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SUMMARY

H

igher education officials and
policy-makers are rightly
concerned about the growing
number of adult students
who leave postsecondary education
without earning a degree. Unfortunately,
little has been done to improve the
success rates of adult students, in part
because so little reliable information
exists about why these students fail to
persist and graduate.
This paper — a follow-up to a larger
study titled Learning in the Fast Lane:
Adult Learners’ Persistence and Success in
Accelerated College Programs
(Wlodkowski, Mauldin and Gahn, 2001)
— is one attempt to provide such information. Though it involves students on

only two campuses — one accelerated
(Regis University in Denver) and one
traditional (University of Missouri at
Kansas City) — this study identifies
several factors that influence adult
students to leave college and points to
some general recommendations for the
institutions that serve such students.
In general, this study shows that
adult students often leave college because they lack sufficient time or money
to persist and succeed. To improve
adults’ persistence rates, the study’s
authors recommend increased financial
aid and more services geared to adults’
needs: more weekend courses, more and
better advising, and improved student
interaction with faculty and peers.

EARLY EXIT: UNDERSTANDING ADULT ATTRITION IN
ACCELERATED AND TRADITIONAL POSTSECONDARY PROGRAMS
Background

O

ur understanding of adults
leaving college is, at best,
improvised — a combination
of myth, common sense, recent experience and various research models. For
adults, the term “dropout” is a misleading
label. As the following research will
show, adults do leave colleges, but their
departures may be temporary, necessary
for advancement in their job, or part of a
process of personal development where

another college or program is more
desirable. Other reasons, such as insufficient income and lack of time due to
family and work responsibilities, play a
larger role in why adults leave higher
education. Nonetheless, they do not plan
to “drop out” permanently, but are
instead drawn to the realities of their full
lives, often meeting new challenges or
making do with limited resources.
As educators, we need to be concerned about adults leaving college. As
of 1999, the median family income of a

high school graduate was $42,995
whereas the median family income of a
college graduate was $76,059
(Mortenson, 2001). In 10 years, the
cumulative difference is more than
$300,000. Recent estimates are that
about 60 percent of adult students leave
college before graduation (Wlodkowski,
Mauldin and Gahn, 2001). Clearly, these
missed opportunities represent huge
potential losses, both personal and social.
The research in this report extends
the study reported in Learning in the Fast
Lane: Adult Learners’ Persistence and
Success in Accelerated College Programs
(available in the “Publications” section of
the Lumina Foundation Web site,
www.luminafoundation.org). The purpose of both studies was to identify
factors that influence adult learners’
persistence (continuing involvement in
coursework or graduation) and success
(grade point average).
The two universities participating in
both studies are Regis University and the
University of Missouri in Kansas City
(UMKC). Regis University is a private
Jesuit university with an enrollment of
13,500 students located in Denver, Colo.
Its School for Professional Studies has
11,500 adult students enrolled in accelerated programs. UMKC is a public university with an enrollment of 11,000 students
reflecting a large adult population enrolled primarily in traditional programs.
The important findings from Learning
in the Fast Lane were:

Recent
estimates are
that about
60 percent
of adult
students leave
college before
graduation.

•

•
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Adult learners benefit from
having significant college experience before enrolling in four-year
colleges. Having more transfer
credits was associated with degree
completion at both universities.
Adult learners with higher grades
were more likely to persist and
succeed at both institutions.

•

•

•

•

Women were twice as likely as
men to graduate within six years
at Regis University (accelerated
format), but were two times more
likely than men to drop out after
one term at UMKC (traditional
format).
Financial aid enhances adult
student persistence. At Regis
University, adults who received
financial aid were 2.9 times more
likely than non-financial aid
recipients to persist to the spring
semester. This effect was even
stronger at UMKC, where adults
who received financial aid were
more than four times more likely
to persist.
Social integration was associated
with adult student persistence and
success in the traditional program
only.
Several motivational variables
were associated with higher
grades in the traditional program:
self-regulation, self-efficacy and
instruction that supported students’ intrinsic motivation.

Seeking to deepen our understanding
of the reasons that adult students persist,
we conducted a follow-up study on
Learning in the Fast Lane, focusing on
students who had been enrolled in Fall
1999 (when the first survey was administered) but did not re-enroll in Fall 2000.
First, using the “Exit Questionnaire,”
we surveyed 128 students. This questionnaire gathered information about two
sets of variables — 1) those within
students’ domain of control, such as
academic performance, employment,
financial status and personal circumstances; and 2) those under institutional
control, such as instruction, student
services, career assistance and school
environment. Findings from this study

suggest steps adult learners and colleges
might take to increase persistence and
success.
Next, we conducted a semi-standardized phone interview with 62 adults (32
from Regis University and 30 from
UMKC) who had not re-enrolled in Fall

2000. These interviews focused on
students’ experiences prior to withdrawing from college. Information gleaned
from these interviews provides a more
comprehensive understanding of the
factors associated with adult persistence
and success.

REASONS FOR LEAVING COLLEGE: SURVEY FINDINGS

I

n order to understand the reasons
why adults leave college, an Exit
Questionnaire was sent to all adult
students at both universities who had
enrolled in Fall 1999 but had not reenrolled in Fall 2000. The adjusted total
number of students was 295: 166 from
Regis University and 129 from UMKC.
Eighty-one students from Regis (49
percent) returned surveys, and 53 (41
percent) from UMKC returned them.
Because of completion errors, three
surveys from each school were discarded,
resulting in sample sizes of 78 for Regis
and 50 for UMKC, for a total of 128
students. (A copy of the Exit Questionnaire is available on the Web at:
http://www.luminafoundation.org/
publications/synopsis/july02exitinterview.pdf.)

Study Design
The Exit Questionnaire collected
information about (a) demographic
characteristics, (b) factors attributed to
the student’s domain of influence such as
academic, employment, financial and
personal circumstances, and (c) factors
attributed to the college’s domain of
influence such as instruction, student
services and school environment.
The survey provided data to address
several research questions:

•

•

•

Findings from

Of the reasons adults give for
leaving accelerated programs at
Regis University and traditional
programs at UMKC, which may
be attributed to the student’s
domain of influence? Do these
reasons relate to gender differences at either school?
In the perception of adult students, what factors could be
changed in accelerated programs
at Regis University and in traditional programs at UMKC to
influence these students to
continue their enrollment? Do
these perceived changes relate to
gender differences at either
school?
Do the reasons for leaving accelerated programs at Regis University and traditional programs at
UMKC differ for adults who
have more than 35 credits to
complete compared to adults who
have 35 or fewer credits to
complete?

this study
suggest steps
adult learners
and colleges
might take
to increase
persistence
and success.

By focusing on specific reasons that
adults give for leaving college, we better
understand what might be done to retain
students and can better inform policy
decisions and intervention strategies.

3

Population Comparisons
As detailed in Exhibit 1, survey
respondents at both Regis and UMKC
are predominantly white, female and
married. They differ, however, in employment status and income levels; far
more Regis respondents are employed
full time and earning at least $26,000 per
year.

Analysis
Exhibit 2 shows the seven most
frequently cited reasons for leaving
college that are within students’ domain
of influence. Although the specific
percentages differ, the reasons are the
same for students at both universities.
These reasons are also what you would
expect from responsible adults: conflict
with job, home responsibilities, and too
little time to study. All are reasons
associated with the demands of family
and work.
For students at both colleges, not
enough money to go to school was cited
as a significant reason for leaving, as
indicated by 50 percent of the students
at Regis and 47 percent at UMKC. Also,
nearly a third of students at both schools
listed could not find sufficient financial
aid as a reason for their departure. These
results, which suggest that adults perceive the need for financial aid, also
reinforce the finding in Learning in the
Fast Lane that tuition aid is significantly
related to persistence and grades at both
universities.
We checked for differences at each
college between men and women and
between students closer to graduation
and those who are farther away (i.e.,
needing more than 35 credits). The only
statistically significant differences were:
• At Regis University, child-related
problems were cited more fre-

Tuition aid is
significantly
related to
persistence
and grades
at both
universities.
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Exhibit 1
Profile of Survey Respondents
Regis
Number of
completed surveys

UMKC

78

50

Female
White

64%
69%

65%
69%

Average age

35.2

34.1

Married
Children at home
Single parents

59%
44%
11%

54%
50%
16%

Employed full time

91%

43%

Income less than
$26,000/year

16%

49%

•

quently by women than by men
(39 percent vs. 13 percent).
At UMKC, more women than
men said that insufficient financial aid was a problem (32
percent vs. 18 percent).

At UMKC, 72 percent stated that
they intended to return to school at
UMKC; 75 percent of respondents at
Regis reported they intended to return
to Regis. These findings are typical of
exit survey results, though our previous
studies indicate that adult students who
leave school rarely return to the same
college.
Influences to Continue Enrollment
In terms of what their college could
do to influence them to continue their
enrollment, the findings are similar for
Regis University and UMKC, as seen in
Exhibit 3.

Exhibit 2
Reasons for Leaving College
Top reasons within students’ domain of influence
Time

60%

Conflict between job and studies
44%
59%
Home responsibilities too great

Previous

47%
44%

studies

Studies too time-consuming
49%

indicate that

40%

Needed a temporary break from studies

41%

adult students

28%

Regis (n=78)

Child/children-related problems
28%

who leave

UMKC (n=50)

Money

school rarely

50%
Not enough money to go to school
47%

return to the

32%
Could not obtain sufficient financial aid

same college.

29%

Exhibit 3
What Colleges Could Do
Influences on students to continue their enrollment
65%
Lower tuition costs
68%
46%
Additional financial aid
49%
37%
More classes on weekends
47%
28%
Improved counseling and guidance services

Regis (n=78)
41%

UMKC (n=50)

26%
Better faculty advising
35%
25%
Closer connection between coursework and career
56%
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Not surprisingly, lowering tuition cost
was identified as a change that would
influence the greatest proportion of adult
students to continue their enrollment at
both colleges. Additional financial aid is
also a popular recommendation, ranking
second at Regis and third at UMKC.
Probably closely related to conflict
with job and home responsibilities is a
desire for more classes on weekends.
Finally, improved guidance and better
faculty advising were seen by at least
25 percent of the respondents at both
schools as a positive influence for
continuing enrollment.

At UMKC, we found no gender
differences on this series of questions. At
Regis, however, more women than men
called for lower tuition costs (81 percent
vs. 41 percent) and additional financial
aid (60 percent vs. 27 percent). Also,
more women than men at Regis suggested more classes on weekends as a
factor that might have kept them in
college.
Again, there were no significant
differences at either school between
those who needed 35 or fewer hours to
graduate and those who needed 36 or
more hours.

INSIGHTS ABOUT LEAVING COLLEGE:
INTERVIEW FINDINGS

The literature
on best
practices for

T

his part of the study contributes to
a more qualitative understanding
of why adults leave college. We
conducted a phone interview that focused
on their experiences prior to withdrawing
from college.

adult learners
emphasizes
the importance

Study Design

of student

We interviewed 32 students from
Regis University and 30 students from
UMKC. These individuals had enrolled
in Fall 1999 but had not enrolled in Fall
2000. Fifteen of the students at each
school were students who had not returned their self-report exit surveys. We
stratified our sample in this manner to
broaden our sample population and to
collect data from students who may not
have been inclined to provide information
on a written survey.
The interviewer was a doctoral intern
at the Center for the Study of Accelerated
Learning. He took care to limit the

support
services
in aiding
persistence.
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interview to approximately 10 minutes.
He asked seven questions in the same
sequence to ensure that the same topics
were covered for each respondent.
Interviews for the students who had
completed the exit survey were conducted with the student’s completed
survey in hand. The other interviews
were conducted without this reference.
We based the semi-standardized
interview, in part, on those variables that
have been consistently found within
college programs to be significantly
associated with adult student persistence
— interaction and connection with
students and faculty (New England Adult
Research Network, 1999; Tinto, 1998).
We also included questions about advising because the literature on best practices for adult learners emphasizes the
importance of student support services in
aiding persistence (Council for Adult and
Experiential Learning, 2000).

We analyzed findings separately for
each of four student groups: two groups
from each institution, based on whether
they had returned the exit survey. Sample
sizes are shown in Exhibit 4.
Based on our experience with previous
interviews and because we used the exit

Findings

1. Time: Lack of time was the dominant
theme for leaving both colleges. These
adult students repeatedly made reference
to competing priorities, being overwhelmed, and just not having enough
time to meet the
demands of schoolwork. Extreme circumExhibit 4
stances were not
Interview Sample Sizes
uncommon. One
student reported, “I
Returned Exit Survey?
Regis UMKC Total
had to stop going to
school. My husband
Yes
17
15
32
recently died, and I
No
15
15
30
just had a baby six
Total
32
30
62
weeks ago.” Another, “I
felt like I was going in
four directions at the same time and just
survey as a guide for the phone interfinding enough time to drive to school
views, we created a coding scheme that
was becoming a problem.”
integrated several elements from the exit
While Regis students most often cited
survey into a thematic category. For
example, we created the thematic catnot enough time due to conflict with
egory of not enough money to integrate
family and work responsibilities, UMKC
both not enough money to go to school
students emphasized that inflexible
and could not obtain sufficient financial aid.
scheduling of courses posed an intolerable
Also, we noted from previous interburden on their personal and professional
views that students often combine reasons lives. A former student said, “UMKC has
for leaving college into a single thematic
a very limited schedule of classes and my
category such as “not enough time.” For
schedule just doesn’t work with it.” Anexample, adults see family and work
other student stated, “I’ve waited two
responsibilities as a totality that denies
semesters for this class, and it hasn’t come
them enough time to do well in school;
along when I can take it.”
they do not see family responsibilities as
one barrier and work responsibilities as a
2. Money: In both schools, a higher
separate, independent barrier. Thus, we
proportion of adults who did not return
used family and work responsibilities as a
surveys identified lack of money as a
single thematic category.
reason to leave. This finding may occur
Due to their absence from the exit
because, for many people, the lack of
survey and because of their importance in sufficient funds may be a source of embarprevious interviews, we added the therassment, something they found difficult
matic categories of better interaction with
to reveal. Nonetheless, lack of money is
students as an influence to continue
clearly a problem. As one student put it:
enrollment and accelerated learning
“I’ve got to care for my mom, and the
format as a reason to leave.
money only goes so far. When it came to
tuition, I just ran out.” A few students

Adult students
repeatedly
made reference
to competing
priorities,
being overwhelmed, and
just not having
enough time.
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commented about their dependency on
tuition reimbursement, “ I changed
employers, and this one doesn’t pay for
tuition. I didn’t have the money. I just had
to stop.” Another student commented
that there didn’t seem to be “many scholarships or financial aid for adults at
Regis.”

Students at
both colleges

3. Quality of advising: A desire for
better advising was more of an issue at
Regis than at UMKC. Regis students felt
let down or misinformed by their advisers, with more than half of those interviewed sharing frustrations about advising: “I didn’t know I had one ... She was
never in” ... “My adviser never followed
up” ... “I was passed around twice and
never met the second adviser.” UMKC
students had far fewer complaints and
were more satisfied with the services, but
still wanted more contact with their
advisers.

reported
that better
interaction
with other
students would
induce them to
continue their

4. Quality of teaching: At both colleges
some students believed better teaching
would have influenced them to continue
with school. However, most students at
both schools were enthusiastic about
their learning environment and were
generally positive about their interaction
with faculty.

enrollment.

5. Peer interaction: Some students at
both colleges reported that better interaction with other students would induce
them to continue their enrollment.
Regis students often indicated they
enjoyed interacting with their peers.
Their remarks included phrases such as
“easy to relate to” ... “supportive” ...
“knowledgeable”... “pleasant” ... and
“dedicated.” One student said, “I felt
comfortable because everyone else was
working full time as well.” Another
commented, “They know the system and
help steer each other to good instructors.”
8

Among those who needed better interaction with students was a distance education student who stated, “There was no
community to speak of. I need that.”
At UMKC, where the age of students
varies more, being with younger students
seemed an advantage to some adults: “I
loved it. I felt like I was there with my
children.” Yet, there were also a few adults
who weren’t enthralled with younger
students. One remarked, “I was a bit
uncomfortable. I was much older than
most of the students.” Another said, “As
an older student, it was hard to concentrate sometimes with the younger students
talking like high school.” Among other
students seeking better interaction was
one student who said, “I felt out of place
with no one to relate to.” Another was
very specific when she remarked, “I need
to be with students who are more motivated to learn.”

RECOMMENDATIONS

B

ased on student feedback reported
here, combined with our earlier
research reported in Learning in the
Fast Lane, we submit the following recommendations for improving success rates
of adult learners. They are presented in no
particular order. These recommendations,
though specifically addressed to Regis
University and UMKC, may be informative to other colleges that serve adult
learners.
1. Recommendation: Increase financial aid for adult students, particularly women, at both schools.
Sources beyond federal aid (such
as foundation support and tuition
discounts) should be considered.
Rationale: At both colleges, not
enough money to go to school is a
significant reason for leaving, as
indicated by nearly half the students surveyed. Also, 30 percent of
students at both schools cited
could not find sufficient financial
aid as a reason for their departure.
These results, which suggest that
adults perceive the need for
financial aid, also reinforce the
finding in Learning in the Fast
Lane that tuition aid is significantly related to persistence and
grades at both universities. At both
institutions, lack of money is a
critical issue for a higher percentage of women than men.

Rationale: Better social integration with peers correlates with
persistence at both schools.
Research findings from other
studies confirm that positive
involvement with peers and
faculty encourages adult learners
to persist.

At both

3. Recommendation: At both colleges, create or expand weekend
course schedules.

institutions,

Rationale: Conflict with job and
family responsibilities is cited as a
major reason for leaving at both
schools. Weekend course schedules allow for more flexibility in
finding resources to remain in
school. Also, an accelerated
program with its intense schedule
makes weekend courses more
adaptable to family and job
responsibilities that women may
feel more pressured to accommodate.

lack of money
is a critical
issue for
a higher
percentage
of women
than men.

4. Recommendation: Make advising
a more understandable and dependable process for adults at
both schools, especially in the
first year of enrollment.
Rationale: At least one-fourth of
the students at both schools see
improved guidance and better
advising as a positive influence for
remaining in school.

2. Recommendation: For accelerated
programs, consider establishing a
peer-support program to improve
persistence. At both schools,
deepen interaction with faculty.
9

ISSUES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

W

e need to extend studies of
this nature to a wider sample
of colleges and regions so that
we may identify and build the structures
within colleges that increase adults’ access
and their chances for degree completion.
We will continue these efforts November 6-9, 2002, when we convene the
directors of accelerated college programs
at the International Council for Adult
and Experiential Learning Conference in
Washington, D.C. Our purpose for this
meeting is to work with the directors to
build a research agenda that can help
improve adult learning and increase

success in accelerated programs. (For
more information about the conference,
visit the Center for the Study of Accelerated Learning on the Web at:
http://academic.regis.edu/jgonzale/
Center web pages/default.htm.)
We also are conducting validation
studies to refine the Adult Learning
Survey (ALS), which was used to collect
data for Learning in the Fast Lane. This
evaluation of the ALS will prepare it for
widespread use as a tool for assessing
adult student populations and providing
information for colleges to better serve
adult learners.
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