%
26%

33%
44%

55% 49%

32%
49%

62%

Providing ample 
online/flexible 

course offerings

Connecting course 
learning to career 

outcomes

Identifying the right 
student supports to 

build online

Getting faculty to 
make their courses, 

assignments or 
assessments more 

flexible

Providing access to 
critical services like 
childcare, wellness, 

and coaching

Sh
ar

e 
of

 re
sp

on
de

nt
s 

w
ho

 s
ai

d 
of

fe
rin

g 
 

ea
ch

 s
up

po
rt

 w
as

 a
 c

ha
lle

ng
e 

fo
r t

he
ir 

H
EI

Serving working adult learners well requires getting the supports right. 

Respondents who said their institution faced challenges in providing specific supports to working adult learners were more likely  
to say their institution was minimally or not effective at serving this group. These supports include ample online/flexible course 
offerings, flexible assignments and nonacademic services, such as child care.

Source: Guild/studioID survey



While nearly six in 10 survey respondents said 
their institution provided ample online/flexible 
course offerings as a way to help working  
adult learners, just one in 10 said they had 
wraparound supports such as child care, 
coaching and wellness services available.  
Yet the latter offerings stand to significantly  
affect working adult learners’ academic outcomes.

For instance, among undergraduates alone, more 
than one in five students is a parent.8 These 
students tend to experience stressors that put them 
at higher risk for mental health issues more often 
than their classmates without kids, according to 
a recent report from The Aspen Institute and The 
Jed Foundation.9 That includes feelings of social 
isolation and a disconnection from campus, which 
can affect retention as student parents consider 

dropping out of school at higher rates than 
nonparents, the organizations found. 

Tailoring programs to the needs of student parents 
is a critical way schools can make their courses 
accessible to this cohort. That can include providing 
course content in online, asynchronous formats  
so student parents can complete their education  
at their own pace. Flexible due dates are another 
way colleges can enable these students to 
make time for classes around their caregiving 
responsibilities. As child care costs climb,10,11 
institutions may also consider offering child care  
on campus or financial assistance. While just 13% 
of survey respondents said their school offered child 
care subsidies, nearly half of respondents who said 
their school didn’t offer such aid believed doing so 
would be valuable for working adult learners.

How respondents rated their effectiveness at serving working adult learners

Not effective 
at all
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There appears to be an unconscious correlation between the number of academic success initiatives institutions  
have implemented and the overall ability to serve working adult learners.  

When asked to rate the effectiveness of their institution’s current system for supporting working adult learners, two-thirds of survey 
respondents said their institutions were somewhat effective (49%), not too effective (14%) or not effective at all (4%). And, the more 
academic-success initiatives respondents said their school offered (denoted on the y-axis below) for working adult learners, the more likely 
they were to say their school served this group of students effectively (scores shown on the x-axis). However, using academic success 
supports alone as the litmus test for high efficacy in serving working adult learners overlooks critical needs this student group has.

 
There is a correlation between the total number of academic success initiatives a survey respondent selected and their perceived 
ability to effectively serve working adult learners. The trend line follows this direct correlation: As the number of initiatives selected 
increases (along the y-axis), so does average effectiveness ranking (x-axis).  
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“About 30% of our student population is caring for 
somebody else on top of working, on top of
taking classes online,” Oregon State’s Templeton  
said. “You can learn a great deal by talking to 
your students to understand what their needs are, 
and then having an online education unit or adult 
continuing education unit take that data and work 
with campus partners to say: ‘This is what our 
students need. How can we develop this?’”

The accessibility of mental health services is 
another consideration for colleges looking to 
better serve working adult learners’ nonacademic 
needs. Training mental health care providers to 
understand that working adult learners often have 

different responsibilities, stressors and lifestyles 
than traditional students can go a long way toward 
ensuring these students get the care they need. 

Modality is also a consideration. While 64% of 
survey respondents said their school offered  
on-campus counseling services to this group, just 
31% provided teletherapy. However, most working 
adult learners do not live on campus, and many 
work at least part time.12 That means they need 
campus resources to be available away from campus 
and at all times of the day. 

Many campus-based institutions are newly 
equipped to meet this need after the pandemic 
pushed them to take offerings such as mental  
health care and counseling services online.13 As 
schools formalize hybrid support services, it’s  
critical they seek to understand the needs of their 
working adult learners and use that feedback to 
shape their offerings. This applies to the range of 
wraparound services colleges offer. Institutions 
should make resources easy for working adult 
learners to find and drive awareness of them  
by educating administrators and faculty as well  
as thoughtfully and strategically reminding  
students they exist.

of respondents said their school 
offered child care subsidies. 
Nearly half of respondents  
who said their school didn’t  
offer such aid believed doing so  
would be valuable for working 
adult learners.

13%

When it comes to 
providing support 
services for working 
adult learners such as 
child care, wellness 
and coaching …

of respondents are 
already doing so.

say providing this type of 
offering is a challenge to 
supporting this cohort.

of those who don’t 
have such initiatives in 
place think they could 
be valuable for working 
adult learners.

11% 56% 39%
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“Although we offer many support services, the majority are only offered from 
8:30 to 5:00, Monday through Friday. Our working adult learners could benefit 
from services being offered in the evening and on weekends.”
— Senior leader in higher ed

“My institution talks about supporting adult learners (especially those with 
families and full-time jobs), but it is talk, not action. They offer very few 
evening classes and NO weekend classes. The recommendations they give for 
deadlines are out of reach for those who work — i.e., assignment deadlines at 
2:00 p.m. on a Friday, registration windows that close at 4:30, etc.”
— Senior leader in higher ed

“Most of our students are holding down full-time jobs and have families. We 
try to offer them what we think they need but feel we may be missing the mark 
on what they really need to be able to complete a degree while ‘life happens’.”
— Senior leader in higher ed

Some survey respondents noted that limitations in  
their offerings could hurt working adult learners.

10



Working adult students often think about  
educational attainment in terms of long-term  
career advancement, not just the next promotion. 
These students seek to refine the transferable  
skills they already have and then develop  
new competencies that will make them  
competitive for careers that can improve their 
socioeconomic position and align with their 
 interests and values. However, survey  
respondents revealed a particularly striking 
dissonance when it comes to the career support  
institutions offer. 

Career support was the only category in the  
survey where every initiative was offered by fewer 
than half of respondents’ colleges and universities. 
Online career resources targeting nontraditional 
students (43%) had the highest implementation  
rate among career supports. Despite acknowledging  
that career supports would be beneficial to  
working adult learners, nearly one-third of 
respondents reported that their school either has  
no initiatives (16%) to support the career success  
of working adult learners or were not sure (14%)  
if any existed.

Challenge 3

Institutions are not helping  
working adult students connect with 
careers to the extent they could

Colleges lack career services options tailored to working adult learners.

Fewer than half of respondents said their institution offered career support designed for the needs of nontraditional students. 
Personalized or customizable options are even more limited.

Offering online career resources targeting nontraditional students

Share of respondents whose school has implemented the initiative.
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Providing on-campus career center services targeting nontraditional students

Assigning each student to a career advisor

Creating personalized or customizable career services

Allowing access to earn and learn experiences

43%

32%

30%

28%

26%

Source: Guild/studioID survey
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A higher education experience that doesn’t  
help working adult students achieve better 
alignment with their career goals isn’t serving  
them. This doesn’t mean that programs should  
take a purely utilitarian approach to connect 
curriculum with careers. Rather, they should 
increase their focus on providing working adult 
learners with opportunities for personal growth  
that help them see where their interests and 
career goals align. A prime example of this is 
embedding career-ready skills into each course.  
A purposeful approach to career-ready skills  
means transparent communication of the skills 
students can expect to gain, and can include 
everything from durable skills, such as critical 
thinking, to more industry-specific skills, such  
as project management in a consulting context.

 
“Advancing your career is a major motivator  
for returning to school, and the vast majority of  
our students say they need more education to 
achieve their professional goals,” said Lisa  
McIntyre-Hite, vice president of learning  
innovation at Guild. 

More institutions that serve working adult  
learners are keeping that in mind. Oregon State’s 
academic colleges have begun to more closely 
integrate career competencies with targeted 
program outcomes, Templeton said. “We have a 
number of colleges that have developed special 
curriculums that are required for all their students — 
whether they’re campus-based or online students — 
that focus on career and professional growth.”

Career guidance, coaching and mentoring must 
be integral to the design and delivery of academic 
programs, rather than offered ad hoc by another 
department or office, Kim said. The programs 
should play to their strengths, rather than correct 
weaknesses. This means navigating the career  
path must be made central to a college’s 
educational mission. “We’re designing these 
programs not because we want to get all this 
content across, but because we explicitly want to 
reach adult learners with complicated lives, who 
don’t have excess time and may not have the 
resources to figure out their options in the labor 
market,” Kim said. 

Survey respondents indicated their institution 
could better integrate career services for  
working adult learners.
 
“The institution can do better by incorporating 
career coaching and skills assessment as well as 
helping learners understand the job market and 
economic landscape. Additionally, it would be 
helpful to engage learners’ current employers  
as well as future employment opportunities.”
— Senior leader in higher ed

12



Working adult learners prioritize flexibility, and 
remote learning has been a boon to their erratic 
schedules, Kim said. He predicts online classes are 
the way of the future. “It’s just the reality now that 
people are not going to quit their jobs to return 
to school. They are going to require educational 
opportunities online.”

Still, fewer than 60% of survey respondents said 
their institution provided ample online/flexible 
course offerings. And many of those schools may 
be overstating their efforts to make coursework and 
institutional supports available in a way that serves 
these nontraditional students. Although colleges 
are increasingly making distance education part 
of their offerings, doing it well requires more than 
simply providing video lectures through the learning 
management system. 

Four in 10 respondents identified getting faculty to 
make their courses, assignments or assessments 
more flexible as a challenge for their institution’s 
ability to support working adult students. A similar 
share said the same about determining the right 
student supports to build online.

Designing for the needs of working adult learners 
may be new territory for many faculty members. 
Managing this change responsibly means taking the 
time necessary to align on the importance of serving 
a large student group with unique needs. Some 
institutions have brought in online instructional 
design specialists, offered incentives for professors 
to design courses to fit better into an online context, 
and provided professional development to support 
faculty who may be new to teaching online.  

Besides making their coursework and support 
services more flexible and accessible, institutions 
can also benefit from rethinking the format of 
traditional degree and credential offerings. For 
instance, a bachelor’s degree takes at least a few 
years to complete, and in the meantime, students 
don’t have anything against which to measure and 
showcase their learning for current or prospective 
employers.

In response, some institutions incorporate stackable 
credentials into their offerings. These break down  
the components of a postsecondary certificate or 
degree into smaller awards earned sequentially 
that learners can use in the labor market to get a 
job or advance in their current position. Stackable 
credentials are typically created to support in-
demand jobs, requiring employers and colleges to 
work together to ensure skills required in the field  
are mapped into the curriculum. 

Looking ahead

Designing programs that work  
for working adult learners
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That’s critical, said McIntyre-Hite, who encourages 
institutions to think from the perspective of a 
working adult learner. For example, she said, “if I 
take this short-form certificate in data analytics, 
it can count for maybe 12 credit hours toward a 
college degree, but also, what next job might I get, 
because I did that?”

“It requires not just higher ed creating stackable 
models,” McIntyre-Hite said, “but it requires 
partnership to think about internal mobility with the 
employer and how these new, innovative, flexible 
programs … can actually lead to a both/and world, 
where a student doesn’t have to wait four years to 
get that next job, but they can still work on a degree 
because that degree is still the proxy for economic 
mobility. It’s really key to be able to bring those two 
pieces together in terms of career connection and 
career support.”

Equally important is that the programs are 
structured to accommodate working adult learners’ 
nonacademic and financial needs. Often, that 

means offering them online and in a self-paced 
format, with wraparound supports such as coaching, 
technology help and financial aid that enable  
these students to get the most out of their 
experience with the institution. Programs such as 
the University of Massachusetts Global’s MyPath 
and Louisiana State University Online’s MicroCred® 
programs, both Guild partners, let learners take  
on the precise amount of education they need, at 
their own pace, and add new courses when doing 
so makes the most sense for their schedules  
and budgets.

Oregon State recently launched a micro-credential 
program using existing online classes that the 
university feels meet the needs of working adult 
students. It will include wraparound supports  
that can help set the student on a pathway within 
the institution. “You would come to this as a 
nondegree student,” Templeton said, “but if you 
liked it and you want more, you could apply to  
the university and … stack [the earned credits] into  
a degree.”

Initiative type

Academic success

Share of initiatives implemented Improvement opportunity

Career
success

Financial or  
economic concerns

Mental and  
emotional wellness

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%Sh
ar

e 
of

 in
iti

at
iv

es
 im

pl
em

en
te

d

32% 34%
44%

High-value areas to help unlock opportunity for working adult learners. 

One-third of respondents ranked their institution’s current support system for working adult learners as “very” or “extremely” effective. 
Yet overall, schools have only implemented about one-third of academic, career and financial support initiatives designed for the needs 
of working adult students. Mental health supports had slightly higher uptake but were implemented at fewer than half of schools. This 
underscores where colleges have room to expand their supports to better unlock opportunity for working adult learners.

Source: Guild/studioID survey
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Whether your school is just starting to consider how to better support the 
whole adult learner or has been expanding supports and services for some  
time, devoting resources to these improvements is sure to pay off. But  
keeping in mind working adult learners’ unique needs and tailoring solutions  
to them are critical. 

Is your institution optimized  
for working adult learners?

15

“If schools can start to deepen their understanding of all the supports needed to help students make 
progress, the benefit would be far deeper engagement with these students, far deeper loyalty from  
them and a lot more success for many of them.”

— Michael Horn, Senior strategist at Guild Education
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